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      From the surface of the planet, it may have appeared as though a shooting star was blazing across the heavens.

      Perhaps somewhere a mother sat outside, bundled with her small child in an itchy blanket on a cool evening, sipping some kind of cider and watching the stars when she spotted it against the dark canvas that was the night sky.

      “Look, my love. A shooting star,” she’d say, and point to the sky. “Make a wish.”

      “I wish for…” the child would begin aloud.

      “Shhh,” the mother would say calmly. “You can never tell anyone what you wish for.”

      “Why not?” the innocent child, who had apparently never had a birthday cake, would ask.

      “Because then your wish won’t come true,” she’d say with a smile. And, if she was being honest, she’d add, “And nobody cares what you wish for, so don’t go boring people with your wishing nonsense.”

      So, the child would nod, close their eyes tight and wish hard, silently to themselves, but still moving their lips, because that’s how kids work. Maybe the wish was for a puppy—or perhaps a kitten, if the child was a girl. Or a snake, if they were a future arsonist. Or a goat, if the kid was weird and needed therapy.

      The wish didn’t have to be animal related, of course. It could be a wish for wealth. A lot of people were greedy like that, staring into the heavens and wishing for the universe to deliver them a fortune. Wiser children wished for power because where power went, wealth followed, and you could score a twofer without violating the ‘no wishing for more wishes’ rule.

      Or maybe it was none of those things. Maybe the kid was stupid and wasted this powerful opportunity on something immediate and fleeting like an ice cream cone. Only an innocent child would think nothing of asking all of existence to bend fate and physics for a simple dessert, provided it had sprinkles.

      In the end, it didn’t matter how greedy that child was or what their hypothetical wish may have been because what they were seeing wasn’t a shooting star at all. It was an Alliance ship named the Galahad streaking across the heavens. And the only reason it looked like a shooting star at all was because it was mostly on fire.

      Another blast from the Hama pursuit ship rocked the Galahad hard enough to throw Captain Antarius Thurgood from the pilot’s station. He crashed to the deck and started sliding headfirst toward the front of the ship as it dove toward the planet. Experience had taught him long ago that hitting things with your head wasn’t always ideal, so he dragged his arm and spun himself around. He was still plummeting, but at least he would crash on his feet.

      Beyond his toes, the purple- and red-hued planet grew larger as he and the Galahad sped toward it. The viewport was coming at him fast, and while he was fairly confident it wouldn’t break when he crashed into it, he was also fairly confident it was going to hurt like a mother.

      “I’ve got you, sir.”

      Antarius’s plummet slowed as the floor beneath him leveled out and the viewport filled with the void of space. The Galahad was turning away from the planet.

      Gravity loosened its grip and Thurgood’s slide came to an end. The captain turned back to his seat to see his first officer at the Galahad’s controls. Antarius got to his feet and rushed back to the pilot’s station.

      “Stand down, Higlee.”

      “It’s Hinkley!” The first officer twisted the flight yoke to the left to avoid a barrage from the Hama pursuit ship. The evasive maneuver nearly knocked Antarius off of his feet and back to the deck. He grabbed the back of the pilot’s seat for balance.

      “I don’t care if your name is Oliver Wilbur Wright, I’m flying this ship.”

      “You were flying this ship,” the first officer agreed. “And then you were on the floor sliding all over the place!”

      “Stand down.” Thurgood put his hand on the flight controls and shoved the man out of the seat with his hip as he took back his command.

      Higlee stood and made his way back to his own seat. But he wasn’t done whining. “Well, excuse me for taking the controls and trying to save our lives.”

      “I’ve excused a lot of things, Higlee,” Thurgood snapped back. “Your insubordination. Your contempt for Alliance protocols. Your damn whistling nostril.”

      “I don’t have a⁠—”

      “Oh yes, you do. It’s the right one and it never stops. It’s like an off note played by an amateur grade school flautist with a combination of asthma and performance anxiety. Over and over and over like a damned mosquito with tinnitus.”

      “Wow, that’s really specific. I never knew you⁠—”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it. You’ve been giving performances ever since you came aboard. But don’t try to change the subject. I will not excuse this latest insubordination. Consider yourself reprimanded and remind me to reprimand you properly when I’m done saving our lives.”

      Thurgood leaned forward and put the Galahad back on course. Once more, the planet filled the viewport.

      Higlee jumped back into his seat at his station and fastened his harness before turning back to the navigator’s console. “No wonder your last first officer left you.”

      “You watch what you say about Stendak, Higlee. She didn’t leave me. She quit. For love. Maybe that’s a little difficult for someone like you to understand since you’re so wrapped up in your own thing and can’t consider the feelings of others.” Thurgood turned his attention back to the planet.

      “Are you serious?”

      “I am serious and I am ordering you to keep her name out of your mouth. If you were half the first officer she was, we wouldn’t be in this mess to begin with. And you’d damn sure look better in a uniform.”

      “You’re blaming this on me? ‘10 pushups says I can get right off their bow without them seeing us.’ Those were your words, Captain.”

      “Oh, I do not care for the way you just said Captain.”

      A shot from the Hama cannon struck the Galahad on the bow and knocked them off course. Thurgood corrected and put the planet back in front of them. Leaning into the throttle, he demanded more power from the engines. But they had nothing left to give. Somewhere in the back of the ship, the engines whined that they were at their breaking point. That would be going in his report.

      “So, do you want to tell me your great plan?” Higlee whined. “Since it’s not going to work and we’re both going to die in the process, I think it’s only fair that I know.”

      Nothing on this ship worked right, Thurgood thought. Least of all the crew. Stendak never would have questioned his plan. No matter how desperate it appeared. Well, she would have questioned it. Then she would have tried to talk him out of it. And it was that kind of level-headed thinking that they needed right now. Unfortunately, First Officer Sarcasm was no Stendak.

      “Captain?” Higlee was as impatient as he was annoying.

      “You want to know my plan? I’m going to fly to the surface of whatever planet that is and lose them in the canyons. That’s my plan.”

      “What are you talking about? What canyons?”

      Thurgood pointed at the viewscreen. “The planet’s canyons.”

      “You don’t even know what planet it is. How do you know there are canyons?”

      “There are always canyons!”

      “So, step 1 of your great plan is to hope there are canyons?” Higlee sounded like a lawyer. Like each answer was being entered into the record as he was working his way to some damning failure of logic.

      “No, step 1 is you shutting up. And then, step 2 is the canyons.”

      “But…”

      Thurgood held up his shushing finger. “We’re still on step 1.” He turned his focus back to the controls. “And don’t worry. There are always canyons.”

      It was a universal, undeniable and possibly scientific truth. There were always canyons. Every captain worth his captain’s hat knew that. But he still had to reach them.

      He pushed the throttles harder against the stops and turned the ship into a power dive through the atmosphere. Things started getting bumpy as soon as the Galahad met the air. The ship trembled and rattled as it attempted to shake itself apart. The upside was that the jostling drowned out Higlee’s complaining.

      The Galahad wasn’t built for maneuvers like this. Or dogfights, as he had just discovered. And, if he had time to look in the manual, he was pretty sure there’d be a section specifically about NOT flying through alien canyons at top speed. It wasn’t ideal for a lot of things. It was a luxury pleasure yacht. But after the rescue mission to get Priscilla and those freak soldiers off of Mirada, it was what he had.

      He cursed the Alliance for not giving him a faster ship when he had asked for it.

      “Subtlety is more important than speed for this mission.” That had been their reasoning when presenting him with the ship.

      “I’d like to trade a little subtlety for some more speed,” he had offered. “Not a lot of subtlety. Just a little. You won’t even miss it.”

      Their answer had been no. They had insisted on subtlety before speed. And now that the Galahad was in flames and streaking across the night sky, he would argue it had neither. But there was little consolation in being right if you didn’t get to live to say I told you so.

      The Hama pursuit ship, on the other, more alien hand, wasn’t subtle in the least. It was straight up mean looking. By the looks of it, the Hama had access to more angles than Humanity and they had used about a million of them on the ship. On the Galahad’s screen, it looked like a thousand knives were chasing them through space. It was designed for dogfights, extreme maneuvers and probably, most likely, for flying through canyons. The ship was incredibly nimble, and it stuck to the Galahad like stink on a Dolgrath.

      The alien pilot had already proven formidable. They had followed Thurgood through a flurry of evasive maneuvers that had, until now, never failed to shake a pursuer.

      The Hama gunner was no slouch either. Several blasts passed the Galahad without contact, painting the black of space with crimson streaks. But the gunner had landed enough tricky shots to earn both Thurgood’s respect and disdain.

      With such talent and such hardware at the enemy’s disposal, it hardly seemed a fair fight. On paper, the old yacht didn’t stand a chance. But Antarius knew something even the original designers of the Galahad couldn’t have known: He was an incredible pilot.

      Three blasts of cannon fire cracked their hull and sent the ship spinning as it tore through the alien stratosphere.

      “We’re losing pressure.” Even Higlee’s status reports sounded whiny. And that whistle was back.

      Thurgood’s own console was lit with warning lights and flashing text. He wasn’t going to tell Higlee, but pressure loss was the least of their worries. They were losing air, coolant, structural rigidity and ray shielding. In fact, the only things they weren’t losing were temperature and speed. But it still wasn’t enough. Thurgood leaned over the yoke and put the ship in a vertical dive while he thought of new ways to curse at the engine for more speed. Higlee pleaded for him to slow down, but he didn’t let up until the Galahad reached the clouds.

      The captain took a deep breath and held it as they entered the thick, red clouds that billowed over the planet’s surface. He leveled the ship out and eased off the engines long enough for a few of the lights on his console to vanish.

      A sense of calm enveloped him as the clouds wrapped around the Galahad and took the ship into their embrace. Time slowed and he flew silently through the formations until Higlee ruined everything by speaking.

      “Why are you holding your breath?”

      “I’m not holding my breath,” Thurgood said while holding his breath.

      “You are, though,” the first officer insisted, and brought his hand to his throat.  “Are… are we losing air?”

      “No, we’re…” Thurgood studied the console. “Oh, it appears we are losing air.”

      This sent Higlee diving for the emergency oxygen canister under his station. He was out of his harness and scrambling for the bottle before Thurgood could stop him.

      “Relax. The planet’s atmosphere is breathable. I was only holding my breath because it’s that thing you do.”

      “What are you talking about? What thing?”

      “You hold your breath when you fly through a cloud. It’s like picking your feet up when you go over railroad tracks or touching a nail when you pass a cemetery.”

      “No one does those things.”

      “I guess that no one was never a kid.”

      “You are a grown-ass man!” Higlee was completely hysterical now. He heaved and grasped at his hair as if you could hold on to your sanity by plugging holes in your head.

      Thurgood wasn’t quite sure how to handle hysteria, but he assumed that arguing with someone experiencing hysterics wouldn’t help. So, he decided to agree with him. “That’s right.”

      “You’re flying a starship.” Higlee seemed to be calming.

      “Right again.” Talking down the hysteric was easier than he thought. His agreeing-with-everything plan was working.

      “You are in the middle of a dogfight with a very concerned passenger.”

      “And a loud one at that.”

      “Now is not the time to be playing childish games like holding your breath when you enter a cloud!”

      Thurgood exhaled as the Galahad blew out the underside of the cloud formation. The timing was optimal, as he was getting dizzy. “Just to be clear, Higlee. I exhaled because the clouds ended. Don’t go thinking you’ve won.”

      “I’m not trying to win anything!”

      “That’s a good thing, because I just scored another point.” Thurgood angled the Galahad toward the planet and the surface filled the viewport. Antarius pointed to a place just shy of the horizon. “What did I tell you? Canyons!”
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      The Galahad ratcheted right, throwing Higlee from his feet and sending the first officer sliding across the deck. He struck the opposite wall feet first but ended up splayed across the viewport. He rolled over and directed an accusatory—and insubordinate—finger at his captain. “You did that on purpose!”

      “It’s the Hama,” Thurgood said as the alien craft shot through the clouds after them, spraying blaster fire across the sky. Another lucky shot drilled through the Galahad’s canopy and the planet’s air began filling the cabin, whistling like Higlee’s right nostril. Antarius shook his head. “That’s going to get annoying.”

      The console in front of him screamed a thousand alarms as they flew closer to the canyons. Proximity alarms warned that the ground was too close. Hull integrity alarms whined about all the holes in the ship. And, apparently, a door was open somewhere in the back. It was all too much to begin with, and then the reactor filter light came on. Thurgood tuned out the chaos and stared into the canyon ahead. It was time to shut off his conscious mind and give his magnificent reflexes the stick.

      A quick glance in the rearview camera confirmed the wicked-looking ship had fallen in right behind them.

      “That’s right, you bastards. Stay close.”

      “This is insane!” Higlee shouted, still plastered to the viewport.

      “Fortune doesn’t favor the cowardly, Higlee.”

      “It’s Hinkley!”

      Thurgood ignored the outburst. “It’s time for a little Follow the Leader.” He grinned and pointed the Galahad at the ground.

      The computer had an absolute fit as he took the Galahad below the horizon line into the narrow canyons.

      He banked hard as the canyon doglegged left, which sent Higlee sliding down the viewport. It made a sickly screeching sound as the first officer tried to hold on with all of his skin. It left a smudge.

      A quick right changed everything, and Higlee grunted as the forces of gravity pulled him in the opposite direction. He skipped a bit before another left started the whole process over.

      “Hold on, Higlee,” Thurgood shouted as he wrestled the flight yoke back and forth. For millions of years, the river at the bottom of the canyon had meandered, carving through rock and minerals to form the massive rock walls. And in all that time, it had never once made up its mind as to where it was going.

      Thurgood tried to predict the turns and did his best to think like a river. Flow, flow, erode, he thought, and began to sway like the river racing against its own banks. Flow, slosh, crash, flood. He became the river. Smashing against the canyon walls that formed his prison. Desperately rushing for freedom. Clawing at the ground beneath him. Upset that animals kept peeing in him. Rage, rush, ruin! The mental transformation was so complete that his hands grew wet on the controls.

      The next series of turns came faster, and Higlee grunted louder as his journey across the viewscreen’s transparent steel intensified. The Galahad shot though the canyon like a twig on the current. And, just like that twig, it bashed against the rocks on nearly every turn.

      Metal shrieked.

      Higlee whined.

      Thurgood was pretty sure they lost an engine.

      But soon, the floating stick of a spacecraft emerged from the twists and turns of the ancient canyon into the widening mouth of a river that had found its way to peace.

      Higlee dropped back to the deck and half-crawled, half-whimpered back to the navigator’s seat.

      Thurgood laughed triumphantly and checked the rear camera. The display showed only the canyon walls behind them and they were growing smaller in the distance. “Let’s see them make it through that.”

      The blast drove the nose of the Galahad into the river. Thurgood pulled up as water cascaded over the viewport and started dripping into the cabin through the holes in the roof.

      “Where the hell did that come from?” he shouted.

      “They’re above us.” Higlee said it as if he had known all along.

      “What do you mean above us? How can that be?”

      “They are flying above the canyon and firing down on us.”

      “They didn’t follow us into the canyon?”

      “Of course they didn’t follow us into the canyon!”

      “Why the hell didn’t they follow us into the canyon?”

      “Why the hell would they? Did you really think they would follow your dumb ass into a canyon?”

      “Yes!”

      “Why would they do that? Why would anyone do that?”

      “Because that’s how it works, Higlee!” Thurgood screamed at the first officer, and then sighed. “These Hama bastards don’t even know what they’re doing.”

      The blasts came faster, and the Galahad began to rock back and forth as the hull did its best to absorb the energy.

      Higlee swore. “I’m trying to get a rescue signal through. But they’re jamming everything.”

      Antarius smashed the console. “They don’t even understand the rules of war! How is it they have the Alliance on its heels?”

      A Hama blast passed through the ceiling and exited through the floor, leaving a glowing red hole in each surface and the distinct smell of ozone hanging in the air.

      More alarms went off and started yelling at him. He wished the Galahad had a mute button. All the pessimism was distracting. Also, something was on fire somewhere behind him. That wasn’t helping his concentration either.

      Every blast created a new problem, and the Hama weren’t letting up.

      Higlee was still trying to get a distress call through, but Thurgood had had enough.

      “What kind of pilot doesn’t follow someone into a canyon?” he asked aloud. “A cowardly pilot. That’s the kind.”

      “Would you get us out of here!?” Higlee was a wreck. He had forgotten everything they had taught him at the academy about listening to your captain. He had lost all professionalism. That would be going in his report.

      Thurgood cut right and pulled the Galahad out of the canyon. The ship struggled to climb and he found himself skimming the treetops. He could no longer distinguish between shots from the Hama pursuit ship and brushes with the foliage below. Both continued to increase in frequency until the flight yoke went slack in his hands.

      Thurgood released the controls and leaned back in his seat.

      “What are you doing?” Higlee was in a full panic now. “Why aren’t you flying?”

      “I’ve got bad news, Higlee.”

      The first officer jumped out of his seat and raced across the deck. He dove for the controls and pulled back on the stick while yelling, “Pull up!”

      “Yeah. Why didn’t I think of that? Good thing you’re here.”

      It was useless, but he had to give the man credit. Higlee did his best to fly a dead ship.

      The engines went out next. There was no sputtering or exploding; they just suddenly stopped making that comforting hum that somehow kept spaceships in the air.

      Thurgood checked his harness. “I think you’re going to want to buckle up.”

      Higlee turned to Thurgood. “I hate you.”

      “I hate you, too, Higlee.”

      “It’s—”

      The trees below the ship rang out like artillery fire as they snapped under the craft’s momentum. It wasn’t long before all forward motion stopped.

      Jungles don’t have hands. Not Earth jungles, anyway. Nor any of the other jungles he’d seen in his adventures. But it was like the jungle below them reached up and grabbed the Galahad out of mid-air.

      The stop was sudden and quite painful. Thurgood slammed against the restraining harness. There was just enough time for the bruises to begin forming before the vertical part of the crashing began.

      It was the part of crashing he had always liked the least.

      It always lasted longer than Antarius thought it would. And this time was no different. He didn’t blame himself for the poor estimates. How would he have any idea how tall the trees grew here? He knew nothing about the planet, much less its vegetation. And his first officer wasn’t much help. Higlee had managed to grab ahold of some equipment, but he was just screaming as they spun and toppled their way to the ground.

      The Galahad finally hit Terra Firma, or Wherever Firma, ass end first. Thurgood looked up through the viewscreen at the sky and treetops above them. What limbs they hadn’t snapped on their way to the ground had moved back into place and given them a moment’s cover from their pursuers.

      “Have we stopped?” Higlee asked.

      “I doubt it.”

      The man was all but hysterical. He was almost shrieking now. “And what do you know?”

      Thurgood did his best to remain calm. Panicking solved little, and calmness was reassuring. “I’m not saying I know. Call it a gut feeling.  I’ve been in situations like this before, and I just feel like we’re not all the way crashed yet.”

      “They are still out there.” Higlee climbed down from the post he had clung to during the crash. He stood on the front of his console and examined the path he’d need to take to get to the door. “I’ve got to find a way down.”

      “I’d give it a minute.” Thurgood tightened his harness.

      The first officer dropped his legs over the side of the console and lowered himself down until he was dangling by his hands. “With all due respect, Captain, you’re a moron.”

      “Well, I think it’s clear that you don’t know what ‘with all due respect’ means.”

      Higlee eyed his landing spot and dropped out of sight. Thurgood tried to see where the man had landed, but his safety harness prevented him from turning far enough.

      “Higlee?”

      There was no reply from Higlee, but the world outside answered with the snapping of one final tree and the Galahad fell flat against the ground. Flat-ish. There was still a severe list, but at least they were right side up.

      “There. Now, we’re all the way crashed,” Thurgood confirmed with a nod as he unbuckled his harness and leaned forward to examine the console. “Now, let’s see where we are.”

      The screen in front of him was cracked and wiggled funny when he brought up the query screen. As he entered his question, the computer interrupted to tell him about the hull breach. He swiped as many of the alarms away as possible and brought the query screen back up. His question was simple; where in the hell were they?

      For a moment it seemed as if the computer wasn’t going to answer him. It just hummed as it tried to figure out what the hell was going on. It finally returned a simple answer: Altair.

      “Altair, is it?” Thurgood punched in another query. “Now, let’s find us some allies.”

      The computer responded with a low squawk and red text.

      “Uninhabited? That can’t be right.”

      Another alarm demanded his attention. This one was new and gentler than the rest. It’s the only reason he paid it any mind. He hit the associated switch and the display changed to an overhead map of the area. It was patchy, as if the ship’s computer was missing information. An icon representing the Hama ship moved slowly over the area in a standard search pattern.

      “Did you lose something, boys?” Thurgood watched the icon as it swept the skies. Eventually, the icon slowed. “Higlee, it looks like the Hama are looking for a place to land. I wonder how far it is to a clearing.”

      Thurgood punched at the keys, but the console sparked, caught fire and the screen went blank.

      “Quitter.” Antarius kicked the console before unbuckling his harness. “Well, it looks like it’s just you and me, Higlee.”

      The first officer didn’t respond.

      “Oh, don’t be that way, Higlee.” He stood and stretched the crash out of his back. There were several satisfying pops and he sighed. “Yes, things were said in the heat of the chase. Hurtful things. But I’m sure you didn’t mean them and… oh, damn.”

      His first officer was suspended a few feet in the air with several pieces of metal sticking out of his chest. He couldn’t identify all of them, but some were electrical conduits because they sparked and sputtered with sharp cracks of electric blue, causing the man’s body to twitch in response. Once Thurgood moved closer and examined the tragedy, he discovered that Higlee had become impaled on the ship’s Emergency Response and Medical Aid bot.

      “Poor bastard. Killed by irony,” Thurgood muttered, and was almost overcome with emotion. But, instead, he straightened and adjusted his resolve. There would be a time to mourn Higlee and ERMA. But that time would come later. Now, it was time for vengeance. Higlee deserved that much. Sure, Thurgood hadn’t been looking forward to an endless stream of I told you so’s. But that didn’t mean he had wanted the man to die. An Alliance officer’s life had been taken, and the only proper response was revenge. It was his duty as the man’s superior officer.

      Solemnly and reverently, he removed one of the man’s dog tags and held it in his fist. “Take heart, my friend. I’ll avenge your death. I swear on my station that you, First Officer Higlee, will not have died in vain.” He touched his lips to his fist and nodded before opening his palm and studying the tag. “Hinkley? Oh, I was way off. I’m surprised you never said anything.”

      Thurgood dropped the tag in his shirt pocket. “I’m… I am sorry about that. Still, the revenge oath stands. Just with your real name in place of the other one I was using.” An awkward silence followed the oath, so Thurgood excused himself from the conversation. “I need to go.”

      Antarius turned away from the dead man and patted the sidearm holstered at his hip. “It looks like it’s just you and me. Let’s go hunt some Hama.”
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      The Galahad had only been in Thurgood’s charge for a short time while he awaited re-assignment of a new capital ship. Despite this short time together, he felt an attachment to her, and as he made his way to the cargo bay, he felt every hole in her hull as if it had struck his own self. He was starting to feel like he had let her down.

      It was all nonsense, of course. The Hama were to blame for the ship’s sorry state. He had done everything in his power to save her from those monsters.

      Altairian air reached into the ship like some tentacled mist, replacing the stale but familiar recycled air of interstellar travel with a damp aura that smelled faintly sweet. He caught only brief hints of it as he passed through the ship, but when he lowered the gangplank, the smell overcame him as the alien atmosphere rushed in and filled the ship. The air was muggy and tasted like feet, and he hated the way it sat in his lungs. He spat and discovered that on the way out, it tasted like wet feet.

      At least it was breathable and he could forgo the envirosuit. Those things were not only uncomfortable and unbecoming, but they would make kicking Hama ass all the more difficult. And, being outnumbered, he was already at a significant disadvantage.

      Once the loading ramp settled into the planet, he got his real first look at the world. It looked purple. Like a deep bruise.

      He stepped from the ship and felt his foot sink into Altair. The surface was spongy, and each step he took wrung water from the ground and released another wave of stench into the air. The smell made him wretch. “No wonder this stupid place is uninhabited.”

      Thurgood ducked back inside the gangway for cover as the Hama ship passed overhead. Wash from the engines blew back the leaves that formed the jungle canopy and sent a thousand birds flapping into the air and shrieking a confused song that sounded a lot like the planet smelled.

      Antarius grunted. “Not uninhabited enough.”

      Once the ship passed, the branches and birds settled back into place and Thurgood moved back down into the jungle. One of the pouches on his belt held a standard issue scout drone. He removed the device and looked up into the trees. “Let’s see where they’re going.”

      Antarius tossed the drone into the air and watched as it reached its zenith three feet above his head. It peaked, plummeted and hit the ground with a wet, spongey splat. Thurgood prodded the machine with his toe several times, but it was soon clear that no amount of poking would get the device to work, and poking was pretty much the extent of his troubleshooting abilities.

      “Quitter,” he sneered at the drone. “This is going in my report.”

      And it would, but that report would have to wait. Without the drone, he was going to have to scout the old-fashioned way—by climbing to the top of his spaceship and looking around with his eyes like some kind of caveman. It certainly wasn’t optimal, but it was necessary.

      Scaling the outside of the ship wasn’t much trouble. Thurgood had always been a gifted athlete, and there was no shortage of hand- and footholds on the hull. Access ladders and the angle of the crash made it easy enough to get to the top, and he made his way to the highest point of the crash site, roughly above the cockpit. Unfortunately, it wasn’t high enough. The jungle had all but swallowed the craft and, even standing on his toes, he wasn’t able to view the surrounding landscape. He would have to go higher.

      Thurgood reached out and grabbed a vine he expected to feel like damp feet. To his relief, it was woody like an Earth vine, and felt solid enough. He tested it by lifting one leg off the ground and then the other. Then he lifted both of his legs at the same time. The vine shifted under his weigh but held to its anchorage point somewhere high above him. He climbed. Hand over hand, he moved up into the trees of Altair until he reached where the vine had draped itself over a limb.

      Measuring several feet wide, the limb held his weight easily, and Thurgood wondered if any tree on Earth could compare as he walked out the branch’s length. The air didn’t smell as footy at this height. In fact, the tree leaves gave off a fresh scent not unlike a neutral bathroom spray. It was pleasant and a shame that the aroma never quite reached the forest floor.

      He reached the end of the branch and got his first look at the Altairian countryside. It was mostly trees, but from here he could see the rim of the canyons and, more importantly, the enemy ship as it circled the area searching for a place to land.

      The jungle made it difficult to land if you weren’t a really good crasher, but the Hama ship finally found a clearing several klicks away and was beginning its descent. He’d spotted the open terrain on the way down and he could have crashed there if he’d wanted to but, as he would note in his report, he’d crashed into the forest instead because, to ships, trees were soft and cushioned the impact. It was simple physics.

      Thurgood watched through a pair of binoculars as the enemy ship settled into the ground. He could only imagine the stench it was stirring up. Even with a controlled descent, the ship lurched to starboard as the damp ground beneath the craft shifted. But he had to give credit where credit was due—it was technically a better landing than his. Even if it was completely lacking in flair.

      The alien craft was one the Alliance classified a Hama Declavar Class Scout Ship. The best estimates put the ship’s crew at no more than four or five men from the Imperial Navy. Up until this point, a scout ship’s operations were assumed to be entirely space-based. It was a surprising move for them to follow him down to the planet. Or maybe it wasn’t a surprise at all. He didn’t know. There was still a lot about the Hama that remained a mystery. The biggest of which was how they had avoided detection in the galaxy for so long. The Alliance’s best minds had been working on it for some time, and together they had come up with a collective shrug.

      This time, he was thankful the enemy had strayed from protocol. Their ship was his ticket off the foot-smelling rock of a planet. All he had to do was overcome a four- or five-to-one advantage, take out his opponents without getting himself killed, steal their ship and fly home. Those odds didn’t bother him. As the son of the galaxy’s richest man, he had faced hardships before and knew a thing or two about overcoming challenges.

      His confidence was bolstered by the fact that they were navy troops. As far as the Alliance knew, there were no terrestrial operators assigned to the Declavars. The enemy would be operating out of their element.

      The Hama gangplank lowered and the captain got his first look at his enemies. Three gray-faced men walked down the ramp and stepped onto the mushy planet. It was on. They were armed with Hama battle carbines and covered from head to toe in a modular armor. This would give them an advantage. Ballistic protection would be minimal against energy weapons, but the information fed into the helmets would be invaluable. There was every indication the Empire’s tech was on par with the Alliance, and this made it safe to assume that sensor arrays would relay battlefield information directly to a display inside the helmets. And they wouldn’t have to smell this place. Another advantage for them.

      No other soldiers followed them down the plank. One or two would most likely remain behind to guard the ship. This meant he was only facing the three on the ground. His odds were improving, and it was time to develop a plan.

      Thurgood had always believed in a strong offense. The sooner an opponent was neutralized, the better. Often, he tried to neutralize people before they knew they were his opponents. This strategy saved a lot of trouble and had proven quite effective in his days at the Academy. It was one of the reasons he had risen so quickly through the ranks.

      Here, it would be different. The Hama were on their guard. They were armed. And, as of right now, he didn’t know of any embarrassing stories or nicknames he could exploit to undermine their confidence, and he was pretty sure it was going to take more than a locker room towel fight to get them to cry and go home.

      He had but one advantage. They knew the Galahad had crashed. But they didn’t know if there were any survivors. Their first move would be to locate the ship and search the wreckage for survivors and intel.

      Antarius couldn’t hide the ship. It was too big, and much of it was on fire. But he could make sure they found what he wanted them to find. Misdirection was one of his specialties. Even his instructors at the Academy had noted this. They’d always referred to his way of thinking as counter-intelligence. He smiled to himself as he made his way back down the tree to put his plan into action.

      Back inside the ship, he went to work. The computers were easy enough to disable, as they were mostly disabled to begin with. He found one of the few terminals that still worked and enabled a worm that would erase any data the enemy could find useful. He wasn’t a technical man and didn’t know exactly how the worm worked, but when he’d asked, he had been assured that the worm would survive any crash and still be able to eat away the data. It sounded like a remarkable creature.

      Even so, it was his sworn duty to make sure that vital information never fell into the hands of the enemy, so he drew his sidearm and blasted what was left of the consoles. Smoke rose and several smaller fires began, but he was confident that between the high-tech worm and the good old-fashioned bullets, any information in the ship’s computer would be inaccessible.

      But counter-intelligence thinking wasn’t just stopping one’s enemy from gaining intelligence. It also meant making them dumber by making them think something that wasn’t even so.

      He tried to think like the Hama. It was a cringe-inducing process, but a necessary one. He had to put himself in their shoes and view the situation from their perspective. Sure, the computers were destroyed. But why? If there were no survivors on board, who would have done this?

      Thurgood cursed. He had outsmarted himself once again. It happened often, and he assumed all great men often found themselves in such a predicament, but that thought was little consolation when pressed for time. He left his own pity party early and got back to the problem at hand.

      If there were gunshots, there had to be a survivor, and the first officer was obviously quite dead. So the question was, why would a dead man shoot his gun at all? He stared at Higlee’s body hanging on the wall and let several thoughts roll around in his head until one slowly settled like a die cast by Fate. The answer was suicide.

      Thurgood dove into a nearby locker, produced a pen and paper and began to weave
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