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Blast and rad! Ruhger slammed his back to the wall. The mutineers were everywhere! 

He popped around the corner, fired and pulled back. None of this was on plan. 

“Ruhger, get your team back to the shuttle,” Chief Bhoher snapped. “If we’re not right behind you, you’ve got command. Fly to the folder. Run!”

Ruhger froze. Giving up? They were giving up? But there were all those kids to rescue! They’d be sold as slaves. He couldn’t fail on his first mission. He couldn’t let down his team, his friends. 

Tyron yanked on his arm. “Come on, commander, let’s go. I’m watching our surveillance, but Wreck’s guys keep killing the sensors.”

Suns. They pounded down the tunnel, back the way they’d come. Tyron was next to him, Grant and Loren on his heels. They passed their assault team’s rear guard. 

“Loren, you’ve got our six.” Ruhger didn’t gasp, but running in armor was hard.

Tyron said, “Surveillance clear back to the shuttle.” 

“Copy. Got a remote on you?”

“Oh, yeah, I do.”

“Get it up there, seventy-five meters or so in front.” Ruhger pointed at the tunnel in front of them, twisting and winding for no apparent reason. “What if the mutineers cut us off? Or they’re spoofing the surveillance?” 

“Mudhuggers.” Tyron slowed, pulling something out of a pouch hanging from his belt, and tossing it out in front of them. The tiny thing rose, disappearing before it reached the ceiling. 

Tyron dropped slightly behind Ruhger. “Guide me,” Tyron told Grant.

Grant grabbed his arm, steering Tyron as they jogged down the tunnel. Their footfalls were softened by the dull gray sealant the miners used on the slightly rounded tunnel walls winding through the huge asteroid. 

“Contact,” Tyron said. They slowed to a walk. “Good call, Ruhger. We’ve got to get out of this tunnel.”

“There’s no turnoffs,” Ruhger said, scanning the map. He pulled up the vid of their trip here, looking for another tunnel or a hatch or something. Anything. If his team got captured, they’d make perfect hostages. Chief must have been desperate to send them out on their own.

“Pulling back the remote,” Tyron said. “Wait a minute, I saw...hah. Got ya. Found a hatch. Run!”

They sprinted down the tunnel, breath rasping in their ears, multiplied by the comms. 

“Here,” Tyron said.

“Where?” Loren said, scanning the wall. 

Ruhger searched the wall on his side, but he didn’t see anything either. 

“Up there.” Tyron pointed at the top of the tunnel. 

Ruhger looked up. Sure enough, a faint outline. And another, smaller outline next to it, probably an activator. “Can you open it?” He scanned through the maps. Nothing showing where this hatch might lead. But better an unknown tunnel than a firefight or capture. The mutineers wouldn’t go easy on them. Ruhger still couldn’t believe they’d betrayed everyone for credits. 

“Hope so. Give me a knee.”

Loren got down on one knee, Tyron stepped up on Loren’s bent leg, balancing with one hand on Grant’s head. Wobbling a little on his perch, Tyron pulled an interface cable out of his suit. 

Ruhger stepped up close to Loren and wrapped his arms around Tyron’s legs, holding him in place. Grant did the same on Tyron’s front side.

“Hah.” 

The hatch swooped down, all of them ducking just in time to avoid the hit. Ruhger gripped tighter when Tyron almost tumbled off Loren’s leg. 

“Go!” Ruhger snapped.

Tyron yanked something and a rope ladder unfurled. He stood there, poking at his holo. 

Ruhger opened his mouth to yell, then realized Tyron was flying the remote through the hatch. Duh.

Tyron climbed, Grant and Loren following. 

Ruhger sent a text to Chief Bhoher. The rest of the assault team might need this escape too. Ruhger climbed, and sat on the lip of the hatch to pull the ladder back up, tossing it on the tunnel floor rather than securing the strap. Chief’s forces could use their armor’s grav generators. Why hadn’t he thought of that sooner? Doesn’t matter—get going! 

Ruhger brought his legs up, but banged his helmet into the ceiling. He scanned the cramped space. A round tunnel, a meter or so in diameter, disappearing into darkness in front of him, his teammates jammed behind him. 

Ruhger contorted his body to lie on his side, and reached down to pull the hatch closed. He heaved the heavy hatch up. It sealed, the faint red glow of the status indicator the only light in the tunnel. Ruhger turned his headlamp on low, the dim light showing him this small tunnel was coated with the same dull, slightly soft, light-gray sealant as all the others. 

He quickly scanned all the other frequencies. The infrared sensor kept fritzing out—his armor was cobbled together from a lot of old surplus—amazing it worked at all. One more reason not to rely on the grav generators.

“Where are we?” Loren asked, still breathing a little hard. As a cook’s apprentice, Loren struggled to stay in shape, eating too much of his own product. 

Ruhger could really go for one of Loren’s pastries right now. He settled for sucking down a little water. “Don’t forget to drink,” he reminded his team. He scanned the map again, but didn’t see a layer for the air handling system. Ruhger assumed that’s where they were—what else would this be? “I don’t see this tunnel on the map. We’ll have to guess. Since we were headed that way—” he pointed across the hatch “—I assume that’s the way we should go.”

“Makes sense,” Loren said.

Ruhger was still surprised Loren had come. But maybe he had something to prove—everyone in Phalanx Eagle was combat-ready, even the cooks. Wilson wouldn’t accept anything less; he was a stickler. So, what would Wilson do now?

“All right. No choice—we crawl. Let’s go.” Ruhger moved forward, grateful for the knee pads in the armor but wishing the gloves were padded too. He was happy to be off his feet; his toes were bruised by the too-tight boots. None of their armor fit exactly right, but nobody complained.  

“I’m sending the remote ahead,” Tyron said. “But it will be out of power soon.”

Ruhger kept crawling. Nothing else to do. He still couldn’t believe Wreck and his followers mutinied and took this horrible contract in Phalanx Eagle’s name. The original PE, the PE he grew up with, would never accept a contract to take over a religious colony mining station and sell everyone, including all the kids, to slavers. 

Now, PE would be branded as slavers forever. The rest of them had to start over with a new name, maybe a different business. Wilson, Rehmington and the rest of the adults were furious, but determined to salvage what they could. Rescuing all those children might help.

Plodding along on hands and knees, Ruhger remembered the agony in Wilson’s eyes as he silently begged the four of them to turn down their part in this operation. The ‘kids will trust kids’ theory was good, but Wilson didn’t like risking their lives. Neither did the other parents. But they all realized success was unlikely without the apprentice team. The mining colony children had to follow their rescuers willingly. There were too many to simply stun and carry out.

After what seemed like hours, Ruhger’s palms stung and his shoulders and knees ached. He checked the time. Only fifty minutes, but a good time for a break. 

“Rest break,” he said, turning to sit. Ruhger slid down the tunnel wall until he lay on his back, feet resting high on the wall. The team copied him.

“Oh, good. I was not built for this mode of travel, Ruhger,” Loren said. “It’s tough on my manicure!”

Ruhger chuckled, like everyone else. 

Grant said, “It’s tough on everything. None of this armor fits right. I have blisters on my blisters.”

“No kidding,” Tyron said. “Hey, Ruhger, the remote died. But I saw another hatch ahead. And I thought I saw something else, but I’m not sure.”

“What was it?” 

Tyron didn’t answer immediately and Ruhger knew he was grimacing.

“It might be a kid, the ones we’re here for, with the weird clothes. Maybe a girl; saw a hat.”

They’d seen pics of the mining colony. All the males wore loose pants with suspenders and long-sleeve shirts with buttons. The females wore long-sleeve shirts too, but with long skirts almost brushing the decking and these odd little white hats, their hair shoved up under them. Other than the hats, all the colors were dark and the cloth looked heavy, rough and uncomfortable. Nothing like the soft, colorful coveralls they wore on a normal day.

“Maybe it was. Maybe one of them got away and hid,” Grant said.

“Could be. If I heard invaders and wasn’t armed, I’d hide,” Loren said. 

“Drink something; we’ll go in five minutes. Maybe we’ll find this kid.” Ruhger shrugged. Their mission—or escape—would go smoother with a guide.

“If we do, maybe she can show us the way out,” Tyron said hopefully.

Ruhger hoped so too, because the path this tunnel took didn’t match the bigger tunnels on his map. It meandered all over the place with odd twists and turns. He drank water and rested, thinking through the potential issues and options, trying to stay positive and focused on his team. He couldn’t afford to worry about the larger operation. Keeping his friends alive was challenge enough. 

When his chrono zeroed, Ruhger said, “Let’s go. Grant, you’re point. If there’s a kid up there, you’re lead. You’re the best at talking to people. Stay sharp.”

“Copy that, Ruhger.”

“Tyron, you’ve got six.”

“Wilco, Ruhger.”

Grant clambered over them, his long, skinny frame making it a relatively easy task. After he passed, Ruhger got back on his hands and knees and started forward. Ow. Crawling sucks like the big black hole of Andromeda.

No longer in the lead position, Ruhger caught himself plodding forward mindlessly, his thoughts drifting. He must concentrate; he was in command. But with nothing to look at
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