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      “Can’t you go any faster?” Jax stood at the helm, his cobalt-blue skin picking up the glow from the bridge lights. He glared at the stars as if that would do something to increase our speed.

      “What would you like me to do? I’m pouring every ounce of power we have into our engines that isn’t going to our rear shields,” I said. “If you want to get out and push, I’m happy to open the door.”

      Deputy Nova’s furry gray face slowly began to morph into a smile, and then he let out a slow “ha… ha… ha.” His cadence was about as fast as his movements, which is to say about as fast as watching mold grow. It took a minute, but seeing him laugh at my insults was always worth the wait.

      “Very funny.” Jax turned to look back at the Opulavan cruiser closing in on us.

      I had the bridge configured to battle site—a trick I stumbled upon almost by accident. I could transpose our starry surroundings onto every surface of the bridge, making the occupants feel as if they were flying through space without a ship. The first time I did it, Deputy Nova warp-jumped into Jax’s arms, and they both emptied their lungs in an annoying scream until I told them to stop being babies.

      “If that Opulavan cruiser catches up to us,” Jax snapped, “you can both laugh it up while you lie next to each other on one of their torture tables.”

      “First of all, I’m a spaceship,” I said. “Unless they have a very big table and some pretty unorthodox torture methods, I’m pretty sure that won’t work on me. Second, you’re the one who wanted to try the Baronian sleep gas. We didn't even know it would work on the Opulavans. I wanted to sneak up and blast them before they had a chance to react, but you had to be all chivalrous and let them live.”

      “We do not blast people…  usually.” Jax continued to stare at the cruiser, his voice getting more tense by the second. “We got into the pirating business to rob the lawless and the corrupt, not to leave a trail of bodies floating in space.”

      “Well, when you say it like that, it almost sounds bad.” I sighed. “Just so you know, I don’t think the Opulavans share your pacifist views. Right now, they’re charging enough weapons to vaporize a planet. Thirty-six seconds until they’re in range.”

      “Why would an Opulavan cruiser have so many guns?” Jax shouted with frustration.

      “Because they’re rich, and they can. If I had that kind of money, I would be a flying pulse rifle with seats.”

      “Or maybe you could use some of that money to buy engines that can outrun another ship.” 

      If I had eyes, I would have glared at him, but I had to settle for the disdain in my voice.

      “Deputy Nova,” I snapped. “Do you have the warpstream drive back online yet?”

      “Damaged…  by…  Op…  u…  lav…  ian––”

      “Take your time,” I snapped at him again. “It’s not like we’re ten seconds from being space debris. Do you want to be space debris? I don’t want to be space debris!”

      Deputy Nova kept working with one hand and raised his other arm in slow motion to lift a furry middle finger.

      “Unprofessional, Deputy!”

      “He’s doing his best, Astra,” Jax interjected. “What are some other options?”

      “Maybe we could just stop and give their cargo back with a smile and a nice apology. I’m sure they would understand––”

      “Astra!”

      “You said offer up options.”

      A surge of energy pulsed through my circuits as the warpstream drive whined to life.

      Jax spun surprisingly fast for a guy his size.

      “Are we good?” He faced Deputy Nova, eyes wide and expectant.

      “No…  Nav––”

      “Navigation’s still down,” I said, cutting him off. “But right now, it’s blind jump or guaranteed obliteration. Your call.”

      I let Jax consider it for about half a second.

      “Permission to engage the drive, Captain?”

      “Just a second.” Jax held up a hand. “Maybe we––”

      “Permission granted!” I shouted, cutting him off. “Engaging warpstream drive.”

      I shut down Battlesight, re-materialized the bridge interior, and launched us into warp. Stars blurred into streaks of light, and multicolored warp-waves erupted across the bow.

      “This better work,” Jax muttered, sinking into his captain’s chair.

      Deputy Nova warp-jumped himself into the navigation chair behind Jax, his thick fur rippling from the shift. His claws dug into the armrests as he activated his restraints with slow, deliberate clicks. Considering he was our navigation officer, I found his silent actions more than a little concerning.

      I ran a quick systems check just to reassure myself Nova didn’t know something I didn’t—but that turned out to be unnecessary.

      An ear-piercing shriek echoed off every surface in the ship, and purple smoke began to drift out of the panel where Deputy Nova had been working.

      “Astra?” Jax tried to stand up, but I engaged his restraints, forcing him to stay in his seat.

      “What’s going on?”

      I engaged the fire suppression system inside the panel, and the streaks of rainbow light across the bow ceased all at once. The ship jolted violently, ripping us out of warp, throwing Jax and Nova forward against their harnesses. Even my inertia dampers strained from the shock.

      I desperately tried to correct our course, but my engines and navigation had flatlined.

      “This is sort of a good news, bad news situation,” I said, finally answering Jax.

      “Stop screwing around,” he replied, his patience clearly gone.

      “The good news is, we lost the Opulavans.”

      “And the bad news?” 

      “We are going to crash, or at least we would if there were a planet anywhere near us. I guess that makes it a good news, bad news, good news situation. Unless, of course, you count drifting helplessly through space for eternity as bad news.”
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      “What do you mean crash? What do you mean space? What happened? Why is there smoke?” Jax rapid-fired questions without taking a breath.

      “Would you like me to answer those in order of panic level or alphabetically?”

      “Start taking this seriously or the next time we land…  if we land, you’ll find yourself piloting a garbage scow.”

      Jax's tone was in no way joking.

      “All right,” I said. “No need to get nasty. It seems my primary function coil has failed. Without it, I have little to no power. I can maintain life support, but navigation, propulsion, and worst of all, weapons are offline.” 

      “That’s just great.” Jax released his restraints and stood to turn toward Deputy Nova, who offered him one of his patented fifteen-second shrugs.

      “Wonderful. Can your primary function coil be repaired?”

      “What do you mean by, repaired?”

      Jax folded his arms over his chest and glared at the soundwave voice display I overlaid on the forward screen.

      “Oooh,” I said. “You mean repaired, repaired. No. It is cracked in about a thousand places. Even a small strain will shatter it completely.”

      “And what if that happens?”

      I switched the forward display to a nuclear mushroom cloud erupting on the horizon of a planet.

      Jax’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. “Are you serious?”

      “About the explosion? Not really. But if the coil completely fails, I’ll lose all internal systems, including life support. So, you know—still bad.”

      Deputy Nova released his restraints and slid out of his seat the way cold sap ran out of a tree.

      “You’re infuriating,” Jax deadpanned.

      “I know. But you love me anyway.”

      “Sometimes I question that judgment.”

      

      “That wasn’t very nice. Maybe my heat functions were damaged too. It would be a shame if it got realllllly cold in here.”

      Deputy Nova made his way toward the forward display where I had restored the real-time view of space.

      “Where are you going?” Jax said. “We need to reroute some of Astra’s power somehow. If we can nudge the engines, maybe we can drift toward a planet or a space station before we run out of air…  or sanity.”

      Deputy Nova raised his arm with glacial speed and pointed one of his long-nailed fingers toward the top right corner of the screen. “An…  uncharted––”

      “Uncharted planet?” I finished, finally catching on. I magnified the screen, focusing on a pink dot in the upper right corner of the screen. A swirling magenta planet came into focus.

      Jax dropped back into his chair and swiped the interface to activate the virtual database. “There’s no record of this. Not civilian, not military. This quadrant has been mapped, but it’s never visited.”

      “This shouldn’t be possible.” Jax waved away his virtual display. “We weren’t at warp long enough to travel into uncharted space. This is a well-documented quadrant, even if this section isn’t traveled frequently.”

      “No one ever travels through here because there is nothing here,” I said. “Well, unless they suffered a catastrophic coil fracture. Then welcome to the club.”

      Jax looked down at Deputy Nova. “Do you think you can rerou––”

      Deputy Nova warp-jumped back to the repair panel. He tried to wave the purple smoke away, but it looked more like he was practicing tai chi underwater.

      “Don’t worry about manual rerouting,” I said. “I should have just enough power for a single engine burst. We’ll have to calculate our trajectory toward the planet just right, though. If we miss, we’ll be a sad little meteor.”

      “I thought you said your coil would…  you know.”

      Jax mimed an explosion with both hands.

      “If the coil shatters, we won’t explode; we will only risk losing environmental and life support.”

      “So, Deputy Nova and I would sit in here and freeze to death?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “You would run out of oxygen and asphyxiate long before you died from hypothermia.”

      “How comforting.”

      “Don’t be such a crybaby. Would you rather float out here until you died of old age?”

      “I’m starting to think the airlock could be a good option.”

      “You’re so dramatic,” I said. “Deputy Nova. Help me plot a course.”

      Deputy Nova nodded slowly…  then started his long, arduous trek back to his chair. One warp-jump was all he had in him. After that, his weird biology had to recharge before he could do it again.

      Jax groaned, then walked over to sweep Nova up from behind like a sack of feathers. By the time he plopped him down, Nova had a salute prepared in appreciation.

      Jax waited while we checked and double-checked our calculations. Deputy Nova might be slow, but his brain ran like a turbocharged supercomputer. He could figure things out that I couldn’t, and I could make billions of calculations per second.

      I set my engines and waited for our rotation to put us in just the right position.

      “Fifteen seconds to burst,” I said.

      Jax nodded, then his face flashed with panic.

      “Wait. If this is your only burst, how will you control our descent into the atmosphere and land?”

      “Remember that good news, bad news, good news situation?” I said.

      “Yes… ”

      “This sort of turns it into a bad news situation.”

      “Crashing is not a better option, Astra!”

      “Five seconds to thrust. Four…  Three…  Permission to engage?”

      “No. If we crash––”

      “Permission granted!” I shouted. “Engines engaged.”
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      “I’m picking up major electrical interference from the atmosphere and the planet’s surface,” I said, as calm as anyone moments from becoming a smoldering meteor could be. “It seems to be a class L planet, and I am picking up a small settlement of lifeforms.”

      White, billowy clouds swirled in the upper atmosphere, bursting with enough electrical activity to fry a star cruiser. They would have wreaked havoc on my systems…  had any of them been operating.

      “Can you put us down near the settlement without getting too close?”

      Jax was strapped into his seat, staring at the primary view screen at the front of the bridge. He did a better job of hiding his strain than the wide-eyed Deputy Nova, but he still had a panicked edge in his voice.

      “If we can land without being noticed, we might be able to find someone to help us.”

      “No problem,” I said. “We’re only plummeting straight toward them like a flaming comet.”

      “I knew we shouldn’t have messed with the Opulavans,” Jax mumbled, mostly to himself. “They’re too rich and too paranoid. I should’ve known things would go bad.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I soothed. “We all make mistakes.”

      “We?” Jax’s voice went up a couple of octaves. “It was your idea. I didn’t want to do it at all.”

      “You’re the captain. I just follow orders.”

      “Just try to focus on not killing us, please.”

      “It’s okay. Blaming others is all part of the healing process.” I kept my voice smooth as silk while I strained to keep us from becoming the planet’s next mass extinction event. “You vent, I’ll save us.”

      “Astra!”

      “Yes, Captain…  See? Following orders.”

      I blacked out the forward display to spare Jax and Deputy Nova from the trauma of witnessing our imminent demise.

      “Leave it on.” Jax motioned to the screen. “If we’re going to die, I don’t want to sit here in suspense waiting for it to happen. I would rather see it coming.”

      I did as he asked and the pink-hued planet surged into view. Once we were through the clouds, indistinct swirls and colors became hills and valleys, then expansive forests of crimson-leaved trees came into view. If we weren’t about to crash and die, the view would have been breathtaking.

      “I thought you said there was a village down there.” Jax and Deputy Nova squinted at the screen, looking as astounded as I was. “That’s a city. It’s small, but it looks advanced.”

      “I never said village…  and I have been a tad preoccupied. Forgive me for not being perfect in the middle of a crisis.”

      “I spared enough power to run another scan, and my sensors confirmed their tech levels suggested interstellar capability. But no defensive systems. No warning beacons. No planetary shields.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “A civilization this advanced should’ve colonized the entire planet.”

      “Maybe they’re new arrivals,” Jax said. “The start of a new civilization.”

      “I guess,” I mumbled. “Something still seems off.”

      “Craaaaash.” Deputy Nova drew out the word in one long, frustrated syllable.

      I snapped my attention back toward our crash landing. Heat shields flared as we plummeted through the atmosphere. I overrode the inertia dampeners, turning them up to maximum, and calculated the right moment to fire my braking thrusters.

      I waited until the very last second, then I ripped power away from all my systems and shoved it into my reverse thrusters. Weapons…  down. Shields…  off. Life support…  optional. I even blacked out the forward display. My hull began to shudder, then it quaked with violent jerks. Jax and Deputy Nova gripped their armrests and pressed their heads into the back of their seats.

      “Leveling out,” I shouted over the storm of groaning metal.

      Our trajectory arced, and we streaked horizontal to the ground like a screaming comet. The heat shields cooled, and I fired our braking engines for the last time. We descended and hit the surface hard, jarring me hard enough to make my computer systems flicker. Jax and Deputy Nova were both unconscious. Considering we hadn’t even stopped yet, it might have been a small mercy.

      We skidded along the ground, throwing up a rooster tail of pinkish-red soil. We plowed a long, deep groove in the ground, but somehow didn’t flip end over end. We survived an impact that should have torn us to pieces, but it wasn’t over yet. We had another problem.

      “What happened?” Jax groaned.

      “Jax!” I screamed, causing him to snap his eyes open.

      I had no power for thrusters or major operations, but I managed to sputter the forward screen to life, giving him a fuzzy, flickering view of the exterior. His eyes went wide when he saw our breakneck approach toward the lethal hazard. Lightyears of space travel, dozens of firefights with the A.S.S., and more space battles than I could count, and this would be the thing to do us in.

      “Trees!”
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      “Stop!” Jax screamed loud enough to snap Deputy Nova back into consciousness.

      “I can’t,” I screamed right back. “I don’t have anything left. Less than that. I can barely keep my core systems online.”

      Jax wrestled with the manual release to his restraints, then shot out of his seat and spun behind his captain’s chair. He dropped to the floor and punched four quick release buttons on a panel, then hurled the heavy metal plate to the side.

      “Trees getting closer!” I didn’t bother trying to hide my panic.

      “How do you make this work?” Jax barked, stabbing a finger into the panel without offering an explanation.

      I was about to shout something unhelpful, at least to Jax, when Deputy Nova warp-jumped to his side with his arm pointed into the hole.

      “Got it.” Jax pulled the handle to engage the manual hydraulic pump for the landing gear. He didn’t bother with a slow start. He pumped at a feverish pace, and I felt the pressure beginning to rise.

      “Yes!” I shouted. “Keep going.”

      When we crash-landed, I kept my landing gear up to have a smoother surface to slide along the ground. Now, it was our one shot at anchoring to the planet.

      “More,” I shouted again. “Don’t stop.”

      He pumped harder, thrusting the landing gear into the soil.

      “Faster,” I shouted. “Pump harder. I’m almost there.”

      “I know we’re about to die and all,” Jax grunted, sweat pouring off his head. “Can you stop cheering me on? It’s just getting weird.”

      “Prude.”

      The landing gear bit into the ground with a satisfying, bone-rattling groan. There was a moment when I thought we might still flip, but then the ship began to slow…  finally slamming to a stop less than fifty feet from the edge of the towering crimson forest.

      Jax rolled over on his back and collapsed, panting with exhaustion.

      “I don’t know about you,” I chuckled. “But it was good for me.”

      “Are you ever serious?” Jax panted, but he had a grin on his face.

      “Serious enough…  we survived crashing into a planet without exploding, so you’re welcome.”

      “New… friends…” Deputy Nova drew out the exclamation as he stared at the staticky image on the forward display.

      Jax sat up, and I turned my attention to the exterior. Sure enough, a delegation of aliens appeared from the trees, heading toward the ship.

      “Beautiful…” Deputy Nova smiled from ear to ear.

      The newcomers did possess an ethereal sort of beauty. Sparkling pinkish-purple skin, big midnight eyes, smooth red lips. They were like glowing fashion models draped in gauzy white gowns.

      The one in front wore a delicate gold crown, signifying her as the leader. I decided I would hate her the most.

      “Wow,” Jax said, staring at the screen.

      “Wow? A mediocre…  at best, looking race of aliens flashes you a smile, and you’re sucked in like a hormone-enraged schoolboy? Wow?”

      “Don’t be jealous.” Jax shot me a crooked smile. “You know you’re the only ship for me. You’re right, though. We shouldn’t walk out there with our guard down.”

      Jax got to his feet and hurried to the cargo hold, while Deputy Nova hung back on the bridge. He wore a silly grin on his face, but I had a feeling it was more for me than our visitors.

      “You talk too much, you know that?”

      “I’ll…  try… to…  do…  better… !”

      Deputy Nova never lost the stupid grin. I wanted to roll my eyes, but I didn’t have any.

      “Go catch up with your compadre.” I tried to sound disgusted but had to chuckle. “I know you want to go out there with him.”

      Deputy Nova raised a hand and then turned a thumb upward, adding a more comical look to his silly smile. Then he was gone in a flash as he warp-jumped out to meet Jax.

      I switched back to my internal view to see Jax had already unlocked and dropped the exit ramp at a precarious angle. They wouldn’t be making a dignified exit, but at least there was enough room for them to duck out.

      “I’ll monitor both of you through your auditory and visual implants,” I said, tapping into their sensor feeds. “Stay within range of my ship and I’ll try to cover you if things go sideways.” I had no idea what I could do considering my power reserves were drier than a Gropulian’s feet, but I would cross that bridge if we came to it.

      Jax smiled and raised a hand in greeting. I always warned him not to do that. You never knew when raising a hand would be the equivalent of flipping a new species the middle finger.

      “Thanks, Astra. But I’m sure backup won’t be necessary.”

      “Is that why you went back to strap that revolver onto your hip?”

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      Deputy Nova ambled along next to Jax, moving at full speed…  which was to say, Jax took a step about every two seconds so he could keep up.

      “Greetings,” Jax said, and I prayed our translators would work.

      “Thank you for coming to greet us. I apologize for the damage we did to your planet. There was an emergency, and we were forced to crash land. I would have preferred a more amicable first meeting.”

      “Amicable?” I said. “Someone’s been reading their thesaurus.”

      “Shut up,” Jax hissed.

      The aliens floated closer, as graceful as the mist. The leader eyed Jax up and down in a way that made me want to blow the crown off her shiny little head. Rather than say anything, she just smiled and revealed a hand from beneath her robes. She held a strange object resembling a scepter with a pearlescent ball on top.

      Shiny Princess Head stood there, staring at Jax, as she tilted her head and smiled. I definitely hated her.

      “Astra. We have a problem.” Jax didn’t yell. He didn’t even move, but his voice sounded strange, as if he spoke through gritted teeth.

      “What’s going on?” I didn’t have enough power to scan for danger, but I knew Jax well enough to recognize the panic in his voice. Whatever it was, it was serious.

      “See that little white stick in the lead alien’s hand?”

      “Yes. What about it?”

      “I think we underestimated their technological defense abilities. That thing is some sort of weapon. I’m not standing here because I want to. That thing froze us like a couple of statues. Neither one of us can move.”
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      “What do you mean you can’t move?” My voice pitched up…  a lot. Panic was never a good look, but I wore it like a prom dress.

      “Which part is confusing? We’re frozen like a couple of helpless hostages. Right now, the only thing working is my lips, and even that feels like chewing glue.”

      “Hold on.” I scrambled everywhere among my circuits, trying to scrape up every last drop of power. “I have enough juice for one shot, but it will definitely shatter my coil. I’ll shut down, but my memory will still be preserved…  I think. You’ll just have to find another coil and power me back up again.”

      “No!” Jax pleaded. “Please don’t do that. I’ll find another way.”

      “There’s no other way. Besides, I’ve been itching for an excuse to do this ever since I laid eyes on that walking glitter factory.”

      I prepared to vaporize the unwitting royalty with a single laser blast…  except the blast didn’t happen. My remaining power stores, paltry as they were, didn’t transfer. My weapons would not charge. I tried to re-divert to the rail gun, but my circuits were seized.

      “This is impossible.

      “What’s impossible?” Jax sounded even more tense than he had before.

      “I believe the intelligence we detected within your ship has realized she is as immobile as you are.”

      Shiny Princess Head’s friendly voice was as beautiful and musical as her outward appearance. It made their unprovoked attack sound friendly and charming.

      “She’s right. I can’t divert any power to anything. Least of all shields or weapons. I couldn’t even power a toothbrush.”

      Shiny Princess Head nodded slightly and brightened her warm smile as if she could hear our conversation.

      “Please do not be alarmed. We are the Axolti. This is a peaceful world, and we are a peaceful people. We do not believe in weapons, nor do we allow them within our society. If you are willing to shed your tools of violence and cease any aggression, you are welcome to stay with us.”

      “I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot.” Jax tried to sound charming but came off more like a victim in a hostage video. “I carry my sidearm anytime I leave the ship. I don’t use it as a tool of aggression. It is a defense against other hostiles.”

      “You will find no hostiles here. There is no need for your sidearm.”

      One of the Axolti standing behind her stepped forward and plucked Jax’s revolver out of his holster.

      “Don’t worry,” Shiny Princess Head said. “This is merely for safekeeping. It will be returned when you depart.”

      Jax’s voice dropped to a dangerous growl. “For a species claiming to be non-aggressive, you sure have a flair for forced compliance.”

      “Easy, Jax,” I said. “We might have to fight our way out, but this is not the time.”
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