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        Friend, Foe, or Something More?

      

      

      Darby Sabo knows what to expect when her hypersleep shift comes to an end.

      Routine inspections, keeping deep space cargo safe, keeping herself entertained and sane.

      But a surprise lurks this time, one she never dreamed of.

      Will Darby discover a silver lining in the shocking break from routine?
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      Galactic Transport Specialist Darby Sabo wanted nothing more in the universe than to go back to bed.

      Even though she’d just woken from a five-year shift in hypersleep, when she was usually antsy and ready to get moving.

      Some messes weren’t worth being awake for.

      She stood in the oval portal leading to the vast fresh food storage bay, which should have been chilly enough to feel right through her cold-climate uniform. The brick-red shade was the same as all her others, and the same as everyone else on the Gamma Team. They’d all just woken, and doing these sorts of routine checks was supposed to be a way to ease them back into their duties onboard the Pebdan Standard Long-Haul Cargo Vessel.

      Busywork to be sure, with so much monitoring automated. But a reasonable enough task for still sleep-addled minds.

      Darby and several of her crewmates thought quality control was more of a punishment. Something like the previous crew settling themselves into their own hypersleep shift and getting the last laugh before they drifted off.

      Knowing she’d drawn food storage inspection duty, she’d pulled on the thicker coveralls and boots, keeping her gloves and hood stowed in one of her many pockets until she needed them.

      Fresh food wouldn’t require the gloves like the icy cavern of long-term frozen provisions would.

      But the air inside the echoing steel-lined vault full of dozens of rows of carefully temperature-and-humidity controlled shelves, drawers, and hangers should have at least been brisk enough to chase the last traces of sleepiness out of her mind.

      Vegetables and fruit harvested from the farming sector—which also helped oxygenate and clean the air aboard Pebdan’s occupied zones—were supposed to nestle in their perfect climates. All clean, organized, and easy for the culinary staff to transform into nourishing, and more importantly, interesting meals for the on-duty years ahead of her. The colorful supplies of vegetables, fruits, protein-packed nuts and beans, and so much more were meant to linger at the peak of health and ripeness.

      Much like crewmembers did in their hypersleep chambers.

      Instead Darby stared into a steamy, cluttered mess that smelled more like the Pebdan’s compost facilities in the middle of a malfunction than anything fit for consumption.

      Clear plasglass drawers lay scattered across the floor, their small data screens blinking red, contents strewn about and no longer worth monitoring. Shoulder-high shelves tuned to the needs of each crop had been messily swept bare.

      Even the hooks set overhead and along the shelving, usually holding herbs and edible flowers used to add flavor and keep meals visually appealing, had been stripped of their bounty.

      And whoever had apparently succumbed to long-haul space-travel mind-sickness had taken the time to stomp and smash as much as possible, leaving a colorful sludge all over the rubberized floor. More than a few splashes and smears decorated the shelves and pale gray steel of the walls and ceiling overhead.

      The low whoosh of recirculating air handlers let Darby know they were still operating, but not able to cope with the heat of all that decomposition. That or the out-of-sorts invader had purposely cranked up the temperature closer to the tropical growing sectors.

      Darby raised the slender black band of her wrist identity-communication unit, meaning to comm her crew chief to report the disaster, then shook her head and sighed.

      Gamma Team’s chief on this waking shift was Janess Marchan. Not the easiest person to get along with when all was well. Janess was Earth-born, and even though she’d spent far more time on transits than on The Human Homeworld as she constantly called it, she had an obvious feeling of superiority over anyone born offworld.

      Especially those born on an orbiting station or onboard a transit ship rather than any of the human colonies.

      Like Darby, who’d been born and raised on and around ships very much like the Pebdan, but transporting people rather than cargo.

      Which meant Darby had no choice but to gather as much information as she could before making her report, or else put up with a lecture about the embarrassing lack of education and training of anyone not reared planetside.

      So she ran her fingers through her scruffy blonde hair, turned her face away from the ruined stores so she could take a deep breath of cleaner ship air, and headed into the huge vault.

      Unpleasant as the task might be, she needed to get a good look at the three other access ports. Whoever did this was hopefully captured by security cameras and identity scans, but something like visible footprints or even a clear biomarker like fingerprints would speed up the search.

      For better or worse, leaving footprints would be hard to avoid when exiting the scene of so much petty mayhem.

      Several colonial food species were farmed onboard the Pebdan, filling in the gaps left by the typical ancient Earth crops. But none of those had survived the destruction any more than the standard fare. The chunky pink innards of high-protein wasmal fruit and bluish smears of stimulating jonar berries had been just as wasted as melons, greens, and fresh beans.

      Darby kept one hand on the empty, chilly metal shelves, avoiding globs of crushed food, not wanting to slip and land in a puddle of decomposing stew.

      Stew that had been harvested for her and the rest of Gamma Team, specifically to help their bodies get settled. Bring regular digestion back into play without too much upset, and supply nutrients that were impossible to get during such long stretches of hypersleep.

      They wouldn’t starve by any means. Not on a vast ship meant to supply several colonies on its endless circuit, taking on new crewmembers as the existing ones served out their contracts or reached their destinations. Dropping out of and back into near-lightspeed, sure, but still taking decades of ship time to make the circuit.

      Even if they had to break into some of the supplies they’d been paid to transport, they’d survive. Pebdan’s manifest was unknown to most crewmembers, and some of it was kept secret from everyone but the corporate owners of the ship itself, but arrangements could be made.

      No matter how rare or precious the cargo, the crew came first.

      But damned if Darby wasn’t disappointed about having to subsist on reconstituted—if perfectly nutritious—long-haul meal packs instead of biting into a thick slice of luscious ripe tomato tucked into a hearty cultured chicken sandwich.

      By the time she reached the end of the hundred-meter-long row and got a glance at ten more just like it to either side, all hopes of salvaging even a handful of food evaporated.

      Whoever rampaged through here had taken their time and done a thorough job of it.

      She’d just raised her wrist again, meaning to comm the rotten news to Janess, when she caught a flutter of movement to her left.

      And a muted whisper of what sounded like high-pitched giggles cut through the air handlers’ constant noise.

      “What the hell?” she whispered, crouching and turning that way for a better look.

      There were no children awake onboard Pebdan, and none expected to be until they were nearly at their next destination. Even a dedicated cargo transport kept a few spaces available for travelers. But they didn’t include the facilities to handle anyone who actually expected entertainment besides duty shifts and mandatory fitness runs and walks along the kilometers-long central access corridors.

      And feeding, educating, and keeping up with children was certainly beyond what any cargo vessel could offer. So all the kids onboard—along with their parents—would stay in long-term hypersleep until nearly time to depart.

      That giggle hadn’t been any sort of adult, though, and this was a human-only crew.

      Darby started to move forward again so she could get a better look into the next aisle, then hesitated.

      Even with natural and genetically enhanced pets common on all colonies and most passenger transport ships, there weren’t many onboard the Pebdan. The added job of feeding the creatures—whether canine, feline, avian, or a fanciful blending of more than one species—added work for crews already stretched thin.

      Between that and the challenges of getting non-sentients into hypersleep, only a well-behaved few made the cut.

      And none of them were permitted to roam freely in work zones. All food storage was purposely a long way from crew quarters.

      So she had no idea what she was facing, but caution made all kinds of sense. Especially when that bizarre giggle might come from some sort of hybrid creature with unpleasant abilities beyond staging an interstellar food fight.

      A high-pitched whirring behind her gave warning, but not enough to keep her last thought from springing to life when she turned.

      An already smushed and very ripe strawberry came out of seemingly nowhere and splatted against her chest.

      Not one of the little Earth-based strains, either. This had been nearly as big as Darby’s fist before it disintegrated into blood-red bits and pieces all over her uniform, neck, and chin.

      “All right, that’s enough! Who’s in here? You’re in violation of galactic shipboard law, and you will be prosecuted!”

      She didn’t exactly expect someone to sidle into sight, head bowed, hands clasped in guilt and hopes of forgiveness.

      But the last thing she imagined was a renewed and much louder chorus of giggles from all sides.

      And a hail of sticky, sweet-smelling goo from the same directions that was so mixed up she couldn’t guess what it had been.

      Even with her hypersleep-dulled reflexes, Darby managed to duck and cover her eyes before too much damage was done. She still didn’t enjoy the sensation of being pelted with what felt like suspension gel from the sleep chambers.

      She crouched, twitching every time a fresh load of clammy organic sludge thumped on her back or slid down her neck, doing her best not to shout into her comm.

      “Security, Specialist Darby Sabo here. Immediate need at fresh food storage. Lock all access ports and send investigators. We have... I think it’s an intruder situation. Not really dangerous, but destructive.”

      “Specialist Sabo, access port lock in progress, hold steady.”

      A low hum and thud let her know the magnetic locks were engaged.

      “I require more information before dispatching assistance, Specialist. What sort of intruder? What sort of destruction?”

      Darby risked raising up to try to get a peek at her assailants, and was rewarded with a painful barrage of what seemed like every variety of nut and legume farmed on the Pebdan.

       “No idea, Security. Looks like they’ve smashed all the fresh provisions, and now they’re throwing them at me. Can’t you see the cameras from there?”

      Both Security and whoever kept lobbing comestibles at Darby stopped for a second, giving her a chance to swipe fruit and vegetable mash away from her forehead before it could run into her eyes.

      “Cameras inoperative, Specialist. Possibly blocked.”

      Then a shower of juice with the sharp aroma of citrus splashed onto Darby’s head and got her eyes after all.

      “I’m sure they are blocked! Probably gobbed up with our food. Just get someone down here!”

      “Hold steady, Specialist. Security personnel inbound to your location.”

      Darby dragged her cold gloves out of her pocket and used them to dab at her stinging, watering eyes, then moved her wrist comm away from her mouth.

      “What do you think I can do besides hold steady?” she said under her breath.

      But the truth was her knees and ankles and thighs complained at her continued crouch, which made sense after years spent floating in sleep.

      More than that, the whole situation was starting to get her good and angry.

      Unlike muscles and joints, emotions tended to run extra fast and high at the
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