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      Escape

      

      JeVit fought the controls to keep the ship from getting away from her. But trying to do so while also preventing the Alliance from blasting them into atoms was quickly wearing her down. She was already exhausted from their escape, and she knew her growing weariness would eventually cause their demise if they didn’t find some kind of miracle to save them.

      A blast over their aft fin sent her ship into a tailspin. Behind her she heard DeTal shriek in pain as she was thrown against the bulkhead.

      “Are you all right?” JeVit yelled.

      “I am alive,” the woman weakly replied. “I am afraid I cannot say the same for SaWak.”

      The tightness in JeVit’s chest twisted harder as another torpedo from the Alliance ship barely missed them and exploded just off to their left in a wild display of lights. She instinctively put their craft into a nosedive, hoping the combat ship on their tail wouldn’t anticipate the move. Her wish was granted when the enemy vessel zipped past them. She knew she’d only given herself a few more seconds of lead time, but it was more than what they’d had.

      She blinked furiously to clear her vision in a vain effort to keep the mental fog at bay. “I cannot waste a single precious nanosecond of it, either,” she grimly told herself.

      A planet loomed in the distance. It orbited a dim, blue star. JeVit automatically aimed for it, hoping there might be something in that vicinity that she could use as cover. Digging her fingers into the membrane covering her hands, she coaxed more speed out of the ship.

      “DeTal! Get up here! I need your help!”

      The subordinate crawled up to the empty seat located a short distance away and harnessed herself in. A glance at the woman revealed a thin line of blood coming from her ear. She was probably suffering from a concussion.

      “Ready. Need me to navigate?”

      “No. I need you to locate the Alliance ship. Keep me posted,” JeVit ordered. From the corner of her eye she saw the woman raise the holo map. A bright green dot indicated their position. Directly above the green dot sat a red one. The enemy’s position. Before DeTal could speak, JeVit put their ship into a wide arc in an attempt to place the planet between them and the enemy.

      “The Alliance craft has turned and is heading back toward us,” the navigator informed her.

      “Can you see if you can squeeze another couple of ahms out of this bucket?” JeVit pleaded.

      “We are already at max power,” the woman stated.

      A distant boom came from behind them. The warship was gaining ground and would eventually overtake them unless she found another miracle evasive move.

      Instinctively, she put the ship into a steep climb to leap over the northern axis. No sooner had they cleared the upper stratosphere than a pair of moons appeared below the horizon. And surrounding the orbs…

      JeVit let out an expletive. Simultaneously, the ship blared a warning.

      Warning! Warning! Asteroid belt! Take evasive action! Warning! Warning!

      She’d traversed asteroid belts before, but only in simulations. And never at their current rate of speed. She vaguely wondered what would be a cleaner death—disintegration by a faroid ray or a head-on collision with a chunk of rock?

      To her credit, DeTal kept her mouth shut and turned off the warning. Afraid that anything she said or the irritating alarm would distract JeVit and cause them to crash into one of the immense rocks looming in front of them.

      JeVit suddenly swerved left to avoid one rock a split second before a bright flash of light erupted to their right, taking out another chunk of ore that was bigger than her ship. She never had the chance to straighten out when she saw a shadow loom overhead. She took the ship into another immediate nosedive and prayed to the celestial gods that there wasn’t an asteroid directly below it.

      “Go right!” DeTal yelled.

      JeVit automatically jerked her hands inside the drive console. Her actions tilted the ship a full ninety degrees as she pulled back. As soon as she was able to regain stabilization, she searched the view in front of them.

      “What? What?”

      “Up ahead. Gee six!”

      JeVit lifted her eyes to that section of the nearly invisible grid that overlaid the viewscreen. When she finally spotted it, her mouth almost dropped open in disbelief.

      The spacer was nearly invisible against the backdrop of the planet behind it. There were no exterior lights on to outline it or indicate its presence. It appeared to be dead or abandoned.

      The woman beside her anticipated her questions. “Origin unknown. Configuration unknown. Structure unknown. Class and make unknown. Our database has nothing on it.”

      More questions pounded in her skull but there was no time for them. Pressing her palms hard into the membrane, JeVit raced to put their ship in the behemoth’s shadow.

      “Where’s the enemy?” she harshly demanded. She detected the red dot on the holo map in her peripheral vision but she didn’t dare turn her head to look.

      “Reverse Coo Five. I think they lost track of us. They are moving away.”

      “If the celestial gods are gracious.”

      The rogue vessel was larger than anything she’d ever seen. As they drew closer to its underbelly, she noticed markings on the outer hull. If they were meant to be a language, it wasn’t one she recognized.

      “Can we get a translation for those symbols?”

      “Negative. It isn’t one our computer recognizes.”

      Bringing their escape ship around what JeVit guessed might be the bow, she was finally able to breathe easier, knowing they were out of direct line of sight of the Alliance ship. She kept their own exterior lights off so they wouldn’t draw attention to them and slowly cruised along the derelict’s length.

      “Are you going to park?” DeTal questioned.

      “I do not know. Are there any lifeforms?”

      “None detected.”

      “How about power?”

      “A very small amount, but it could be either residual, from their emergency backup, or the output from a dying nodule. There is no way to tell for certain unless we go inside to investigate.” The navigator must have seen the stern expression on JeVit’s face. “Tell me we are not going to board her.”

      “Only if we do not have a choice,” JeVit confessed. She checked over her shoulder but couldn’t see their companion. “SaWak is not going to make it, is she?”

      “Not unless we find a miracle.” The woman’s tone conveyed her sorrow.

      JeVit stared at the hull, taking their ship closer. “What are the chances there is a medical bay on board?”

      “Tohora!”

      “And a food replicator?” She stared at the woman. “And water?”

      “What are the chances that Alliance ship discovers this vessel?” DeTal argued. “If they investigate it, they will find us!”

      Her navigator had a point. If the enemy discovered they were hiding behind the spacer, they’d obliterate their cruiser without a second thought.

      Moving parallel to the hull, JeVit scanned the ship’s unusual design. If she could find an entryway or… She sat up straighter. “Look! Is that an open bay door? Oca two!”

      Her companion checked the grid. “That, or a blown cargo hatch.” She immediately knew what JeVit intended. “No! What if it is not safe?”

      JeVit shot her a hard look. “How safe are we if we remain out here? There is a very good chance the Alliance will find us sooner or later, unless we find a way to vanish from sight.” She indicated the rectangular opening that was barely visible against the dark hull. “If we take refuge in there, with the gods’ blessings, the Alliance ship will give up and move on. It appears to be large enough for us to land inside.”

      The woman sat back, saying no more. Although JeVit outranked her, she knew her Tohora made sense.

      JeVit eyed the holo map. The red dot was gone, but that didn’t mean the enemy ship was. It just meant her ship wasn’t able to detect it. And if she couldn’t, that meant the Alliance couldn’t detect them, either. She waited until they were mere meters away from the derelict before calling out to the ship’s computer. “Bow lights on!”

      The instant brightness almost blinded her, forcing her to bring them to a complete stop until her eyes adjusted. With the abandoned ship’s interior illuminated, she could see how deep the cavernous hold was. As she’d hoped, it was big enough to contain them.

      Slowly, she brought them inside until DeTal assured her they had cleared the opening. Since their vessel wasn’t equipped with struts for a physical landing, she had to set it belly-down on the plating.

      JeVit powered down the ship but kept the exterior lights on. As silence descended upon them, she removed her harness.

      “What is our next move, Tohora?”

      “We run as many diagnostics as we can. See if there is anything on board we need to be aware of. If there are no lifeforms, we must locate the medical bay.”

      Her companion looked behind them. “I believe SaWak has succumbed to her injuries.”

      “If she has, we will give her a sending to honor her bravery.” JeVit studied her companion. “You need medical help, as well. And we all need to find food, or at least some water to sustain us.”

      Letting out a weary sigh, JeVit started to remove her hands from the piloting membrane when the ship began to vibrate. A loud, hollow grinding sound filled the vast emptiness surrounding them. It abruptly ended with a hard, terrifying boom, and JeVit turned to stare at the woman sitting beside her as they both realized the outer door had closed behind them.

      Trapping them inside.
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      Chase

      

      “Shit!” Tramer slammed a foot against the decking as he fought the stick and tried to focus on the scene in front of him.

      From where he stood near the turbo lift, Zeke Rossi peered out the front viewscreen. “Where’d they go?”

      “Fuck if I know!” the pilot replied with gritted teeth.

      Zeke immediately backed toward the opposite side of the bridge so the man could concentrate on not colliding with one of those asteroids. Moving over to where the communications officer was also watching the chase, he leaned against the console.

      Immerson glanced at him. “What are you doing up here?”

      “Cap ordered me.”

      “If you’re smart, you’ll buckle yourself in.”

      The moment the words were out of the man’s mouth, Tramer dropped their ship to avoid an oncoming hunk of rock. Zeke threw an arm around the back of Immerson’s chair to avoid being thrown across the bridge.

      As soon as they’d settled, Captain Vacinti emerged on deck and went straight to his chair. Zeke took that opportunity to throw himself into the empty navigator’s seat. He had no idea why he’d been called up to the bridge and hoped to find out soon.

      He did. A second later.

      “Centurion! Artillery!”

      Zeke hustled over to the weapons console and strapped himself in. But instead of reaching for the controls, he swiveled around to await further instructions.

      “Take over the weaponry,” Vacinti ordered.

      The command stunned him but Zeke didn’t question it. Even though he was assigned to Security, the weaponry aspect of it—or in this case, having direct control of the ship’s cannons and faroid rays—was normally left up to Lt. Giest.

      Zeke did a furtive check of the bridge as he assumed the controls. No one seemed to be surprised about the change. Geist was on the secondary bridge, manning the guns. Or had been. Zeke flipped the switch, turning access over to him. Guess I should be happy Cap tapped me to step in…or should I be?

      Directly linking his comm to the pilot’s, he intently watched the screen for some sign of the Hafu spacecraft. After a couple of minutes, however, Immerson stated the obvious.

      “I think we lost her, Cap.”

      Vacinti jumped to his feet and strode up to stand behind Tramer, who had slowed the warship down and was now maneuvering it through the debris field.

      “Could they have left this area?” the captain demanded of no one in particular, then turned to the empty navigator seat. “Immerson, get Fines up here.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the communications officer replied and sent the demand down to where the man was located in the lower forward deck.

      Vacinti turned to Zeke. “Keep your eyes on that screen. The instant you see them, blast them.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Let’s hope you’re a better shot than your superior. If you do manage to take them down, I’m going to reverse you two in rank.”

      Zeke did what he could to hide the smile on his face. Now he understood why he’d been brought up and ordered to take control of the weapons. After several attempts, Bremert had failed to hit, much less damage or destroy the enemy ship. But Zeke had to give the guy credit for his attempts. Bremert had been given a daunting task, considering the speed and stomach-churning route they’d been forced to go through. It would have been a miracle if he had hit the ship.

      The turbo doors opened, and the navigator hurried on deck to take his seat.

      “Scan the area!” the captain snapped.

      “Scanning. Are we looking for anything in particular?”

      Zeke caught the scowl Vacinti gave the man.

      “Do I have to do your job for you, Fines?”

      “No, sir!” The navigator whipped around and worked the controls.

      You check for a debris field, Zeke mentally answered. You check for radiation or any sort of trail left in the wake of that ship’s engines.

      The captain may be a hardass, but Zeke understood why the guy had a short fuse. There had been plenty of times in the past when Zeke had felt like he’d been enlisted in a group of raw recruits with zero practical experience in the field.

      Then again, maybe I have been, he corrected himself. There’s fewer than a handful of us who have earned our stars, myself and the captain included.

      “Rossi.”

      “No sign of them,” he automatically replied, then added, “I’m doing a thermo scan, but so far nothing is showing up.”

      Vacinti snorted. “There’s no way that ship could have dissipated its heat signature that quickly. Which means it has to have found something to hide behind.

      Tramer chuckled and gestured toward the front viewscreen. “Take your pick.”

      Vacinti grunted. “If anyone’s got an idea what to do next, I’m willing to listen. Rossi?”

      Zeke glanced back at the captain. “I’m willing to bet they’re running low on fuel. That’s an emergency escape craft they’re in. It’s not meant for long hauls. Plus, at the velocities we’ve been going, that’s bound to have burned through most of their reserves.”

      Fines chimed in. “It’s possible they hitched themselves to one of these asteroids and are riding along.”

      “It would have to be a pretty big rock,” Tramer quipped. “Otherwise, their added weight would offset the asteroid’s balance. Cause it to tumble out of orbit. Definitely affect its trajectory.”

      “That’s a possibility,” Vacinti conceded. “But if they aren’t attached to anything, and just paralleling an asteroid…”

      “Then we should be able to pick up its drift,” Fines stated. “Annnd I’m not detecting anything. No fuel or engine residue. No heat signature. Nothing. It’s like it fucking vanished as if it never existed.”

      “What if it found a wormhole or something like that?” Immerson suggested.

      Zeke managed to stifle a groan. Fortunately, Captain Vacinti responded.

      “We would have seen a wormhole. This ship would have warned us about a wormhole if we missed getting a visual on one. Furthermore, a wormhole would have sucked this asteroid belt into it, along with that Hafu ship, and more than likely us along with it.”

      The communications officer shrugged but didn’t reply.

      The bridge grew quiet as everyone focused on trying to find the lost craft. Keeping one hand on the firing mechanism, Zeke scanned his readout, when he got an idea.

      “Cap?” Turning toward the front viewscreen, he gave a nod. “There’s a planet down there. What if they headed for it instead of trying to get back into open space?”

      “What makes you think that?” Vacinti queried.

      Zeke explained. “Yeah, I know it makes more sense to get back into open space and away from this field, but like I estimated earlier, they have to be running low on fuel.”

      “So you’re thinking they’ve landed on that planet and are hoping we’ll eventually give up the chase and go away?” Vacinti wondered aloud.

      “If I was riding on fumes, that’s what I’d do,” Zeke admitted. “The atmosphere down there might be dense enough to hide my heat signature, as well as my vapor trail. Maybe not. But it’s a risk I’d be willing to take when the only other option is to become a cloud of ions after being faroided out of existence.”

      Vacinti agreed. “I like that suggestion. And it’s more than what we’ve got going for us at the moment. Tramer?”

      “Setting a course for the planetoid,” the pilot noted, turning their ship around.

      Zeke kept his eyes on the viewscreen and continued scanning the periphery for any sign of the alien spacecraft. It was still tricky, trying to avoid colliding with one of the floating pieces of metal and debris, but it was a lot safer doing so at a slower speed than what they’d been traveling earlier.

      Adjusting himself in his seat, he was about to reset his harness when something glinted. For some reason, Zeke immediately reacted and framed that portion of the screen. He played back the video, slowing it down, until the glint came again.

      Vacinti noticed his intense scrutiny. “What’s up, Rossi?”

      “I think I got something.”

      “The ship?”

      “I don’t know,” he honestly told the man. “It could be that sun reflecting off a smooth surface on one of the asteroids.”

      “But you don’t think so?”

      No, he didn’t think so, but Zeke wasn’t about to say it. He had to eliminate all other possibilities first.

      Bringing the replay back up, he threw it onto the main screen without asking permission first. He needed the telescopic clarity of the larger viewscreen. To his surprise, Vacinti allowed him to continue.

      One frame at a time, Zeke advanced the video until the flash appeared. Backing up a micro-second, he snagged that picture, added the flash, and snagged the next frame after it. Pasting the sequence together, he froze the composite.

      Several seconds passed until Vacinti called out, “Full stop, Tramer!” He pointed to the screen. “That’s a spaceship.”

      “Yep.” Zeke took a deep breath. “And it’s not Hafu.”

      “What’s our next plan of action, Cap?” Fines requested.

      Although their main goal was the elimination of the enemy craft they’d been chasing, everyone already knew what the man would say.

      “Let’s check out that spacecraft. Ahead half speed, Tramer. We need to know if they’re friend or foe, and what the fuck they’re doing in our airspace. Rossi, be prepared to retaliate in case they show any aggression.”

      “Aye, Captain,” several voices responded as the warship advanced toward its new target.
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      Reasoning

      

      The instant the outer hull slammed shut, they were plunged into absolute darkness. JeVit automatically ran her fingertips over the comm until she found the switches and turned on the ship’s exterior lights. The floodlamps illuminated only a small portion of the immense bay, but at least she and DeTal would be able to see anyone or anything coming.

      Granted if there were any lifeforms left on board.

      She froze and stared out the main viewscreen. Despite her weariness, her body hummed with the last dregs of adrenalin as fear of the unknown kept her alert. She continued to scan what portion she could observe, waiting for whatever creature or person might try to rush at them from out of the blackness. It wasn’t until she heard DeTal’s loud sigh that she was able to tear herself away.

      She resisted the temptation to turn on the ship’s interior lights or even the emergency lighting, which had a lower luminescence. Instead, she closed her eyes and gave her vision the chance to adjust to the dimness filtering in from outside.

      DeTal was slumped over in her seat. The harness prevented her from collapsing onto the comm or deck. Going over to her, JeVit unbuckled her and helped her slide onto the floor. A quick examination showed the entire right side of the woman’s head was slick with blood, and most of that was fresh.

      “We need to get you over to medical. You may be suffering from a concussion. Or worse, a brain bleed.”

      DeTal vaguely waved an arm. “No. SaWak.”

      JeVit went to check on their companion. Bending down, she placed an ear on the woman’s chest, checking for any sign of life. A heartbeat. A breath.

      Nothing.

      And the body was already growing cold.

      She returned to where DeTal lay. “She is gone. Now we must do something to prevent you from joining her.”

      JeVit sat in the woman’s vacated chair and worked the board as best she could. Scientific research and study wasn’t her field of expertise. But after a few minutes of hit and miss attempts, she was forced to resort to verbal commands.

      “Computer, show location of nearest medical bay.”

      The comm clicked. A few lights blinked. The resulting answer shocked her.

      Unable to locate any interior bays.

      “Why not?”

      The hull and inner walls are of asterinium.

      JeVit stared out into the cavernous interior where they had landed as her mind whirled with the implication.

      “Did…the ship say…asterinium?” DeTal weakly asked.

      “Yes.”

      “That would bl-block our probes.”

      JeVit grimaced. “Not only would it block the probes, but it prevents us from being notified of any lifeforms aboard. Sersi!” Getting to her feet, she returned to her friend. “Regardless, we cannot remain here. Sooner or later that Alliance warship has to move on when they cannot find us. Let us pray it is sooner. But we also have to accept the possibility that they may never leave until they locate us.” She took a deep breath and glanced out the viewscreen. “There is a small blessing that this ship’s walls are of asterinium. Their probes are also ineffective in piercing through it. Computer!”

      A soft click let her know the ship was waiting for her command.

      “Give me a readout of the atmosphere outside this ship.”

      Are you seeking information regarding the atmosphere within this containment unit? Or beyond the containment unit?

      “Within.”

      Outer atmosphere is stabilized to fifty-one percent nitrogen, eighteen percent oxygen, nine percent helium, and the remaining twenty-two percent a mixture of sixteen other gases. Do you require further breakdown?

      “No. So the interior of the other ship is life-sustaining and viable?” JeVit queried.

      For your species, yes.

      “That is…good,” DeTal commented. “Then if we run out of air…in here…”

      “That is not all we have to contend with,” JeVit countered. “If we can breathe out there, then that has to mean that whatever lifeforms are on this ship, if there are any, they also breathe or exist within the same mixture.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      JeVit gave her a weak smile. “It depends. At least we know they are not liquid breathers. Or needing a gas or vapor that would kill us.” Getting to one knee, she bent down and struggled to help the woman rise to a sitting position.

      “What…” DeTal started to protest, but JeVit cut her off.

      “We are going to look for a medical bay.”

      “We…should not leave the…s-safety⁠—”

      “You have no choice,” JeVit snapped. “Now help me however you can.”

      They slowly made their way to the rear of their escape craft where the outer hatch was located. DeTal managed to slap the wall button to open the airlock, as one of JeVit’s arms was being used to hold the woman around the waist and the other anchored DeTal’s other arm across her shoulders. As they entered the narrow airlock, JeVit glanced back at where their helmets sat inside the recessed storage shelves. Safety sense told her they should put them on before exiting. But common sense reminded her that the air inside them was limited. And they may have to ditch the helmets before they were able to return to the ship.

      DeTal also noticed her not reaching for them. “We need to put on…”

      “There is enough air outside to sustain us until we return. If we take our helmets and use up all our air, how are we going to re-infuse our suits for when we do need them? Besides, we can move faster without the added weight.”

      DeTal didn’t argue the logic. Or maybe it was because she couldn’t because of her head wound. Either way, she hit the release panel when the ship showed the air pressures between the inner and outer hull were stabilized, and JeVit helped her out into the bay.

      “Where…do we g-go?”

      “I do not know.” Setting her friend down, JeVit turned on her suit’s lights and aimed them outward. “That is the main bay door where we came in,” she noted, pointing to the large entryway.

      “Why did it close?” DeTal’s voice was sounding steadily weaker.

      “You know as much as I do,” JeVit acknowledged. “Maybe our entrance triggered its closure.”

      “So maybe when the…the people fled…this ship…the door stayed open until…they returned?”

      “That is a very strong possibility,” JeVit agreed. She continued to stare out into the enormous area as she searched for another doorway or way inside the main ship.

      “What…what if those…people…come back…and, and find the door closed?”

      JeVit paused to consider. “Then they will know someone else is in here,” she admitted.

      “That…will not…be good…for us,” DeTal remarked with a soft moan.

      “Which is why we need to get you inside and to a medical bay as quickly as possible, so we can leave here before they return,” JeVit announced. Going back to her friend, she reached down and helped the woman onto her feet. “Come on. Let us see if they left another door unlocked.”

      DeTal weakly nodded, and together the two women made their way to the far side of the docking bay to discover a way in.
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      Complaint

      

      They slowed to one-quarter speed as they neared the unrecognizable spacecraft. Immerson continued his attempts to raise anyone through all known frequency bands, without success.

      “Or they don’t want to answer,” Zeke pointed out.

      “What if they can’t answer?” Fines questioned. “What if they’re, like, sick or something?”

      “If that’s the case, then we sure as fuck don’t want to board that thing,” Tramer stated.

      Captain Vacinti went over to stand behind Zeke. “Seen anything?” If he had, he would have notified the man. Or fired at will, as per orders. But he knew the captain was already aware of that. Which meant the guy meant something else, and Zeke had an idea what it was.

      “I’m not getting any readouts whatsoever. No lifeforms. No strong power source. To all indications, it’s been abandoned.”

      Vacinti jumped on one issue. “You said no strong power source?”

      “I’m getting echoes. It could be their emergency generators, but nothing major. I can’t even detect any energy nodules. There is no way of knowing what powers their engines.”

      The captain grunted. “Immerson, can we transcribe the writing on the sides of that thing?”

      “Computer has zilch. Either it’s a language we haven’t come across before, or it could be sheer nonsense.”

      Fines snorted. “Or it could be just an artistic design.”

      Zeke raised an eyebrow. “You know, that sounds pretty feasible.”

      “What about the ship itself?” Vacinti continued. “Can we figure out what race or species created it?”

      “I got nothing!” Immerson called out.

      Zeke felt a nudge at his shoulder. “Want to make an educated guess?” the captain raised.

      “Not until I see what kind of weaponry it’s carrying, if any.”

      “And the engines,” Tramer added. “If we can discover what drives that ship, and what kind of fuel it’s using, that might give us some clue.”

      “I think we’re overlooking the biggest question of all,” Zeke continued, glancing back at the captain.

      “You mean, where did it come from?” Vacinti offered.

      “No. Why is it here? Is it an exploratory vessel, or one of war? And why is it drifting along within this asteroid belt? Did it run out of steam?” He nodded toward the ship. “Notice anything odd about it, Cap?”

      “As in what?”

      A smile quirked up one corner of his mouth. “Come on, Cap. You’re an old war dog. What’s the first thing you always notice about a ship when we encounter it?”

      The man blinked in surprise when it hit him. “Impact points.” Turning toward the bigger screen, Vacinti studied the ship more closely. “There are no visible impact points. That ship hasn’t been involved in warfare.”

      “Not just war,” Zeke continued. “What about meteors or just ordinary space debris? There’s no way it’s been a spacer for any length of time. That hull is too pristine.”

      “What if it’s a transport?” Tramer suggested. “What if it has passengers bound for a new world? And the reason they don’t answer is because they’re all in cryo?”

      “What if they were headed that planet down below?” Immerson implied.

      “Or it could be a prison transport,” Zeke commented.

      “Well, whatever it is, it’s one big-ass spacecraft,” Fines remarked. “Bet you could fit a dozen of us inside.”

      “Well, whether or not it’s a transport, or a warship, or some rich bastard’s weekend getaway, it has to have lifeboats. And lifeboats mean an ejection bay of some sort. Tramer, get us closer. The rest of you, keep your eyes peeled for a hatchway or bay doors. Some kind of enter or exit point. Anything that’ll get us inside that thing.”

      The last part took Zeke off-guard. “Cap, begging your pardon, but why do we need to go aboard? What about that Hafu ship?”

      “They’re probably halfway back to their solar system by now. This thing, however…” Vacinti wagged a forefinger at the object. “This could prove to be a valuable find.”

      Zeke fought not to give the man a dubious look. Cap wanted to call off the chase in order to investigate a potentially dangerous vessel? Risking a dressing down, he murmured loud enough to where only Vacinti could hear. “Shouldn’t we call for backup before we go in? In case we do find a hatch?”

      The man was about to reply when Tramer called out.

      “Doorway dead ahead!”

      Before Cap could order it, the pilot enlarged that portion of the main screen. Zeke, along with everyone else, studied the long, rectangular section.

      “That’s definitely a door of some kind,” Immerson observed. “I’m betting it’s to a shuttle bay. Maybe a cargo bay. Something that’ll hold a smaller ship.”

      “Make that ships plural,” Tramer corrected. “We could easily fit through there if the hold is wide and deep enough.”

      Zeke checked the planet in the distance. “I wonder if there are more of those bay doors on the other side?”

      “Tramer, let’s go around to check. If there are, maybe we’ll find one open. Or at least another hatch we can knock on.”

      By now, Zeke’s discomfort had grown to a level that he felt he needed to say something. He knew Vacinti had an explorer’s streak in him. The need to chase the unknown for no other reason than for the experience of the thrill.

      If there was any reward or discovery that led to a reward, be it monetary or service related, all the better.

      This time he turned his back on the weapons comm board and swiveled his seat around to where he faced his commanding officer.

      “Captain Vacinti, I wish to lodge a formal complaint.”

      Apparently the man had been expecting Zeke to say something. Vacinti actually smiled.

      “Which is?”

      “I feel we need to wait for reinforcements to arrive before we make any attempt to board that ship.”

      The captain nodded. “Complaint acknowledged, Rossi. Now help us find a way inside that ship.”

      “Aye, Captain.” Zeke resumed his station as they drew nearer.

      Not knowing how long it had been since the readouts had been recalibrated, he chose to take the minute or two their ship would need to run diagnostics. Otherwise, if he waited until later, there could be a glitch that would lead to disastrous consequences. It was possible Bremert had already done a reboot, but Zeke knew he wouldn’t feel comfortable until he ran them.

      Besides, it never hurt to be safe and certain.

      He started the check, keeping one eye on the clock as he waited for the instrumentation to come back online. The computer passed the one minute mark when Tramer spoke up.

      “Uhh, Cap? Looks like one of those cargo hatches just opened up.”

      “What?”

      The same question was echoed by Fines and Immerson. Zeke gave the strange ship his full attention.

      “Aim for it, Tramer.”

      They were close enough to the vessel to realize there were no windows. Not even a viewscreen, as far as they could tell.

      “Maybe they’re like the windows on a Junarian ship,” Tramer suggested, maneuvering the warship around to run parallel to the craft. “You know. One way. You can look out from inside. But if you’re outside the ship, you can’t see in.”

      “That’s possible,” Vacinti agreed. “Steady as she goes.”

      The nearer they got to the hold, the larger it loomed in front of them. Until it became clear how enormous the containment bay really was. They could fit the Hansa Brolloft on the inner deck with plenty of room to spare.

      “Want me to set us inside?” the pilot inquired.

      Zeke was aware of Vacinti eyeing him. “Not yet,” the captain replied. “Let’s check it out a little more. Fines, give us some light.”

      As the navigator threw their exterior lamps into the hold, Zeke checked his own board. The reboot was over; the weapons were back online. Heaving a silent sigh of relief, he took back command of the board.

      “Wow. If this is the hold, it gives you some perspective on how gigantic this ship is,” Immerson remarked.

      “Which makes it all the more interesting,” Vacinti commented. “Tramer, pull even. Rossi, go suit up.” Catching Zeke’s wide-eyed unspoken question, the captain noted, “You, Bremert, and Nordski are going over to check it out. If you believe it’s safe enough, we’ll land in her.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      Another one of those self-explanatory smiles came over the man’s face, even though his next words belied his expression.

      “Then I’ll have to make a decision, now, won’t I?”

      Realizing he wasn’t going to get a definitive answer, Zeke unbuckled himself and hurried toward the turbo lift to meet the others in the docking bay.
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      Inside

      
      By the time they made their way to the rear engines of their escape vessel, JeVit had to stop to catch her breath and adjust her grip on DeTal. That also gave her the opportunity to scan that section of the docking bay for any kind of opening or gap that would allow them to enter the inner portion of the ship.

      Breathing was a struggle. Iciness pierced her lungs. The bay was unbelievably cold. Frost capped the metal decking, almost making it too slippery to navigate. Every exhale was a white mist foaming around her mouth. If it weren’t for the heating elements in her spacesuit, she knew she’d be in dire straits. Of course, it could be that the bay was freezing because it had been open to the coldness of space. Maybe the atmosphere was warmer inside. But on most ships the internal temperature was adjusted once the bay doors were closed. Why this one didn’t…

      Maybe it is because there is not enough power left in the ship. It would make sense, given that there were lights.

      She frowned. Then what was powering those large and heavy bay doors? And what was keeping the air generating?

      JeVit bent over, hands on her knees, as she tried to draw shallower breaths. A soft grinding sound caught her attention, and she straightened to shine a light in that direction. She almost gasped when an arched doorway opened a short distance away, lifting from the deck to vanish into the ceiling. It revealed a blackness extending far beyond what her light could penetrate.

      “Je?” DeTal’s voice was nearly nonexistent.

      “I found us a way out of here,” JeVit responded. Hoisting her friend once more to carry most of the woman’s weight on her hip, she still had to half-drag her toward the opening.

      JeVit fought the trembling that started to overtake her, as if some giant hand was shaking her. She knew it wasn’t the cold. It was fear. Fear of what might be waiting inside. Fear of not knowing what to expect. But her biggest fear was the thought of losing her shipmate and close friend. She had to find a medical bay and hoped that if she did, the equipment would be able to save the woman. So far, knowing that whoever built or crewed this ship were air breathers like her was a promising sign.

      JeVit hoped the lights on her suit had enough energy until they reached the medical bay. She hoped, but at the same time, she didn’t. This ship was too big, and they were moving too slow to cover much ground. No telling how far they’d have to walk and how long it would take them before they were either forced to give up or luckily found what they were seeking. Add to the fact that she had no idea which way to go meant they’d inevitably make wrong turns. Maybe too
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