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      What is that?” Lexa’s hoarse whisper squeaked with excitement tinged with awe.

      The four crew members of the Junkyard Dog stood in the clear nosecone of the ship, all focused on the floating object that filled the view outside. There seemed to be no end to the immense object, whatever it was.

      Even Darwin, an odd creature who looked like a failed blending of canine and feline species, sat transfixed at their feet. His wiry fur stood on end and the longest of his two tails lashed back and forth, a sure sign of agitation.

      Rita King, commander and owner of The Dog, gave a small shake of her head. “I don’t know, Lexa,” she answered with a frown. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Inwardly Rita gave an exasperated sigh. She didn’t want to deal with the strange object. Not now, not when they had barely escaped the red mist at great personal cost—the loss of her eyesight.

      Looking back, Rita saw a year fraught with dangerous situations and hungry alien creatures. She had survived by her wits and sheer stubbornness. A loner by choice, somehow along the way she had gathered a small, motley crew of misfits.

      While she would trust any of them with her life, as ship’s commander she was acutely aware that she was now responsible for each of their lives. A burden she could do without, except that these same misfits had morphed into friends and friendship carried it’s own set of obligations.

      How had her life become so complicated?

      And now they faced this—this thing that could turn into yet another challenge to their survival.

      Rita searched her excellent memory—a memory that had helped her quick rise to the rank of Major in the galaxy’s elite law enforcement squadron dubbed the Red Barons—for reports of a similar craft but drew a blank.

      Unfortunately not all of Rita’s  co-workers had been pleased by her rapid advancement in the Barons. Her favored ship had been sabotaged and she had been sent on a solo mission to die.

      According to a Baron-turned-mercenary (now dead, God rot his greedy soul) the Barons had even held a ceremony for Rita after declaring her killed in action.

      The sabotage was the beginning of a new and unexpected trajectory of her life. Here she stood nearly a year later—now a renegade commanding an unusual crew in the very ship she was sent out to die in.

      Not where she expected to be after years of hard training and dedication to becoming the best law officer she could be.

      Top it off with the fact that she was now blind, able to see only with the aid of an electromagnetic visor, and she could say that her life had not only taken an unexpected turn—it had completely derailed from its intended path.

      Twists of fate.

      Rita forced her thoughts back to the present. She had found no memories of anyone coming across a ship the size of a small planet. The Dog looked like little more than a flea or a rat turd skimming the surface of the alien object.

      It was unfortunate that the warp jump they’d made to escape the red mist had landed them here.

      “Do I detect curvature to the surface?” asked the ship’s Healer, newly named John. He stepped closer to the viewing window and pressed his copper-colored face against its smooth surface. “I can’t see any edges,” he said after angling his head this way and that. “It’s too large. But I’m nearly certain I detect a slight curvature to the surface. It’s not a flat wall. And it’s pitted and cratered. Looks like it’s been in space a long time.”

      “Does it look organic to you?” Rita asked. She was still learning how to view the world through the EM visor that Lexa, the ship’s engineer, had created for her. She saw objects as shades of red, yellow, and violet-blue depending on their heat signature, but she didn’t have enough experience yet to interpret everything she was seeing.

      One thing they could all agree on, the object was massive, far larger than any ship built in the Milky Way galaxy.

      Stunned by the sudden thought, Rita felt a small thrill course through her body. Could they be viewing a ship from another galaxy? The idea was both exciting and frightening at the same time. Was it friendly or hostile? What was it doing here?

      More important, were they being observed by the beings who manned the ship?

      “I think we’d better move a safe distance away until we have more data about the object,” she said aloud. “Everyone to your stations.” She turned on her heel and stepped back toward the command center of the ship, settling into the foremost gel seat. It supported her body like a warm palm, comfortable and familiar.

      A prototype ship that never caught on with the Red Barons and therefore never made it into production, the Junkyard Dog was designed after the Old Earth sailing ships, with sleek curves and a non-organic interior that mimicked cherrywood.

      The command center sat in the central open space near the nose. Storage compartments, the wash/dry tube, food prep and enclosed bunks all cleverly fitted together, lined the walls. The separate rear compartment acted as the ship’s hold for cargo, supplies, large equipment, the airlock and decontamination chamber—in short, everything necessary to sustain a crew of eight on extended travels throughout the galaxy. All that and the Dog was designed so it could be easily manned by a single person, no crew necessary.

      Rita loved the Dog. The other Barons had refused to use the ship because it lacked the tough look of hard angles and metal they were used to, leaving it for Rita alone to use. It was easy to see why it had been a simple task for someone to sabotage her.

      Lexa jumped into the seat next to Rita. The gel seat immediately conformed to her small blue body. Standing just over three feet tall, Lexa’s bare feet swung well above the deck but she didn’t seem to mind.

      John and Yani, an emerald-eyed, ebony-skinned translator rescued from the now extinct Ruby City, took the pair of seats directly behind Lexa and Rita. Darwin leaped onto Rita’s seat back and draped his long tail over her shoulder.

      “Everybody set?” A chorus of “ayes” answered Rita. “Okay then.  Pulling away to a safer distance where we can continue to scan the surface of the object.”

      “I thought the ship’s warp drive took objects into consideration so we wouldn’t crash into anything. The fact that we landed on top of that—“ Yani fluttered one elegant hand at the nosecone—“makes me a little nervous.”

      “Theoretically the ship makes every effort not to land on or in a solid object,” Rita agreed. She glanced back at Yani and smiled. She approved of questions and encouraged her passengers-turned-crew to ask them. Experience had taught her that the more knowledge a person possessed the better choices and decisions they made.

      “The warp drive works by bending the fabric of time and space,” Rita continued. “It’s possible that the object wasn’t here when we programmed our jump. It might have arrived too close to our own arrival for the ship to make adjustments.”

      “Has that ever happened?” Lexa asked. “Two ships arriving at the same location at the same time?”

      “No,” Rita admitted. “The Milky Way galaxy contains over two hundred billion stars spread out over an unbelievable amount of space. The number of ships traveling through the galaxy is miniscule. The odds of two ships choosing the same point in time and space is infinitesimally small.”

      “And yet here we are,” John said dryly from behind her. “We either arrived at the same time as that object or . . .”

      “The Dog couldn’t detect it,” finished Lexa.

      Everyone sat quietly for a few moments thinking about the implications of a cloaked object traveling through the galaxy.

      Rita set the Dog to cruise at one hundred kilometers above the object’s surface. It still filled the view through the nosecone and no edges were yet visible. A true unidentified flying object. It was truly immense, whatever it was.

      The idea that Rita and her crew might have stumbled across something never seen before crowded out her misgivings and gave her a buzz of excitement.

      “Lexa, see what you can learn about the object from here,” Rita ordered.

      There were several more minutes of quiet while Lexa ran her scans. Rita stared out the nosecone, wishing she could see, really see. The EM visor was a life saver in that she could see shapes and heat, but it didn’t allow her to see the surface of the object, to get a feel for it.

      She hadn’t realized how much she depended on her eyes to feed her information until she no longer had the use of them.

      “Huh.”

      Rita swiveled to look at Lexa. “What—huh?”

      “It’s definitely some type of ship. It appears to have a maze of hollow spaces inside. The outer shell is made up of aluminum, titanium, and lead.”

      “Lead? That’s awfully heavy to use for building a ship,” John said. “An unusual choice. Can you tell anything else about it? Are there life forms inside?”

      Lexa shook her head. “The Dog’s scanners aren’t picking up any life forms.”

      Rita stared at the object filling the nosecone. “They might have used the lead to block gamma radiation. What color is the object?”

      “Uh, sort of a mottled, dull gray,” Lexa answered. “Why?”

      “Just wondered. I’m still getting used to my visor. All I see is a blue-violet surface. Can you estimate the size of the—what’s that?”

      “What? What do you see? I don’t see anything. WHAT?” Frustration made Lexa short-tempered.

      “There.” Rita pointed at the floating screen in front of her. “A red spot. That means heat. The surface is warmer in that area than anywhere else I’ve seen so far.”

      “An exhaust vent?” John guessed. “Maybe to bleed heat off the engines?”

      “Or an opening.” Rita took her eyes off her screen and examined the long, red streak that now filled the nosecone. “Can you see it now?” she asked.

      “No. Wait.” Lexa scrambled out of her seat and ran up to the nosecone. “It looks like a fold in the surface. Like a chain of hills maybe.”

      Rita shook her head. “No. It’s definitely more than hills.” She slowed the Dog’s speed. “Scan that area more closely, Lexa.”

      “A volcanic area perhaps?” John guessed as Lexa made her way back to her station.

      “If we were looking at a planet that would be a good guess. But if the object is partially hollow as Lexa’s scan shows where is the pressure and magma coming from? No, I’m sure it’s an opening in the surface.” Rita turned toward Lexa. “Well,” she demanded. “What else can you tell me?”

      “The hills, or whatever they are are seventy point five kilometers long and fifty kilometers wide.”

      Rita slowed the Dog’s speed even further and turned the ship so they were aligned with the red slash.

      “All I can see is a shadow on the surface,” observed Yani. “The kind of jagged, shaded line a mountain range would cast. There are no lights or anything to indicate it leads inside the object. Are you sure it’s an opening, Rita?”

      Rita looked at the heat signature beneath them. “I’m sure. It’s either a crack in the surface, something unintentional like damage from an attack or internal stresses, or it’s a cleverly disguised entry. Either way, it’s an opening.”
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