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Dedication and Thanks

 

This book is dedicated to all those who see the hope of a better, brighter future and fight for it with all they’ve got!

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

This book is a work of fiction.

Characters and places and such are fictional.

Now, I always find it strange to declare that a fiction book is fiction, and perhaps more so when I’m talking about a book with aliens and spaceships, but apparently this is something I need to say.

If you, by chance, happen to think this book is based on true experiences, I want to encourage you to simply stop thinking that.

Just… stop it!

 

Special note on the allegorical aspects of this story:

Personally, I believe nearly all stories have, by their very nature, an allegorical aspect to them of pointing towards the condition of the human heart and a hope for a better future. This story holds true to this shared desire held by people down through the ages.
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Creatures

 

 

I sip my morning coffee and watch the bridge crew rush around, hard at work. Ligaya sits at her command post, next to mine. The ship made her a station once I explained to it that she was Second on the Bridge.

I like not having to share my seat.

The large Bridge spans just over sixty feet from side to side. Dozens of consoles, many of which we still don’t understand their use—not fully anyway—fill the area, creating a maze to walk through to get anywhere. Part of me looks forward to the day when we understand it all, but then another part of me knows that day’ll never come. And, oddly enough, another part of me relishes the mystery.

The crew works well together, aside from the occasional disagreement or… Gerb-ness. They seem to enjoy the challenge, and both Ligaya and I remain impressed with them.

Speaking of Gerb, he, Logan, and Fred all stand at the operations console. Logan’s my official floater, so it makes sense he’s there. Fred, however, is among the least techy people I know. In his mid-70s, he’s never bothered to learn much about any technology, outside of his career as a mechanic. But he’s a quick thinker and uncommonly wise.

He also has good intuition.

The ship lurches again, fourth time in the last hour. Everyone grabs their consoles to steady themselves, and a few let out a small yelp or squeak. All I do is try my best to keep a straight face as I wait for the coffee on my lap to cool.

“Little accident there, Sir?” Ligaya asks with a laugh from behind me.

“The coffee’s a lot hotter on my lap than in the cup,” I say as I wipe down my legs with the towel I have handy for that very purpose. “You’d think I’d have learned from the last two times this happened.”

“Why don’t you get the ship to make you a coffee cup with a lid?”

I stare ahead at the Bridge crew, all busy at their consoles, and a smile works its way onto my lips. “That’s what I like about you, Major. You take the wildest, most creatively obscure option possible and make it seem like a child could have come up with that solution.”

She laughs again and orders the computer to make me an insulated coffee cup with a solid lid, filled with coffee just the way I like it. A moment later, she hands me my new mug. “Here you go, Colonel. That might save you a few burns.”

I take a sip. It’s hot, and just the way I like it. The ship knows what it’s doing.

But now’s not the time for a coffee break, so I set it in the cupholder on my desk and stand. As soon as I do, the entire atmosphere of the Bridge changes. I don’t want to add tension to the room, but I’ve given them enough time.

“Report!”

“Uh…” Mateo Sanchez begins.

“I need more than that, Sanchez!”

“Sir, they’ve backed off. Not sure why, but that’s all I’ve got.”

“Show me!”

A screen flashes into view ahead of us—what we’re calling the forward section of the Bridge—just floating in the air. “Sir, I managed to squeeze a bit more resolution out of the scanners, but until we break free of whatever the Greks are doing to us, that’s probably the best I can do.”

Taking a step forward, I examine what I can make out on the blurry screen. Looks like hundreds of moving objects, and they’ve definitely moved away from the doors leading to the residential sections of the ship. However, they haven’t gone inactive or anything to ease the stress. They appear to be rushing around, moving from deck to deck along the six floors below the top four we’ve secured.

In a loud voice, I call out, “What do we know?”

They don’t always know how to work with this kind of thing, but they’re learning. Logan’s the first to speak up.

“We know they’re roughly two and a half feet tall, move fast, mechanical, and I think I got a count on them with one of the scanners over on the food supply console. There seem to be about nine hundred of them, although the number on the scanner keeps changing. I think it’s just ‘cause they’re moving fast.”

I nod, ignoring the fact that the food console has the best scanner for counting the number of threats on board. “That’s good to know. What else?”

“The signal’s not the problem anymore. At least with whatever’s down there,” Gerb says in the voice he uses when he’s trying to convince people he’s taking life seriously.

I turn and face Gerb. He is, perhaps, the most intelligent person on the ship—by far. Maybe the smartest person I’ve ever met. At nineteen, he can figure out just about anything and has enough unfounded confidence to make a pack of wolves appear shy. He’s also physically proportioned just like a six-foot-tall baby, hence his nickname.

He stands there next to his console, facing me with what might be a grin or a surprised expression. Only time will show which one it is. His too-large round head sits above a large torso, with arms a little longer and wider than they should be, and legs just a hair too short.

“Explain, Gerb.”

“Well… it’s a long story.”

I shake my head. “It’s not, Gerb. I don’t have time for this. Just spit it out.”

His expression changes, and I see… a grin. He’s trying to be difficult. “Okay. Well… Sir… the signal came and activated them. The things in the basement, you know. The things. It activated those things. As far as I can tell, once they came alive, the signal from outside the ship stopped going to the things. So, no more signals… you know… aside from what the things are communicating with each other. I mean the things inside the ship. Not the outside signal. And what the things are saying seems to be nothing important. Just… things like, ‘go here’ and ‘don’t eat that’. I think the signal for them was just to get them moving and… well… to tell them to attack.”

“That wasn’t a long story,” Fred says with a laugh, standing just off to the side with his arms crossed, leaning against an unmanned console.

Gerb’s face fills with disappointment. “Guess not.”

“You can understand what they’re saying to each other?”

Gerb shakes his head fast enough that his cheeks wobble. I know he does that on purpose. He likes the sound it makes. “No. It’s that they send signals, and the others respond in a certain way. So, I’m figuring out that certain signals must mean certain things.”

“Okay, so hopefully we should be able to deal with them without the outside signal changing things up again,” I say with a nod. “That’s good to know.” In a loud voice, I add, “What else? What do we know about why they’re moving away from the doors?”

Everyone remains silent, and no one makes eye contact. I hate how they act like they’re in trouble if they don’t have an answer. I’d rather just hear a “No idea, Sir,” than deal with this, but I let it go, reminding myself yet again that these men and women aren’t soldiers.

“How are we coming on the outside signal from the Greks? Any ideas on how to cut it off? Even if it’s not affecting the creatures down below, it’s definitely messing with our systems.”

“I’ve been trying to shut down external communications,” Eric Stanley, the lead on the communications console, says. “I thought maybe that might help.”

“Excellent,” I say, “but if you’re going to shut down a major system on the ship, you need to confirm with Major Ligaya or me first, whoever is currently in command of the Bridge.”

“Well… who do I check with right now? You’re both here.”

Ligaya laughs quietly before speaking up. “Mr. Stanley! I’m a Major. He’s a Colonel.”

Eric Stanley just shakes his head at that, so I clarify. “Colonel is a higher rank than Major, Eric. And this is my Bridge. I’m in command. That means when I stand in this room, I’m in charge. When I’m gone, and the Major is here, she’s in charge.”

I find it hard to believe they don’t understand this—I think we’ve explained it somewhere around eighty times—but they come from a very different life than Ligaya and I. None of these people planned on being part of a military operation.

Of course, an alien invasion, running and hiding, setting up a base of defense, living on a spaceship… none of us planned any of this.

“Anything else to report?” I call out.

No one answers, so Ligaya tells me, “No, Sir.”

“All right. Major, you have the Bridge.”

I move through the exit to head to the lower levels, and the two soldiers standing guard salute as I walk by. I’ve recently set up a heavy rotation of soldiers throughout the ship, at least on the four decks we have secured. Since we’ve boarded, we’ve not only had what appears to be nine hundred non-living threats start pounding on the doors leading up to this part of the ship, but we’ve had a revolt by some soldiers we thought were part of us.

Most of whom turned out to be Taken.

Most of the Taken are easy to recognize, not only because they follow the whims and wishes of the alien invaders, the Greks, but also by their glowing eyes. A green glowing light is, we believe, just regular—searching for those they can take to the Greks. White appears to be caution. And yellow… that seems to be attack, aggression. And for us, Yellow spells danger.

Yellow is what I’ve seen the most.

But none of the men and women involved in the revolt had glowing eyes... at least at first. The Taken, as we like to call them—a way to remind ourselves that they are not the enemy, just lost to the Greks—have a way, sometimes, of hiding that glowing light. As a result, They have infiltrated us far too many times.

Of the men and women who tried to take over the ship recently—the ones in custody—some of them have shown their glowing eyes, while others have not. And we’re starting to think some of them aren’t Taken. Perhaps they were just fooled into following the actual Taken.

I shake my head as I walk. One more problem to figure out. One more problem that I do not know how to solve.

“Something bothering you, Sir?”

I nod at Captain Adesina as she falls in beside me. “No, Captain. Just working through some matters facing us these days.”

“Not easy stuff, is it, Sir?”

I chuckle. It feels good to laugh, although I wish it were for something funny. “No, Captain. It’s not. I assume you’re looking for me?”

“General Williams sent me to get you, Sir. He wants to talk through a few matters.”

“That’s where I’m heading now.”

We make our way down two decks to the main living quarters of much of the military and a lot of the civilian population. We’re calling that Deck Three, the numbers increasing as the floors descend. The day after we settled in, an elevator system appeared—the ship decided we needed one—but it makes me nervous since none of us knows what makes the elevator go up or down. Because of that, I mostly take the stairs.

Deck Three is… was… is… not entirely sure how to talk about it. It was, as a deck, a little taller than most, but once we needed living quarters, three levels of living quarters appeared, turning three full decks into one deck with a high ceiling. The same goes for the deck below it. Just more of the ship’s ability to design and add stuff as needed, which is not only great and helpful but also concerning since we don’t really know how to control what the ship does or doesn’t do. The nice thing is that this gives us far more living space than any of us would have imagined. The people seem mostly content. It’s actually far more comfortable and spacious than what we had in the LO—the Last Outpost—but it’s still an adjustment.

General Williams’s command center sits only about thirty steps from the stairs leading into the area. Deck Three now looks like one deck in most areas as the ship stacked the living quarters like apartment buildings with alleys between them, stairs going up and down, and streets and walkways running here and there. We even have room for shops and businesses, although we’re a little short on anything to manufacture or sell at the moment.

The soldiers at the door salute Captain Adesina and me before stepping aside to allow us access. Inside, I find Major Millar scowling at a Lieutenant, one he just promoted, if I’m not mistaken. “I don’t care what they’re demanding. Gordon’s off-limits. That’s all there is to it!”

The Lieutenant salutes Millar, but when she turns, I see on the young woman’s face a twisted look of disdain. Pushing past me, she hurries out the door.

“Problems, Major?”

He just shakes his head as he offers a quick salute. “Sorry, Sir, some soldiers—quite a few, actually—are upset that Gordon’s in the brig. They think he should be back in his role.”

I let out a sigh as Adesina shifts on her feet beside me. “The attempted mutiny didn’t convince them he’s a threat?”

“No, Sir. They just think he was sharing a different opinion. Which means they think we’re dictators, squashing any dissent and preventing any questioning of orders.”

“I assume that’s why I’ve been called down here?”

Millar nods, but says, “I’ll leave that for the General, Sir.”

“Thanks, Major. Add extra security to the brig. Only those you trust.”

“Yes, Sir.”

I thank Adesina, and she heads out the door while I move through the offices towards the back. Once there, I find General Williams filling two mugs with coffee.

“It’s gotten worse, Xavier,” he says with a shake of his head. “Everywhere we look, more people push for us to join the Greks.”

“Do they want us to just drop them off somewhere?” I ask with a laugh.

He doesn’t answer at first, but instead hands me a mug and waves me over to a small sitting area. Once we find our seats, he stares into his coffee while I sit silently. In a way, I don’t have time for this. I’m running from one disaster to another at any given point in the day, but maybe a few minutes of quiet might help.

Finally, Williams takes a slow, deep breath and raises his eyes to meet mine. “The problem, Xavier, isn’t that we disagree. I don’t care about that. They can think whatever they want. The problem isn’t that they want to join the Greks. This isn’t a prison. The problem is they want everyone to join the Greks. They don’t just want to be dropped off somewhere; they’re demanding that we set the ship down near the Greks, open the door, and either let the Greks in or all of us walk out and join them.”

“Well, they’re not getting that,” I say with a frown.

Williams nods slowly. “Yes, of course, but where it gets really nasty is they’re stirring up a lot of division in the process. They won’t be happy just being with the Greks. They seem to require that all of us join them.”

“Are they Taken in disguise?”

He laughs, but the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “How do we determine that, Xavier? They don’t act like people who are free of Grek control, and they certainly act like the Taken, but we can’t just throw people off the ship because they argue in favor of joining the Greks.”

“Nor can we give ourselves up to the Greks because some people want us to.”

“That we can’t,” General Williams says, and takes a sip of his coffee.

I wait while Williams sits there. He appears to be lost in thought. I’ve never seen him quite like this. I suspect he’s discouraged, but we can’t do much about the situation at the moment.

I’m about to bring up the matter I need to discuss when he speaks again. “Xavier, those who are talking about these things are not just talking; they’re spreading rumors and dissension. They’re accusing you, Millar, Ligaya, Adesina, and me—all the senior officers—of some pretty wild stuff.”

“We can handle insults, General.”

“I suspect so, Xavier. But it’s growing in intensity. I want extra security for all the senior officers and on the Bridge itself. I don’t want you or Ligaya going anywhere without security. In fact, I’m declaring Deck One off-limits to all unauthorized personnel.”

“That’ll feed the rumors, General. They’ll see it as a power move.”

He nods slowly and gives me a weak smile. “I suspect so, but we can’t take chances. I’m concerned we’re moving towards another mutiny, but this time, I suspect civilians will be involved.”

“Yes, General.”

“And what’s on your mind, Colonel?”

I lean forward in my seat as I set my untouched coffee mug down on the small table sitting between us. “The lower decks. Whatever’s going on down there, it’s not going away. The creatures seem to have settled somewhat, with no more threatening movements at the moment, so I want to send in an exploratory team. But in the end, I expect I’ll need to remove whatever’s running around down there.”

“Remove?”

“Gerb, one of our Bridge Crew, believes it’s some kind of security measure designed to kill anyone the Greks don’t want on the ship. If that’s true, we’ll need to find a way to destroy them.”

“What do you need?”

“I want a thousand soldiers assigned to my command. I’ll send in a few small teams, then move on from there.”

“Granted,” Williams says as he stands. “Deal with the issue quickly. We have a lot of matters to address. I want the ship back under our full control ASAP.” With a smile and a look of genuine excitement, he adds, “I want to launch soon. We have a signal to follow.”
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I head back to the Bridge with my escort of two soldiers. On my way out of Williams’s office, Adesina introduced me to my “staff” of escorts. Sixteen in total. There’s also another sixteen for Major Ligaya, and another thirty-two for the Bridge crew and the Bridge itself. They’ll rotate throughout the day, so for now, only two travel with me.

It’s going to make life more difficult, but we’ll get through.

Adesina and Millar are also currently transferring a thousand soldiers to my command. For the two platoons I plan on sending in, I have Chavez and Stewart, both recently promoted to Lieutenant. They each come with a platoon of twenty-five soldiers, which is just perfect for what I need.

Upon reaching the Bridge, I see security has already increased, and I find the Bridge running smoothly again. Ligaya impresses me. Leading this group of people is not easy.

“Anything to report, Major?”

“Making some progress on the doors.”

“That’s good. Bring me up to speed.”

She turns to the crew and hollers, “Gerb!”

I nearly roll my eyes but quickly catch myself. Truthfully, he’s probably the best one to explain it all.

“Hey, Xavier, sir, Colonel.”

“What have you found, Gerb?”

“It looks like I have two options. One… I can get complete control of the ship back again.”

“That sounds pretty great, Gerb,” I say with a smile.

Gerb doesn’t return the smile. Instead, he shakes his head and says, “It’s not. The second option…”

“No, Gerb! Lay it out for me. Why isn’t it a good option?”

Gerb’s face falls, and his bottom lip juts out.

“I’m not in the mood for drama, Gerb. I’m never in the mood for it. Spell it out for me.”

“Uh… okay.” He takes a deep breath and acts as if he’s truly suffering, but somehow amidst the epic struggle, he reaches deep down inside to find the strength to forge ahead. “It’s not good because it basically shuts the computer down to where everything’s operating on automatic, in a way. Basically, doors will open, lights will turn on, toilets will flush, and massage chairs will massage…”

“You have a massage chair?” Elizabeth asks.

“Uh, yeah,” Gerb replies. “I thought everyone had one in their room. Mine’s right next to my hot tub.”

“YOU HAVE A HOT TUB?” Stanley shouts. “What else did you get in your room?”

“Focus, everyone!” I make eye contact with a few of them to remind them that this is not the most important topic at the moment. The ship seemed to randomly give everyone slightly different living quarters, which means some have certain perks while others don’t. I suspect Gerb got more than most.

“Sorry, Sir,” Gerb replies. “I don’t think they realize how frustrating it is to have my hot tub in the middle of my bowling alley. The lane’s absolutely useless at the moment.” The others groan, and Gerb appears confused by the reaction, but carries on. “My point is, Sir, if I put the computer in what appears to be some kind of sleep mode, most stuff will work, but we won’t have any security, and we won’t have any kind of autopilot. I don’t know if we’ll be able to maintain the Shift since it works by continually scanning the area to compensate for the light in order to refract…”

“Too much detail, Gerb,” I say. Getting information out of Gerb is an art. You have to feel your way through the conversation, paying attention to the buildup of frustration and distraction and refusing to allow him any room to maneuver.

“Right. Okay, so, basically dumbing it down a bit for you military types, all doors will open automatically when you approach them. I mean… all doors. Doors to living quarters, doors to offices, doors to prisons, doors to personal saunas…” Stanley lets out a quiet groan, “…and doors to the lower levels. Not only will we be able to go down there—I mean… through those doors sealing off the lower decks—but any of those things, as soon as they approach a door, will be able to get up here.”

“How long would it take to implement this?” I can’t imagine running with this option, especially considering it could throw open the doors to Gordon’s cell, but I need to know what I’m facing.

“I can do it in a few minutes. It’s easy. Just have to basically turn the computer down to kind of standby, and we’re all set to run with it.”

“Option number two?”

“I think, Sir, I can do a… well… a kind of reset. It’s really quick, just enough time for me to open a door or close it.”

“So, you could open a door for a few moments, enough time for soldiers to get through to do some recon?”

“I think so,” Gerb says with a shrug.

“Then what happens?”

“Well, after about thirty seconds, we’ll go back to this, I think. Exactly like what we’re dealing with now.”

“So we could get some troops through the doors into the lower levels.”

“Yes, sir, Xavier, sir.”

“Can you do it again when it’s time to get them out of there?”

“Yeah, I think I can do it probably once every few minutes. It just takes a bit of time to prep everything. I’ll need some help and all, but… shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Shouldn’t?”

“Sorry, no, it’s not a problem.”

“All right. In an hour, we’re going to implement option two. Get everything ready to go.” Turning to Ligaya, I order, “When Chavez and Stewart arrive, send them to my Command Center.”

I head through the doors to my Command Center quickly, as I’m hoping to have some time to get my thoughts around everything before talking to the Lieutenants. I also want off the Bridge before the conversation about Gerb’s hot tub starts up among the Bridge crew. I’m afraid they’ll find out about mine.

And maybe even about my theater room.

 

 


Belly of the Beast

 

 

I examine Chavez and Stewart for a moment. Both men have seen plenty of action and have led others through it, but they’re both former Sergeants. They’re not used to this large a group without an LT to back them up, nor are they used to leading multiple teams at once. Millar has done some decent work training them, but this will be a shock for both.

“Do you understand your assignments?”

“Yes, sir,” they each reply.

“Just to confirm, you are not to engage unless absolutely necessary. This is a reconnaissance mission. I want you in and out in under an hour, and I want to know everything you can learn about whatever’s down there. Hopefully, it’ll be nothing to worry about. But if they are a threat, you are to find out in what way they are a threat and if there’s an obvious way to eliminate them.”

We spend some time laying out strategies, going over the layout of the lower floors, and talking through the entire recon process. Once I’m satisfied they know what they’re doing, I order them to have their teams ready to go in thirty minutes.
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“Chavez, report in!”

“Here, Sir. We’re ready on your order.”

“Stewart?”

“Here, Sir. Ready to go.”

Normally I’d be in my Command Center when running a mission, away from others, but I need to be near Gerb on the controls as I don’t know what else we’ll run into. I need a full team behind me.

However…

“All right, Bridge Crew. You all understand that I expect silence from you throughout the entire mission unless something crucial happens that must be addressed by your department?”

A chorus of “Yes, Sir’s” comes back to me.

“And you all understand that if an issue arises, you will not address Chavez, Stewart, or anyone through the radio, or even me? You understand you will only address Major Ligaya? You will only address me if I ask you a direct question that requires a direct response. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

I’m pretty confident they all understand, aside from Gerb and Logan. I’m not sure what it’ll take to convince them, but that’s likely beyond my skill.

As I’m eyeing them, wondering if I need to give another reminder, Dr. Terrance wanders in. Her focus is research, primarily in her newly set-up labs, so I’m not surprised she’s here. Her curiosity likely can’t pass up something like this.

I nod to her before I focus in. “Chavez? Stewart? You have a go the moment the doors open. Remember, you’ll only have a few seconds to get everyone through.”

“Yes, Sir,” both men reply.

“Gerb, open the doors.”

Gerb’s hands fly over his console. He’s prepared with it all, so it only takes a few seconds, but when the computer resets, everything goes dark for just a moment, then the lights come back on. “Doors open, Sir!”

I hear Chavez and Stewart ordering their platoons forward, and I watch their heat signatures on the screen in front of me as the two teams rush through. Gerb, Ligaya, and Logan all have the same images in front of them, ready to assist where needed.

“Doors closing!” Gerb shouts.

I watch as the teams squeeze through their doors, Stewart through one, Chavez through the other. The soldiers just make it through before the automatic systems seal off those decks again. Gerb figured we’d have about five and a half, maybe six seconds at most. I think he was spot on with that guess.

“All right, Chavez and Stewart, I want constant updates on everything you see. Don’t worry about boring me; I want to know it all.”

As I focus, Ligaya orders, “Gerb, get the next reset prepared so we can pull them out when needed.”

I listen in while my two Lieutenants run through all they see. From the dimmed lights to the scratched walls to the torn-apart panels, the lower decks sound like a disaster zone. Stewart comes through with, “Hole in the floor ahead. Move around quietly. Dropping a flare.”

I lean in close as if that’ll help me hear better. They’ve been down there for less than five minutes, but haven’t gotten past deck five. Now we’re facing a hole ripped through the actual floor? What have these things been up to? And what’s going to stop them from doing the same to the next level? This means the doors won’t hold them regardless of the computer system. They could burrow their way up to us at any moment.

I remain silent while Chavez and Stewart’s teams continue on, the chatter back and forth among the soldiers a constant stream to keep me apprised of all that’s going on.

“See anything?” Stewart asks one of his soldiers.

“…not yet, Sir… the flare looks like it dropped through four decks. There… hit the bottom. Light went out… no… back on… is that?”

“Talk to me, Stewart!” I order. “What are you seeing?”

His voice drops low as he spills it all out. “Sir, the flare dropped four levels at least, and we’re seeing something down there. Hard to tell for sure. I just dropped a second flare. Whatever it is, I think it’s those things we’re looking for. They’re down there, moving around, back and forth, overtop of one another. Can barely see anything because the flares keep disappearing under them. I’d say they’re roughly… four feet by two feet? Hard to tell, Sir. No idea on their height. That’s the width and length. Not sure how they move around—can’t see feet or wheels or anything—but their bodies are rough ovals.”

“Sir,” Chavez breaks in with a whisper. “I see a dozen moving by, approximately forty feet from my position. I can confirm the size and shape… and they’re walking on legs—maybe five… six legs at most. Most are fast, scurrying back and forth, but some move slowly.”

“Have they noticed any of you yet?”

I hear them checking with their teams, and then the response comes through, “No, Sir,” and “No, Sir.”

“And what are they? How would you describe them?”

“Mechanical,” Chavez says. “Whatever it is, they’re not alive. But they act like it. They move all independently of one another, yet still as a pack. Different sizes, too. I’d say they were designed to look as if they’re alive.”

I nod. I’m looking forward to seeing the images. About half a dozen of the soldiers have cameras, as the ship won’t give us visuals on those decks. We’re going to need all the information we can get. Gerb and Logan will be assets with what the teams bring back, but I hope Dr. Terrance can weigh in as well. Gerb and Logan are unusually intuitive when it comes to this stuff, but Dr. Terrance brings a clear head and a focused mind.

“Okay, I need you to…”

Something on my screen catches my eye, and I hear Ligaya gasp behind me. Under my breath, I whisper, “Not now…”

“Chavez, Stewart, collect what information you can in the next few minutes, then get back to the exit. Keep the comms open. I want to hear everything, but cut your recon short.”

“Yes, Sir,” both men reply.

“What’s going on?” Gerb asks before he snaps his mouth shut. I’m impressed that he remembered to remain quiet.

I read through the message from General Williams on my console. Of all the times for this to happen. Could it be any worse?

A revolt has broken out.

People angry, shouting, demanding that we return to the LO, demanding that we join the Greks, and rioting in the residential areas. Can’t believe they’ve fallen for the rumors and dissension. Whatever pushed them over the edge right now at this moment is beyond me, but I doubt this is a coincidence.

I get on the radio and call down to Millar. I’ve pulled him and Adesina away from Williams along with Chavez and Stewart, some of his most reliable officers.

Millar’s voice comes through a moment later. “Yes, Sir? We’re ready to move the moment you give the word.”

“Millar, a crowd of people are rioting down on Deck Three. I need you to transfer five hundred soldiers to Adesina’s command. Take the other five hundred and report to…”

An explosion rocks the ship—not enough to knock me off my feet, but enough to shock every one of us. “Chavez, Stewart, get out of there. NOW!” Turning to Ligaya, I order, “Take command of Chavez and Stewart’s teams. Get them out.” I try to block out the noise as Ligaya orders the Bridge Crew to be ready to reset the computer.

“Shift’s down,” Connely hollers.

“Sir?” Millar’s voice comes across the radio. “Orders?”

“Take your five hundred soldiers to Deck Three. Assist the General with the riots. More information to come.” On the open channel to Adesina, I add. “Captain, I need you ready to move. Millar’s taking five hundred troops to Deck Three. Divide your remaining troops between the two entrances to the lower decks and await orders. Chavez and Stewart are on their way back. Not sure what to expect. They might very well come in hot.”

“They’re moving! They’re coming for us!” Chavez shouts through the comms.

I spin around as Ligaya shouts out orders. Stewart and Chavez are both hollering, doing all they can to get their troops back to the exits, but it sounds like the creatures are fast.

I radio down to Williams. We had agreed to communicate through the console, just text, but I need speed now. “General! What’s the situation?”

“Colonel, we’re overrun. Roughly four hundred—about two hundred civilians and about the same number of soldiers. They’re riling a lot of people up. We’re trying to hold them back without injuring anyone, but they’re making it hard.”

“What was that explosion, Sir?”

“Not sure. There’s something happening on the far side of the riot. I have troops circling around to assess the situation.” There’s a pause, then I hear his voice again. I haven’t heard him this angry before. “Gordon’s out. He’s leading the pack!”

“I have Millar on the way to you. He should be there any second now.”

“I see him, Colonel. We’re facing this group on about eight different fronts. My soldiers are stretched pretty thin. What’s the status on the lower decks?”

“Chavez and Stewart are getting their troops out of there, but the creatures are on the move. We’re going to try to keep them out of the rest of the ship.”

“Sir,” Mateo Sanchez shouts above the noise. “I know where the crowds are! I turned the scanners inward, and the explosion was on Deck Two, near the computer core.”

“They were trying to fry it?” Gerb asks in a panic. “We need that computer!”

“No,” Sanchez replies, “I believe it was the door to the…”

Something changes…

The sound on the Bridge, the engine running deep below in the lower and back sections of the ship, and just the general hum of all the systems chugging along fades. Even the lights dim just slightly, and everyone just stares at their consoles.

“I need to know what’s happening!” Ligaya shouts. “Report!”

No one speaks at first; most stand there, confused expressions filling their faces. Logan and Dr. Terrance are the only ones on the move, rushing around from console to console. Before Dr. Terrance gets to Gerb’s station, he speaks up. “It happened. They… they did something to the computer. Not sure what, but they put us in standby mode.”

I let that settle for just a moment, then holler down to Adesina. “Captain! The ship’s in standby. The doors to the lower sections might just open on their own, which means not only will you get Chavez and Stewart back in a minute, but you might face off against whatever’s coming up from below.”

“Orders, Sir?”

“Stand your ground, Captain. You send Stewart and Chavez up to me along with two soldiers for protection and all the photos, but take command of the rest of their troops and hold the line!” I shake my head and nearly snarl. “Gerb! Can you get me a visual on the doors to the lower decks?”

He shakes his head. “No can do, Sir. I can work with the basic systems in standby, but for something that specific, I think I’d need to program that into the system for that to work. I can try, though.”

“Chavez and Stewart are nearly at the doors,” Ligaya calls out. “Are you ready to open them, Gerb, if they don’t open automatically?”

He shakes his head. “It’s on automatic now, I believe. I don’t have any control over that.”

“See if you can regain control, Gerb. Now!” Through the radio, I holler, “Chavez, Stewart! Report!”

There’s a pause for a second before I hear Stewart shout, “Sir! They’re right on our six! We’re gonna need those doors open.” A moment later, I hear Chavez add, “They’re on us too, Sir. I have my entire team with me. Those things are catching up fast. I see the door, but it’s going to be close.”

“Listen up! We believe the doors will open automatically. If they don’t, you turn and take your stand. If they do, you run through, keep to the center of the hallway, and let the Captain worry about the creatures.” To Captain Adesina, I order, “They’re just about out. We expect the doors will open, and I’ve ordered Chavez and Stewart to stick to the center of the hallway. You take the outside and keep those things contained!”

“Yes, Sir!” Adesina calls back.

We’re cutting it close. Adesina has to lead in two locations. Hopefully, she will get her orders in place.

“Doors opening, Sir!” Gerb hollers. “They’re… opening slower than before.”

I hear gunfire through the Chavez and Stewart’s radios. Both men are screaming orders, sending some to squeeze through the door and others to offer cover fire.

I open the channel to Adesina’s troops, both locations, and so far, they haven’t opened fire. I think Chavez and Stewart’s troops are still making their way through.

Adesina shouts out, “Ready! They’re almost through!”

A moment later, she opens fire.

“I think I’ve got a camera working,” Gerb shouts above the noise. “Not in the hall where the Captain is, but the other one.”

“Put it up on the screen!” I order.

“No, Sir, it only works on my console. Can’t send anything to the main screens.”

I run to his console and watch. The troops have opened fire. Can’t see what they’re firing at yet, but whatever it is, they’re going through a lot of ammunition.

I watch on the screen as Zhang, the Lieutenant in charge of that defense, speaks to Stewart, who then runs off with one of his soldiers, then the Lieutenant orders the rest of Stewart’s platoon to take up position. A moment later, Zhang orders her entire defense to fall back.

Already losing ground…

“I have the others. Video feed… uh… where the Captain is…” Gerb says as another screen pops up. I watch as Adesina orders her troops to fall back.

I run back to my console and radio down to her. “Adesina. Report.”

“Sir, they keep coming!” Her voice is strained, and orders keep flowing from her out to her troops. “We’re moving back. So is Lieutenant Zhang. We can’t hold them!”

 

 

 

 


Crossroads

 

 

“Meet up and take your stand at the crossroads,” I order. “You’ll have to hold them there, Captain! I’ll do what I can to reinforce you.”

As I’m about to radio Millar, both Stewart and Chavez, along with two other soldiers, enter the Bridge. “Sir, we have the report.”

“Stewart, Chavez, hand the photos over to Dr. Terrance and Logan, then send your soldiers back to reinforce Adesina at the crossroads.” As they set about following their orders, I quickly get a hold of Millar. “What’s your status, Major?”

“Sir, Gordon’s free and riling up the people. They’re pushing through our defense. They know we won’t shoot them, Sir. There’s very little we can do.”

“Millar, I know this is the last thing you want me to ask you, but can you spare anyone? Anyone at all?”

There’s silence for ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. Finally, I hear him say, “Sir, I think maybe I can give you a few dozen at the most. I…”

“I’ll take ‘em, Millar. Send them to the crossroads on Deck Four. You may be holding back riots, but Adesina has a thousand of those mechanical creatures threatening to rip us apart. Ghulam out.”

“Stewart, Chavez, your report? Make it quick.”

Stewart nods to Chavez, and he lays it out. “Sir, the creatures are vicious, that’s for sure. They ripped through the floors in some spots—not sure why they haven’t done it up to the upper levels, Sir.”

I look over Logan’s shoulder at the pictures. They appear to be shaped somewhat like a beetle, and they’re nasty-looking things. “Your assessment of the threat, Chavez?”

“If they’re attacking—and they are—we’re in trouble. There’s a lot of them.”

“Anything to add, Stewart?”

“No, Sir.”

“Well done, both of you. Report to Captain Adesina. Dismissed.”

At Gerb’s console, I check the video feed. Gerb’s hacked into a couple cameras at the crossroads, and Adesina’s taken her stand there just as we had planned. The creatures move fast, and they take a lot of damage before they drop. Gerb gasps as two soldiers at the front of the defense go down, taken by the mechanical monsters. Neither soldier survives for more than a few seconds.

“Gerb! Status on the Shift?” If our cloaking system’s down, it might not matter if we stop the creatures and riots.

“It’s still out, Colonel Sir, as best as I can tell.”

“Elizabeth? How’s navigation?”

“None of my systems are reporting clearly anymore. It all says ‘System Standby’, but it’s hard to even know what it’s referring to.” She looks frazzled, but that’s pretty normal for Elizabeth. “But… I’m pretty sure we’re visible.”

Without thinking, I let out a snarl. “Mr. Sanchez! I want continuous scans. If you see Grek ships on the way here, I wanna know right away!”

“On it, Sir… but…”

“Spit it out, Sanchez! We don’t have time for chatting.”

“It’s very difficult to control the scanners in standby mode. I’ll do my best, but it’s like… like a flashlight in a dark room. Can’t take it all in at once.”

“Whatever you can do, Sanchez. Make use of your entire team.”

As his hands fly over the console, I see him radio down for the rest of his team to join him. Hopefully, having extra people on the scanners will help him stay on top of it.

“Gerb! Logan!”

“Uh, yeah?” Logan says, and Gerb gives me a little wave.

“I need the two of you to work your magic. Figure this out and regain control of the ship. I want a report on what we need to do within minutes.”

Gerb leaves his station in the hands of Sarah Connelly. She’s actually in charge of that console, but Gerb’s a bit of a miracle worker at whatever he does. Easy to get lost in that boy’s shadow.

He and Logan run to a large console on the far side of the Bridge. It’s the one Logan figures might be our diagnostic system, designed to figure out large-scale problems within the ship’s systems. We’re still far from understanding how the console works, but if anyone can figure it out, it’s those two—if they can focus.

“I want Fred up here ASAP!” I shout to Ligaya, and she sends out the order. He’s likely just down the hall. “I want him working with Logan and Gerb—his job is to keep them focused. I’ll be in my Command Center for a few moments.”

Before I can take two steps, however, Sanchez hollers out from his console, “They’re coming!”

“I need more than that, Sanchez!”

“Uh… sorry… uh…” The guy’s on the verge of panicking.

“Sanchez! Focus! Your job is to report what you see, not solve it. Tell me what you see!”

“Uh… sorry… ships, Sir. Three… no… four ships coming toward us. At least four.”

“How long before they reach us?”

“Sir, I’m not sure. The computer’s not very helpful right now, but I’d say… twenty minutes? Maybe thirty? They’re not moving super fast.”

“Elizabeth!”

“Yes, Sir,” she replies. Her hands shake as she flies over the console. She hates the stress, but thrives under a challenge.

“You think you can outrun them?”

Her face settles, and I see her mind spinning through every possibility she can come up with. With just a tiny smile, she says, “Uh… maybe, Sir.”

“Do it! Buy us as much time as you can.”

I head through the door next to Ligaya’s console, and before I even reach my seat, I feel the ship shift a little. Without the computer’s help, it’s going to be a bumpy ride. I tell the computer I want General Williams located and
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