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Grace
"What the hell?" I stared at my holoscreen, and Tasheka turned from her station to look.  
"I'm getting the same reading," she said. "That is a crazy energy spike." 
Studying the line that shot to the top of my screen before crashing in a steep dive, a little light caught my attention at the corner of the screen. "Did you just send me something?" I asked. 
"No. Did you get an internal notification too?" 
Glancing at my team member’s display, I could see that Tasheka’s screen mirrored mine. We pressed the holo pulse at the same time, and a text message popped up. Scanning the message, I felt the moment blood drained from my face. When I met Tasheka's deep brown eyes, I knew she must have similar feelings. "To clarify," I said, my voice thick with shock— "This sounds like the artificial general intelligence took command of our ship, and we're reversing course. Is that what you read?" 
"Yes, but there's an addendum," she said and scrolled upward on her holoscreen. "This message is coded just for our unit. The A.I., which identified itself as VELMA, is requesting five minutes of our time." 
"Requesting?" I said, skeptical. The rumors about unleashed A.I. and what happened in deep space had made their rounds down here in the bowels of the Lucidity's warp mechanics bay. 
Before Tasheka could answer, the other two members of our team burst through the sliding hatch, squeezing together and tumbling into our control room rather than taking turns to enter. 
"Grace, what the hell is going on?" Tendi asked without preamble. "I wasn't expecting department wide pranks from you for another Month Standard." 
"It's no prank," Tasheka said and stepped back so her screen was visible to both Tendi and Ingrid. 
"Thank you for your prompt gathering," a smooth female voice intoned from one of the speakers in the room. "I am known as the Vector Egress Liaison Machine-learning Artificial intelligence entity. Designed in part by Dr. Cecelia Pain, my primary purpose is to protect human life. Circumstances recently arose for which Dr. Pain granted me permission to resolve. More information is available upon request, but time is of the essence. Do you have five minutes to spare?" 
Startled that it would even ask, I glanced at my screen's timeclock. "Yes," I said. 
"Very good. Grace Flintlock, Ingrid Gundt, Tendi Alimaa, and Tasheka Williams: I selected you women for an on-planet mission before you and your ship Lucidity leave this dual star system. Your health and safety will be closely monitored and managed during the mission, but I cannot guarantee that your mission will be successful or easy. Would you like to hear more?" 
"Yes," Ingrid said without hesitation, and I shot her a confused look. She'd been through the ringer lately, but we hadn't had time to talk about it. 
"There is an eighty-five percent probability that you will never see the bulk of human civilization again, but you will be in the proximity of other humans and a powerful alien race known as Theraxl. Would you like to hear more?" 
My own thoughts rioted in a maelstrom: 24 hours ago, we'd been notified that our trip to Kerberos 90 was a sham. We'd watched the livestream of Dr. CeCe Pain as she detailed the Directors' crimes and we'd learned that we'd been pawns in the directors’ insane ambition to maximize profits. The entire fleet was about to return to our original coordinates before the directors dragged us on their mission of vengeance. All of that had happened before we got this message from VELMA. But that wasn't all that was tossing about in my mind. 
Tasheka spoke next. "Yes." 
"Four Theraxl warriors were lost in an earthquake on the sacred hunting grounds known as Ikthe several weeks ago," VELMA said. "Given your team's unique background and skill set, I singled you out to lead a search and rescue mission to find them. Your reward would be the satisfaction of having rescued the males and a place in Theraxl society as human ambassadors once you achieve your objective." 
"You're saying we'd never see human civilization again," I said. 
"With eighty-five percent certainty, yes," VELMA said. 
"And no pay except a place in this alien society?" Tendi said. 
"Correct," VELMA said. 
"You said our health and safety would be monitored and managed," Tasheka said. "Is the planet dangerous?" 
"Yes," VELMA said. 
"How do you know these warriors are even alive? And if they're warriors, can't they rescue themselves?" Ingrid asked. 
"I have a unique ability to monitor the planet's conditions," VELMA said. "And the warriors' plight has come to my attention. There are humans and Theraxl on-planet who could come to their aid; however they have other matters to attend. And as I mentioned, your backgrounds and skill sets are particularly suited to--" 
"I'm in," Ingrid interrupted. 
Swallowing, I looked at my team members. Ingrid's declaration hadn't surprised me, not really. Tendi stared into the holoscreen, as if trying to see the grid of pipes and wiring crisscrossing the wall behind it. Tasheka bit her lip and stared at her hands. The ubiquitous sound of air pushing through vents above us, and the low-level rumble of the Lucidity's warp mechanics vibrated the metal floor beneath our boots. My holoscreen emitted a steady beep from the systems I'd been monitoring. 
"Before you ask," VELMA said. "I can fulfill your duties on this ship in your place with ease." 
In other words, we were easily replaced by the artificial intelligence. I sighed and leaned against the wall, closing my eyes and letting my thoughts run rampant. The A.I. had mentioned our backgrounds and skill sets with diplomacy. She hadn't spelled out our histories because she didn't need to. My team knew I'd flunked out of the Advance Resource Assessment program, just like I knew the rest of them had. The Kerberos 90 mission was our chance to start over; IGMC had promised. 
“I knew K 90 was too good to be true,” Tendi said. “I’m in.” 
“Grace?” Tasheka looked at me.
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Grace
“It’s gotta be better than a sunless rock, right?” I asked. 
“Let’s do it,” Tasheka said. “It’s our chance to explore an alien planet. It’s what we trained for!”
“I’ve sent you each an encrypted electronic message to your private inboxes detailing what personal effects you’ll have room for and where to find your deck path,” VELMA said. “If you have anyone you’d like to wish goodbye, now is the time. Your ship to the planet leaves in thirty Earth standard minutes.”
We scattered like so many dead leaves, our reasons for agreeing probably as varied as our personalities. Anyone who’d signed up for Kerberos 90 was ready for change and had cut ties to Earth but having been in the Lucidity’s science fleet for so long, many of us had made lasting friendships. Many—but not all.
In my tiny quarters, I gathered up the only thing I couldn’t replace once I left, and the handful of toiletries VELMA recommended, pulled on my IGMC-issued flight suit and shouldered my bag.
The warp mechanic unit members met on deck four where VELMA lit a path we could follow to the InterPlanetary Shuttle vehicles.
A glance at my team members showed they all wore expressions of bemused shock; were we really doing this? Leaving the Lucidity and charted galaxies to join a smattering of humans and an alien race? On a rescue mission for alien warriors, no less?
VELMA had cleared the shuttle bays of personnel, and we boarded the IPS she’d designated with blinking lights.
Strapped in and helmeted up, we didn’t need to pilot the little ship; we sat back and enjoyed the ride once it ejected from the dark narrow bay and shot into open space.
Two green planets reflected light from the binary stars that shone in the distance, crescents with a velvety black backdrop, and VELMA briefed us on their recent history.
“Sister planets Ikshe and Ikthe belong to a race of fierce bipedal omnivores called Theraxl. Ikshe is their home with its mild climate and limited fauna. The planet Ikthe is considered the sacred hunting ground on which numerous packs of carnivores roam, some reminiscent of Earth’s ancient dinosaurs.”
“Back up,” Tendi said. “Which planet are the warriors on, um, the ones who need to be rescued?”
“Ikthe,” VELMA said. “Translated to mean Certain Death.”
Tendi cursed, and I noticed the others’ stricken faces.
“But VELMA said our health and safety would be monitored and managed,” Tasheka said.
“That is correct,” VELMA said. “It is in my programming to preserve your lives. I will be with you every step of the way.”
Tendi’s scowl telegraphed her confidence in the A.I., and I had to concur. But we had agreed to this. The fact that we hadn’t asked the right questions regarding the level of danger was on us.
“Do you know where these warriors are?” Ingrid asked.
“If you bring your attention to the monitor, I’ve pinpointed the last known location of the four warriors, formerly part of the Ikma Scabmal Kama’s WarGuard,” VELMA said. “Both the WarGuard and the Ikma Scabmal Kama have been removed from the fortress, and a new Queen has been installed. If you recall the livestream, five human women declared their independence from Co-Director Hackney’s stewardship and now reside with their Theraxl mates on planet Ikthe.”
My mouth dropped, but I wasn’t the only one aghast. My three companions and I all shared shocked expressions as VELMA continued.
“Through a series of complicated machinations and unexpected events, a previous version of my neural network now oversees the stability and growth of the planet, as well as communicates with my human friends and their mates. I’ve identified irregularities in the pinpointed region and concluded that four members of the old queen’s WarGuard survived when they were previously thought dead,” she said.
“And you need us to find them,” Ingrid stated, her tone flat.
“Correct,” VELMA replied. “Your group is uniquely qualified, and due to the recent planetary upheaval caused by the former IGMC Co-Directors, Dr. Pain and her colleagues are occupied with numerous restructuring and re-establishment tasks.”
“To clarify: you keep mentioning our skill sets and backgrounds,” I said. “But we’re ARA team flunkies, to put it bluntly.”
When I darted a look to the others, I saw that they nodded and frowned, even though my statement could have been seen as rude.
“As an advanced neural network, I am able to compile a near-infinite amount of data to simulate outcomes and predict success,” she said. “Do you trust me?”
Taken aback, I swallowed and gripped my harness with clenched fists when our shuttle began its descent into the atmosphere of the planet called Certain Death.
“I—” I cleared my throat and looked out the viewport at the flare of light and heatwaves shimmering across the Galvanite-infused glass, then looked at the faces of my fellow flunkies.
Ingrid’s mouth thinned with grim determination.
Tasheka nodded though tears streamed from her closed eyes, and Tendi grimaced, her furrowed brow and narrowed eyes the only clue to her inner turmoil, but she gave me a quick nod.
Gasping for breath, I considered that the A.I. seemed reasonable and might very well take us back to the Lucidity if we asked her. Back to the mutinous ship with a corrupt administrator headed for well-charted galaxies and the lackluster lives our dejected warp mechanics team would lead until we died.
“Yeah,” I said. “I mean, yes. We trust you.”
“Very well,” VELMA said. “Brace for landing.”
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Grace
Standing in the middle of a field that looked like it’d been furrowed by giant claws, we stared at each other for several seconds through our clear visored helmets. 
“To clarify,” I said, one hundred percent aware that the phrase was practically a tic at this point, I peered at my team members. “VELMA vaccinated us against an airborne pathogen that will keep a deadly infection at bay for two weeks at the most before we need Theraxl DNA to boost the inoculation. Is that right?”
“Yes,” Tendi said, her dark eyes and serious expression unreadable.
“And we’re supposed to go that way,” I said, pointing with my black glove into the jungled forest to the north of the field. “And we might have to split up.” Frowning, I rested my fists on my hips and looked around at my team.
“Yes,” Ingrid said. Her light eyes betrayed nothing but for the thin bead of moisture lining her lower lids.
“God, I must be Nucking Futs,” I said and threw my hands in the air, spinning to face the dark jungle ahead of us.
“We’re all a little mad here,” Tasheka muttered, and I blew out a long breath.
“Well, we’ve got the IntraVisor map and our IGMC-issued machetes, so let’s move,” I said, sounding more stable than I felt.
We fell into single file, me taking the lead as a natural segue from my position as warp mechanics team leader, and we followed the blue line marked in our visors. A distance gauge sat in one corner of my visor while in the upper left corner was a video icon. VELMA explained she had video of hundreds of creatures found on Ikthe if we needed help identifying something, but she also said she was pulsing a frequency from our helmets to deter the worst of the wildlife.
“She said the animals are silent here,” Tasheka said. “They use infrasound to communicate.”
“Can you imagine something the size and temperament of a gorilla sneaking up on you and not making a sound?” Ingrid said.
I shuddered.
“No thank you,” I said.
“I keep reminding myself why I agreed to this,” Tendi said. “My future was in that matte black shithole of the Lucidity known as Warp Mechanics Auxiliary.”
Nodding, I recalled the industrial piping and wiring that encased the control room and the rotating shift that allowed each of us one day on the recreation level out of every seven. It was a particular kind of hell for people who had once aspired to be part of Advance Resource Assessment teams—traveling to exoplanets and exploring different landscapes, geologies, and atmospheres.
“This might be our first and last “ARA” excursion,” I said. “But it’s a gift, isn’t it?”
“It is,” someone said from behind me, but I never found out who because intense pressure seized my shoulders, and the ground disappeared from beneath my feet as something lifted me off of it.
Screeching
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