
Prologue 

 “You gun’ let that boy out drink you?” Murry slapped Eldor on his broad hairy shoulder 

as the fat oaf chugged the ale, beer leaking from the corners of his mouth and down his thick 

beard as he slopped it down. 

 The dark wooden table—a loose assembly of heavy boards and rusty nails—that sat in 

the corner of the room between Eldor and Laden was littered with empty mugs and puddles of 

foam and beer.  A small crowd gathered around the two men, cheering each as they drank pint 

after pint. Eldor, the challenger, slammed his mug down as he swallowed the last bit of his ale to 

the roar of the small gathering.  

 “Felice, more pints”, Eldor demanded to the large breasted bar wench as he belched. The 

count was twelve to twelve. Eldor was sloshed, but still sitting upright while Laden—a smaller 

farmer of a man with a patch over his eye—had a look of confidence as he saw the man across 

from him shake away the buzz.  

 The lanterns on the walls had plenty of oil to burn, but the candles were burning out one 

by one. The smell of must and beer and horse shit filled The Broken Mule.  

Felice waded her way through the crowd of men and whores with four more mugs from 

the bar. “You boys gunna pay your tab tanight?” she asked as her meat arms sat the beers down. 

“Or should father roll it ta tomorra?” 

Murry tossed her two silvers. “This oughta cover the drinks and your company tonight 

sweetheart.” The group of men and their paid company let out a low laugh.  



“Hunny, have ya seen the size of meh? I charge by da pound.” Felice retorted as took the 

two silvers and turned, making sure to pop her big rear end up as she spun around to make the 

point clear. They all roared with laughter at Murry’s expense as he tugged his beard while 

enjoying the view as she walked away. Everyone had a beer or a woman. Some had both. The 

night was full of laughter and music. Until it wasn’t.  

The bar room that was growing dimmer and darker with each burned out candle suddenly 

glowed brighter than even the sunniest day.  Out of thin air, a floating ball of light appeared 

between the two drunks. Everyone was silent and not a single person moved. Eldor was the first 

to muster up the courage, no doubt alcohol induced, to speak.   

“What… what is it?” His eyes squinting behind his raised arm as he looked into the orb. 

If anyone had an answer, they didn’t have the chance to respond. Out of the light and like 

a cannon shot a man. The impact of his body leveled the table between Eldor and Laden, 

breaking glasses and splashing beer with a violent crash.  Then, just as it appeared, the ball of 

light vanished—leaving only the man’s body as evidence.  

Drunks and whores alike encircled the body and stared, trying to find some sense of what 

they just witnessed.  

“Unggghhhh.” A low groan came from the man as he slowly rolled to his back and 

opened his eyes.  

His clothes weren’t like any they had seen before. His hair and skin were clean. His boots 

were leather, but not like any they could make. Murry reached down, grabbed the man under the 

arms and pulled him to his feet. He stood two inches taller than Murry, and slightly larger too. 

The stranger turned and looked him dead in the eyes before mumbling something incoherently.  



“What you say, partner?” Murry asked as he let go of the man, and put his ear closer to 

the stranger’s lips.  

“Juh… Jackson.” He whispered before collapsing unconsciously to the ground.  

  



Chapter One 

Jackson 

"A man who has known nothing but four walls, a bed, and 

unimaginable amounts of pain for as long as he has, has no 

choice but to reshape the landscape of everything he touches 

once he has tasted the sweet flavor of freedom again." 

The last entry in the journal of Avery Washington, Investigative 

Journalist. 

Cargo hold of New Ducky, 

1937 hours, Feb. 22, 2324 Central Earth Time 

 It's not the flashing security light that bothers me. Even 

with the pulsing red in an endless tug-of-war with the black of 

darkness that hasn't let my eyes focus in hours, that's not what 

bothers me. Jackson's thoughts were the only thing keeping him 

company, and he couldn't seem to shut them off. This was nothing 

new though. He’d spent the last seven years alone for the most 

part, unless you count the guards. I definitely don’t count the 

guards.  

He floated a few meters off the floor, looking down at the 

aluminum and steel crates, arms folded behind his head like he 

were lounging in a chair on a sunny day at the beach. Only he 



had never been to a beach. There aren’t that many beaches in 

space. That doesn’t bother me, either. 

He raised his trembling hand up to look at the crust on his 

knuckles—his well-earned reward for punching a few deserving 

faces. A lot. 

Sweat pooled around his bloodshot eyes, unable to fall free 

in the zero gravity. He wiped them dry, but they burned anyway.  

He shifted his focus from the blackish red scabs to six 

pink lines: scars stretching from his palm where they formed an 

intersecting triangle—almost like the old Celtic knots he’d seen 

as a kid—and up his right forearm. He remembered the days when 

they were a lot longer and scratched the raw flesh with his free 

hand. 

Jackson let his hand drift to Darla, his energy pistol, and 

also the source of his scars. His pain. His addiction. She was 

his protection, and his drug.  

She was beautiful. Her outer surface was deceptive in that 

it looked brand new, flawless. The marble-like swirls of silver 

and gold that rolled on the mirror like surface of the slide 

looked like cracks in a black window trying to hold back a 

supernova. Her frame was silver normally, but it would glow a 



bright gold when fired, and for a short while after. The ivory 

white grip was a perfect fit in his rough hands.  

I've gotten used to the smell too, he thought. 

The stagnant air in cargo hold was filled with so much dust 

and rust that he could taste the rivets used to hold it together 

decades ago. His shirt—old earth cotton that he had lifted off a 

dead guard—pulled over his face did little to keep him from 

choking on the metallic must. His throat itched with iron 

flavored phlegm. But still, that's not what bothers me. 

 What has really been getting under my skin is that God-

awful PING. It’s not too loud, but each ear-bleeding echo that 

rings through my bones makes me hate every inch of steel that 

lies between me and the peaceful vacuum of space.  

Could he really prefer to be in the cold emptiness of 

space?  

You’re damn right I could. 

Ping. 

Ping. 

Ping. 

 "Get me out of here!" His voice bounced and faded through 

the expansive hold without so much as an acknowledgment that the 



words had ever existed. He pushed himself off the wall, started 

his motionless breaststroke to the other side of the 

compartment, and waited. There was no response. Not that I 

expected one.  

 He had reminded himself that at least in here, he had room 

to move around, a far cry from the twelve by twelve cube he’d 

been confined to. But I’m free now, and I’m never going back. 

I’ll die first. Jackson looked around for the hundredth time and 

took in his surroundings. Anything was better than where he’d 

been.  

 It was a cargo ship, the New Ducky. The originality of the 

name had already lost its brilliance to Jackson. A Titan-class, 

large, but nothing special. Perfect for a space truck crew 

though. And for anyone trying to catch a free ride. It wasn’t 

the newest of birds in space, but that was the point. Jackson 

picked one old enough to look familiar.  

  The skeleton crew that manned it, taking goods from one 

planet or colony to the next, probably didn't even know he was 

back here. Stuck. And who knows how long I'll be here before 

they find out? I mean it’s been two days of this fucking alarm! 

Lucky for him, Earth was a short trip from Ares Station. 

Three days at most. Maybe he’d put enough distance behind him 



that he could go unnoticed for a while. Long enough to get some 

answers, he thought. 

Seven years on the moon was bad enough. Seven years being 

forced through addiction and withdraws repeatedly without end 

was unbearable. When they first took the gun from him, it almost 

killed him. It slowly got easier though. They weened him off—

waited until the scaring had almost completely retracted into 

his palm—but then that’s when the experiments started.  

It wasn’t all for naught though. I learned to sense her. 

They would hide her, force him to tell them where the gun 

was. Then they’d force him to use it, killing subject after 

subject—the unlucky bastards deemed expendable—until all he 

wanted to do was kill and the scars were wrapped around his neck 

and torso. Then they’d take her from me again. They would see 

how far away they could take the pistol before his heart flat 

lined, then they’d revive him, and ween him off again.  

Seven years. Seven fucking years. He grabbed Darla, pointed 

the gun nowhere in particular and shot. A crate of fruit 

exploded with an orange glow and a mist of melon juice and 

produce guts clouded the air around him. Jackson instantly 

regretted letting his memories get the better of him.  



He thought about the escape. As much as he wanted to feel 

like he was some great mastermind and had been planning this 

jailbreak for months, he wasn’t. I was actually on the verge of 

giving up. Almost. He ran through everything in his head for the 

umpteenth time. No. Someone helped me escape.  

 Seven dead guards, two stolen speed-crafts, and one 

unconscious witness later, and Jackson found himself at Ares 

station, the closest major colony. From there it was easy to get 

onboard the Ducky. And even easier to get into the cargo hold. 

Security for commercial space crews was decent at best, but for 

private truck crews like this one, it was almost nonexistent. 

Unless you count the alarm that tripped when he opened a crate 

of food. Or this ship is just an old piece of junk. Still, I 

shouldn’t have been so careless.  

Since then he'd eaten two mars-melons, tried to make out 

the writing on most of the crates, and relieved himself into a 

box of straw. Luckily for him, the rust in his nose overpowered 

the smell of piss and rotting fruit in the air.   

PING. 

PING. 

PING. 

 God, if you do exist, flush me out of an airlock right now. 



Chapter Two 

Dayna 

 "It's not a glamorous job, but I'm sure it wasn't on Earth either. There are no songs 

or legends about it. It brings zero fame and even less reward. But it is a job that needs 

doing, and I'm the guy that needs to do it. I can't explain it. Some of us are born into it, but 

for me and those like me, it's a calling." 

Peter Black, Space trucker 

Cockpit of the New Ducky, 

1952 hours, Feb. 22, 2324 Central Earth Time 

 Dayna laughed at a tweet on the holo-screen of her iBand. Perhaps a little too hard. The 

guy that tweeted it was clearly a belter. Dry humor, but hilarious undertone. I could live in the 

belt. They got it made, it seems. She made a quick swipe and the holo-screen vanished.  

“Dayna dear, your father requests your presence on the bridge and says to tell you that 

you’re late” a disembodied voice said over the speaker in her bunk. It belonged Valerie, the 

ship’s A.I. 

Dayna rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Val.” He knows I’m not late. 

She rolled out of bed and drifted to the floor. She put her shoes on and climbed into the 

hallway through the hatch on her ceiling. From there she drifted in the zero gravity down the 

long stretch to the bridge.  



Finally, Earth. Dayna let out a sigh of relief when she saw the blue and green sphere in 

the view screen as she entered. She took her seat and strapped in, admiring the coastal outline of 

the continents. This view never gets old.  

This tour had taken nine months and she was looking forward to some time on the 

ground, a concept her father would never understand. She watched him key the control console 

between them as she redid her long pony tail in an attempt to keep the red locks out of her face. 

"Earth Command, this is Captain Chris Meno of the cargo ship New Ducky. Copy?” His 

large hands reached over and patted her on the leg. “You ready to set her down?” he whispers.  

She smiled and answered him with a quick nod. Landing was nothing she hadn’t done 

before. 

“Copy New Ducky, Go ‘head.”  A dry voice came over the radio.  

 Her father continued. “We are making final preparations for atmospheric entry. We have 

twelve souls onboard with cargo from Mars by way of Ares station. Truck run alpha fiver niner 

niner seven bravo seven. Two days ahead of schedule. Requesting landing coordinates." His 

voice was rasp, but firm as he turned to his daughter, also first officer, "Twenty credits on New 

Detroit".  

"Let's make it fifty, and I got London." Her reply was cocky as she tapped a hydraulic 

pressure gauge on her side of the console. Its needle dropped a hundred psi and settled. Just 

another sign this bird needs an overhaul. "These old worlders never change.” Yet I still envy 

them and their blissful ignorance of this life.  



Her thoughts of a life more adventurous where common these days. She watched her 

father make adjustments to the Captain's Panel and wondered if he’d ever wanted the same.  

The captain keyed the com circuit. “Five minutes till we disengage compartment roll, 

people. If it floats, falls, or rolls, lock it down.”  

Compartment roll—spinning the outer compartments around the central corridor shaft—

was the only way to simulate gravity in space. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep bones 

and muscles from atrophying over long duration flights. It was also vital for crews, such as New 

Ducky’s, that lived in space.  

A thin film of dust and grime coated the console: a complex assortment of cracked 

gauges and dim meters, with some even missing their glass covers. A few had their lights go out 

for the last time months, even years ago. She didn't mind it though. She had learned to fly by 

sight, feel, and instinct. 

“Flying without instruments, that’s how you earn your ship’s trust” her father would tell 

her.  

She didn’t really notice the lack of information in front of her with Valerie always 

around. More than just a sophisticated program, Valerie was part of the crew.  

"Deal", he said coughing a little into his sleeve.  

Chris’s health was steadily declining. He knew it, but he also knew that his ship was in 

very capable hands. The New Ducky had been in his family for generations. A generation-II 

space truck, she was one of maybe five left in existence in her class.  



New Ducky was the only tug of her tonnage capable of breaking the Jupiter’s orbit after 

atmospheric skimming with a full crew and cargo compliment, thanks to the two pair of Icarus II 

engines fitted to either side of her relatively bulky hull.  

The four ion-drive engines didn’t come standard, though. In fact, they wouldn’t even fit 

originally. But the New Ducky had an unfair advantage. Dayna’s brother, Jerrod, was the best 

mechanic and one of the smartest technology enthusiasts this side of the sun. A few structural 

mods, a month of welding, and three weeks of calibrating sensors, rerouting power and installing 

neutron shields were all that were needed to make her faster and more capable than any other 

second, or even third generation tug still left in service.  

 "Roger that New Ducky, we have you on radar. Escort drones are in route to guide you to 

London Space Port." The radio crackled as the traffic controller spoke. “Sync before entry.” 

 It was time to get the com system an overhaul. Hell, this whole ship needs one, Dayna 

thought. It was true. The New Ducky wasn't so new. She was four generations of the family 

business, a lifestyle that Dayna decided wasn't for her years ago. I can't leave yet though. She 

took a look at her father. He's too sick.  

 "Confirmed Earth Command" The captains smirk faded. His mustache twitched. It was 

involuntary, but she had grown to love it. Even if he hadn’t trimmed it in weeks.  

 "Ha! What’d I say? Pay up!" Dayna demanded playfully. She couldn’t wait to let her long 

red hair down again once they hit Earth’s gravity well.  

 "You know it's not nice to make bets with your superior officer."  



If Chris had one flaw, it was letting his family win far too often. Especially Dayna. In 

their bets alone, she had “won” a couple thousand credits from him this year alone. He didn’t 

need it, though. Aside from keeping the Ducky running and paying his crew, he had little use for 

the money. This was the life he was born into, and this was the life he loved.  

 "Actually sir, it was you who made the poor decision". Val’s voice came from the ships 

speaker system. "And if I do recall correctly, it’s not your first."  

She was only a third generation ship AI, not even an original member of “the duck”, but 

Valerie had settled in nicely and knew the ship just as well as, if not better than, anyone else on 

board. And that was saying a lot. Dayna grew up with her, and her father was still a boy when 

she was installed into the system. She had shared many stories and confessions with Val, and Val 

told Dayna stories of her grandparents. There were no secrets on board the Ducky, at least none 

from Val. If a mic heard it, or camera or sensor detected it, she knew it.  

Her addition to the ship meant calculations of enormous complexity were made in 

fractions of a second. She could process data from interior and exterior cameras, sensors, radio 

traffic, space beacons, and many other inputs simultaneously without so much as a few degrees 

increase of her processor array. And yes, she monitored that too. 

 "I told ya, dad, I'm not a nice lady.” Dayna retorted, unbuckling her seatbelt and drifting 

to the back of the cabin. Bracing herself with her back against her seat and feet pressed against 

the panel, she began checking off items on her data pad while running her diagnostic check. 

 "You two ladies quit yer yappin. We have incoming escorts at 2 o'clock."  



Chris tapped the touch screen heads up display, or HUD, in front of him to zoom in on 

one of the bots. Valerie’s subroutines displayed a schematic, stats, and call sign of the escort bot 

in real time. Its call sign, 3CH0--or Echo—was tagged above it on the view screen.  

“Well it looks like they've got the latest and greatest", Chris coughed, and wiped his 

mouth with his sleeve. “Technology is moving way too fast for my taste.” 

The two escort bots were almost spherical. The lights and cameras that lined the front 

“face” of the bots were recessed into their respective holes, but the real new features were the 

three anti-gravity ion thrusters that protruded backwards from each of its two winged panels. 

Opposite the ion thrusters, facing the front were the usual armament. Two pair of Type-AF 

rocket tubes arranged vertically that could fire homing missiles—both in space and in 

atmosphere—and below those, each wing had one magnetic rail-cannon that could fire two light 

rounds at speeds upwards of Mach 3. However, the real amazing part of any bot was the 

Wetware AI.  

  "You're kidding me. Titan only recently got the third gen." Dayna always was a tech 

junky. Nothing amazed her more than the newest gadgets or software. Her brother was probably 

the only one on board that liked Bots more than her. I wonder if they have the new AI upgrades 

too. “I heard they have a real human brain inside.” 

 “Pardon me Captain, but we have an incoming transmission.” Val’s voice had an old 

English hint to it.  

 “Patch it through, Val” Chris said, clearing his throat afterward. 



 “Cargo ship New Ducky, this is Lunar Prison Authority. You are ordered to change 

course to stationary orbit and make preparations for boarding, over.” The woman’s voice was 

stern.  

 Chris shook his head. Dayna pulled up the list of ships in the vicinity. Radar showed two 

small Prowlers closing in behind the New Ducky.  

 “Val? What do you read on those Prowler’s?” she asked.  

 Valerie was already ahead of her. She’d pinged the crafts on all frequencies, ran radar 

diagnostics and signature verifications, and rotated aft cameras to 180 degrees. The two craft 

were pin points on the screen.  

 “Displaying all known parameters.” Her subroutines displayed the information about the 

crafts on the view screen: It was a live feed two blurry gray dots in a sea of blackness.  “Picture 

is at max resolution.” 

 Next to the live feed was the parameters Val could accumulate.  

CLASS: PROWLER (unconfirmed) 

RANGE/VECTOR: > RAD. DETECT. /178 DEGREES 

RADAR SIGNATURE: FEEDBACK JAM 

ARMAMENT: (unconfirmed) 

 As Dayna read through the information available to her, Chris stalled for some time. 

 “Last transmission was gargled. Say again, over.” 



 “Cargo ship New Ducky. This is the Lunar Prison Authority. Cease all operations. Stand 

off to stationary orbit, and prepare for to be boarded. Last warning, over.” The order came 

through harsh and firm.  

 Next to him, Dayna had put on a headset and was talking to Earth Command on a 

separate frequency. “Earth Command, this is cargo ship New Ducky. We are being hailed by the 

Lunar Prison Authority. Request guidance, over.” 

 “New Ducky, Lunar Prison Authority does not have jurisdiction. Recommend proceeding 

to London.” 

Chris looked at his daughter. All it took was a short shake of her head, and he knew what 

he would do.  “Negative, Lunar Prison”, he spoke over the com circuit.  “We’ve already begun 

our atmo-entry procedure. Cannot abort, over.” It was a lie, but he made sure his own tone was 

full of authority.  

“Stand down, New Ducky. That is an or-” 

Chris cut the external com channel and accelerated towards Earth. “Valerie, is there 

anything they know that we don’t?” 

“I’ve run complete systems diagnostics sir. Besides the usual system warnings that you 

refuse to do anything about, the only difference is the…” 

“The cargo hold alarm.” Jerrod spoke up as he popped his head into the cockpit, bracing 

between the bulkheads of the main corridor to remain steady as he floated a short distance off the 

deck. “It’s been going off since we left Ares. I figured it was a shifting crate, and acknowledged 

it. Nothing we could do about it anyway. External locks are hard shut.” 



Unlike the newer classes of freight haulers, the cargo holds on the older classes were not 

integrated into the hull of the living quarters. Instead, an independent compartment with minimal 

life support maintained oxygen, temperature and pressure for livestock, produce, and other vital 

goods, but was in no way meant for long-term human transport.  

“Dayna”, Chris coughed, “check it out when we land. Jerrod, we have unwanted 

followers. See what you can do about that.” 

The siblings nodded just and Jerrod disappeared around the corner moments before the 

ship shuddered. 

“Are they shooting at us?” Dayna asked in a panic. An explosive glow shot past the 

starboard side with another rumble, answering her question. A glance at her father and his silent 

nod confirmed it. In the chaos that was unfolding around her, all she saw was her father’s face—

red with beads of sweat dotting his forehead and cheeks—and new that she had to take control. 

“Dad!”  

“I’ll be”, Chris’s voice was gargled and strained. “I’ll be okay.”  

Dad? She looked at him, not knowing what to do.  

“Fly the ship.” He forced the words out with an obvious desperation. His short dark hair 

was wet with pain. “You have the wheel.” 

“Valerie. Get help.” She said as she transferred controls to her console. The ship took 

another nasty hit and shook more violently than last time. Its size compared to the prowlers being 

the only reason the situation wasn’t much worse.  



“Jerrod is already on his way, dear. Remain calm.” Valerie wasn’t human. She wasn’t 

even a wetware AI, but she was definitely one of the family. Her algorithms had learned to be 

empathetic towards humans and their physical troubles.  

“Earth Command, this is the cargo ship New Ducky. We are under attack. I repeat, we are 

under attack and unarmed. Request immediate assistance, over.” She looked at her father—eyes 

closed and clinching his chest—and knew she was alone in this. A quick look over her panel and 

she continued. “We have at least one injured in need of urgent medical care.”  

Air around the hull started to burn in a brilliant orange as the reply came over the radio. 

“We read you, New Ducky. Maintain course to London Space Port, East Pier. We will 

have a med team standing by. Escort Drones Echo and Light will assist you. Recommend AI 

sync, over.” 

“Roger that, Command.” 

 "Valerie, are we in sync range yet?” Dayna choked the controls in her hands 

 The 'sync' between a bot’s AI and a shipboard AI was discovered to be the necessary 

missing link to allow them to work together. However, no one could have predicted that bond 

syncing would create, increasing the abilities of both, or the aggressive "grudges" that some AI's 

would hold toward others. Dayna had even heard that some people where having neural implants 

surgically placed into their brains so that they could sync with AIs too. Now that would be so 

rad, she thought. I would love to do that, if we could afford it. Dad would never go for an idea 

like that though.  



 "We are, Captain Dayna.” Val’s voice was calm as always. “Escort One-Tango-Sierra-

Zero-November, sending sync request." Valerie said out loud. She didn't need to say it to send 

the request, but did so for the sake of her human companions, trying to come across as human as 

possible.  

 "Cargo ship Titan class New Ducky, Sync Engaged." The bot's AI responded with a 

southern old-American tone. The first of the two spherical escorts positioned itself at a fixed 

distance off New Ducky's bow just before exploding in a silent ball of fire, sending shrapnel 

flying in different directions. The second escort, 3CH0, darted sideways just in time to dodge its 

own demise.  

 "Aaaannnnghhh" Valerie's voice cried out in pain, or the AI equivalent of it, sending 

deafening feedback through every speaker system on board and briefly causing all monitors to go 

black. All they had now was the viewing window in front of them—six inches of carbon 

composite glass—and it was fixed on the approaching Earth.  

 Dayna knew that an unexpected disconnection during the sync-bond could be very 

traumatic experience to an AI, but she had never witnessed it before. As much as she wanted to 

be there for Val and do whatever she could do to help, it'd have to wait. The remains of Light 

crashed against the hull as a fireball silently washed over the window. 

 “Valerie? Are you there?”  

There was no response. 



She pulled back on the throttle and the Earth shot downward in the view screen in 

response. The groan of the pressure hull flexing sent chills down her spine. Cargo ships like 

Ducky weren't designed for evasive action.  

 Dayna felt the explosion shake the ship, then saw the remaining escort bot exchanging 

fire through the window. She yelled as she pushed down as hard she could on the throttles, 

straining to regain some sort of control of New Ducky. C'mon Dayna. You can do this. You're 

first officer for a reason.  

She saw the Earth return to view as the panels and lights came back to life. Movement to 

her left caught her attention. Jerrod had returned, but with a smear of blood on his brow.  He 

spun his father’s chair around and tried to listen for breathing among the roaring of the burning 

atmosphere.  He looked at her and shook his head. Dayna watched as Jerrod began CPR on their 

father. It wouldn’t be easy as taking him out of his chair during atmospheric entry would 

probably cause more harm than good. 

"Val, are you there?" Dayna asked, her voice full of uncertainty.  

 "I jettisoned the trash” Jerrod said between breathes. He began to check the vitals of his 

father as best he could as gravity returned.  He wasn’t a medic by any means, but he knew the 

basics about as well as anyone else on the ship, except for maybe Ian. “It might act as a screen, 

shielding us from any more hits.” 

It was everything Dayna could do to keep the Titan class cargo ship moving towards 

Earth in a vector that wouldn't get them incinerated. I can do this. “Is everyone else alright?" She 

couldn't help but worry. 



Jerrod unbuckled his father’s seatbelt and pulled him from his chair. He swapped back 

and forth between deep breathes and chest compressions. “I don’t know.” 

 "Everyone is fine." Valerie’s voice returned. Her systems where processing things Dayna 

couldn't even see.  “Echo has engaged the prowlers and we have a clear vector to London.”  

 "Right." Dayna pressed forward on the throttle and felt the response as she was pulled 

into her seat. She keyed the emergency coms button on her panel. "Prepare for emergency 

maneuvers. I repeat, prepare for emergency maneuvers.” She let go of the button and flipped a 

few switches on her panel. “Val, are you alright? I thought we lost you".  

 "Nothing I can't handle, dear. Adjust your entry angle by minus 2.4 degrees". Valerie 

wasn't alive. At least not in the traditional sense. She didn’t even have the biological wet-ware 

that Smart AIs had. Dayna knew she must have feelings and emotions though. She’s too real not 

to.  

 Dayna watched as another escort bot flew past her at almost supersonic speed. Its call-

sign, L1GH7, flashed on the touch screen. She had read somewhere that the Bots saw themselves 

as independent beings created to protect and serve. She caught herself hoping that 3CH0 was 

kicking ass. I would love to sync with one someday. I will sync with one.  

She shook the thought from her head. She truly cared for AIs, but also for the lives of her 

crew she was in charge of right now. "London Spaceport, I have you on visual.” Dayna’s eyes 

darted from one status icon to the next. “We have significant damage to our starboard engines." 

She looked back to see Jerrod performing CPR on her father, blood running down his forehead 

and dropping to the deck around him. "We have at least two injured. ETA: twenty four minutes."  



 Val spoke up. "Everyone else is fine, Captain Dayna. Their mic is broken, but they 

appear to be stuck in the living quarters. Your mother is mouthing to the camera that no one is 

hurt. Allow me to fly the rest of the way to the pier, ma'am." Valerie wasn't the most agile of 

pilots, but she could manage an emergency docking sequence just fine. "They need you more 

than I do." She must feel something, Dayna thought.  

 The ship shuddered as Val switched from ion thrusters to atmospheric thrusters. The 

flight to New London would take several more minutes, and Dayna had more important ways to 

spend that time than in the co-pilot seat.  

 "Thank you, Val." she said as she unbuckled and quickly sat by her father. In all the 

excitement, she didn't even notice the shift in gravity. Jerrod sat back and gave her a quick nod 

with a sigh of relief. "Dad, you're gonna be ok. Dad?" she shook him as she felt a tear roll down 

her face. His eyes were still closed, but she knew he could hear her.  

 "He'll be ok, sis. Go tell the rest of your crew to quit sleeping on the job." Jerrod said 

cracking a smile. He always could make her smile. For being her little brother, he sure had his 

ways of looking after her too. She stood up and began to exit the cockpit. She turned around to 

glance at her father, and left.  

  



Chapter Three 

Misha 

“A gun? What skill is that? Anyone can point and pull a trigger. If you really wanna 

test the skill of a warrior, give them a blade. See if he can cut the enemy—see if he can 

sever them from their own life—without bleeding himself out in the process.” 

Unknown 

Black Bay Compound 

1840 hours, Feb. 22, 2324 General Space Time 

 “Get out of my face, Girl.” The fat guy spat as he slapped her away with a large 

backhand. The bar broke out in laughter as he leaned back into his booth, wedging himself back 

in between the two scantily clad women at his sides.   

 Misha picked herself off the grating, and sucked the blood off her lip as she glared at the 

big brute. “Not a chance fat-ass.” She stood up, ignoring the sting to her face. “Give me my 

credits.” 

 “I wanted his head, you gave me his tongue.” He motioned with the flick of his wrist, and 

the woman to his left picked a beer off the table and held it to his mouth for a sip.  

 “It was easier to carry.” She smiled as she stood in front of him. She pulled one of the 

blades from a sheath on her exposed thigh and started to clean her finger nails, uninterested in 

the happenings around her. “And more fun to take. Either way, your snitch won’t be talkin’ 

again.” 



The crowd behind her had gone back to their own story telling, dealings, and gambling. 

The thick smell of beer, sweat, and steam filled the dimly lit taproom. Smoke and dust floated 

through the air in a never settling haze. Girls gave dances, sat on laps, and waited tables. The pub 

was about the only legitimate business in the compound. It didn’t matter how you earned the 

credits. As long as you had them, you could drink. And there was no shortage of alcohol or 

would be patrons flowing into the nameless alehouse. It was neutral territory, and everyone kept 

it that way.  

“So maybe I give you half.” He leaned forward, grabbed a stack of credit chips and 

tossed them at her. She was still as they hit the floor around her feet.  

“You could do that.” She tossed the blade up and down a couple times, catching it by the 

sharp end every time. “But then maybe I take the other half in a different currency.” She grinned, 

and before the large man could even blink, her blade stuck into the bench between his legs. He 

looked down and saw his pants cut and split open right at the crotch.  

The two women to his side stood and left him alone in the booth, scared to become the 

next practice target. Misha’s fetish with blades had its reputation, but in a place like this, 

everyone had a reputation for something.  

In the distance behind her, a man stepped into pub and stood at the top of the stairs, the 

only way in or out of the joint. The bar fell silent and everyone looked at him with a mixture of 

curiosity, fear, and respect. Everyone, but Misha, who kept her back to him and eyes on the 

obese freebooter.  

“Misha.” The man called out. “Come.” 



The crowd turned and looked at her. She didn’t acknowledge the attention that was once 

again on her. The blade lover took four steps forward, crawled across the table almost in a 

teasing fashion, and plucked the knife from the bench. “So what’s it gonna be Bobby? Do I take 

my credits, or do I take your dick?” She ran the blade lightly across his pants before pushing the 

tip into his thigh.  

“Take the credits, bitch. But that nark better not be a problem anymore.” He relaxed.  

Misha smiled at him, almost playfully. “Thanks Bobby. I knew you’d come around. And 

trust me, he won’t be an issue.” She stood up and sheathed her blade before pocketing her chips. 

She turned in the silence and walked. The Pub stayed silent until she and the man on the stairs 

had left, but she could feel their eyes on her with every step. 

She followed Sid through the dark hallways of the station. The few yellow lights that lit 

their way were spread far and thin. She let her feet drag against the grating while her fingers did 

a double count of the chips in her pocket. Why do they always wait for the knife? The walk was 

quiet. Awkward. Steam rolled through the holes in the deck, leaking from aged pipes. 

“I need a favor, Misha.” Sid’s voice broke the silence. He stopped at the hatch leading 

into his room and turned the wheel, unlocking the manual dogs that held the door tightly shut. It 

creaked as it opened, but it was hard to hear over the rush of air pulling them in as the pressure 

equalized across the door. Sid stepped in, and held the door for her. After she was in and the door 

shut, the room grew silent. There was no humming of the pipes, or whisper of the ventilation. No 

drunk stories being told or fights breaking out. She enjoyed the rare sound of nothing. Sid 

dragged a chair out from under a large wooden desk and the moment vanished as quickly as it 

had come.  



The man more than two times her senior opened a drawer, pulled out a bottle of bourbon 

and two glasses. He poured two fingers worth in one and offered it to her. Misha, not ungrateful, 

waved him off.  

“Nice digs ya got here, chief.” She looked around the room, touching one thing and then 

another. She’d been on the outside of this room over many times over the years, but never in it. 

It was a small room but she didn’t care. Sid had a library of leather bound books that 

littered the quarters. She loved the way animal skins felt beneath her fingertips, and she tried to 

imagine which animal it had been cut from. Gotta remember to hit him up for a good one later. 

She allowed him to take a sip of his drink, then got down to business. “What can I do for ya?”  

“He’s out. Been out for about a week now I hear.” Sid never looked up from his glass, 

just swirled the ice around in the tumbler and took another sip. His rough scarred face didn’t hide 

that something was bothering him. “I need him here. There are…” He paused to pick his words 

carefully. “There are important matters we need to discuss.”  

He never said his name and there was no need to. There was only one him. The survivor.  

“Why me?” She stared at him. Not in anger, but searching for answers. Her feet stood 

planted on the worn deck plating, and felt heavier than ever. She forced herself to quit staring.  

Sid finished off the drink and looked her in the eye for the first time since they entered 

the small room. “He’ll listen to you.” He grabbed the bottle and poured another two fingers 

worth. “He cares about you.”  

“That was a years ago. I haven’t seen him since he got locked up.” Since I was twelve. 

“How will I even know where to look for him?” She took a step backwards and thumbed through 



some pages of an open book, not really trying to read any of it. Will he even recognize me? Will I 

recognize him? 

“Do you remember why he was locked away?” Sid took a long slow sip, as if enjoying 

the drink for the last time. He sat the glass down and looked at the ceiling, staring at nothing in 

particular.  

She turned around and thought for a moment. Who doesn’t? “Bloody Sunday.” Her 

fingers fell from the faded pages of the book. She reached for the bottle and left the glass. “I 

think the official body count was thirty-eight.” 

Misha topped off Sid’s glass and took a sip straight from the bottle, allowing the burn to 

linger in her mouth for a moment before swallowing it down.  

Sid let out a grunt as if hearing the number for the first time since it happened. “Thirty-

eight. Just that day alone.” He turned the glass up, engulfing the poison. “It’s my fault, ya 

know.”  

Misha glanced at him, unsure of how to feel. 

“I took him in, just like I did you.” He sounded hurt. “You were just a girl.” 

“I remember. He-”, she let out a short laugh. “He came to my room. I asked him if he 

wanted to play and went to get a toy out of the closet. By the time I had turned around, he was 

asleep on the floor next to my bed.” She looked around the wall. There were no pictures, no 

memories. “He held Darla like I held my pillow.” Another short laugh left her chest.  

Sid grinned, but only for a moment. “You remember what else happened that day?” 



“Just what they say in the stories. That during a gathering of delegates between PlaGo 

and the free folk, something happened, and you and he were the only ones to live. That you’re 

some kind of legends now.” 

“Legends? Is that what they say?” He let out a shallow chuckle and took another sip from 

the glass. “There were thirty of us. Fifteen free folk, and fifteen of them. We were going to 

discuss some sort of cease fire, a truce, whatever you want to call it.” 

She sat down on his bed, hoping he wouldn’t mind, but otherwise glued to the story.  

“I was chosen to represent the free folk, along with my second.”  

“Connor?” She asked.  

“Connor, that’s right.” He leaned forward in his chair, almost hunched over, but 

continued. “He had his son, Jackson, there with us. A young kid, good lad. He had this toy gun—

a harmless trinket—he wouldn’t let go of. So we’re having the meeting, and about halfway 

through the meeting, there was this light—I’m talking blinding—the whole room was as white as 

white can be.” His hands stretched trying to measure the brightness.  

“And then it faded.” He continued. “And when we could finally open our eyes again, this 

orb as bright as the sun, but no bigger than your fist floated in the middle of the room.”  

She watched as he looked at his own balled up hand, not daring to interrupt.  

“None of us knew what to make of it. We were accusing them. They were accusing us. 

The whole room was in a riot surrounding this ball of light. Then it happened. Ribbons of light 

shot out of it, weaving, dodging, and flying.” 



Misha’s knees were drawn up to her chest, arms pulling them tight. Her ears more open 

than they had ever been.  

“I watched as it grabbed man after man, four total.” Sid shot his arms out, grabbing at air 

and pulled them back in, in demonstration.  “Grabbed the first one by the leg and held him 

upside down. Another, an PlaGo officer, by the neck. It picked them up off the deck. Then it 

grabbed the boy, Jackson. And by this time, the whole place is in a panic.  

“We’re pulling at them, trying to free them, but it’s not doing any good. I mean we’re 

about to fucking pull the boy’s arm off, and then Connor gets grabbed. None of us could do 

anything but watch as these men, people we knew, and the boy…“ Sid stops to dry his eyes. “I’ll 

never forget his face, they’re all screaming as they’re pulled into this, this thing no larger than a 

kid’s toy ball. And then they were gone. The orb too. Nothing left of them.”  

Misha could feel the tears in her eyes as he told her this story. She could all but 

experience the pain of this man in front of her. As far as she knew, he had never told this story 

before.  

“We didn’t know what to do. The chamber was quiet. No one moved or said a word for 

what felt like, what must have been minutes. And then it appears again. People were up and 

running, looking for the nearest exit, trampling over each other to get to their ships. Everyone but 

me. I don’t know why, but I couldn’t stop looking at it. So here I am, on the deck just inches 

from this thing, waiting for something to happen, and their guy shoots out of this miniature sun. 

His skin is smoking, his clothes are full of burn marks, and he’s covered in sweat. 



“Then the next guy appears just like the first. And now, everyone in the room is paying 

attention again.” Sid takes a swallow, finishing the bourbon. She watches his hand reach into the 

drawer while continuing the story. 

“And then the boy shoots out right at me, knocking me over. I mean he completely 

knocks the wind out of me. I hold him while I catch my breath. His skin is burning up, but he’s 

shivering. I try to shake him awake, but it’s no good, he’s unconscious—out cold. Then I see it in 

his hand. He’s holding a pistol, with this death grip. Not the same toy he disappeared with.” He 

hands her a photograph. “This pistol, and he’s not letting go.”  

Misha looked at the old picture in disbelief. Maybe he needs to lay off the books. No. I 

believe him. I don’t know why, but I do. “What about Connor?” She was on the edge of the bed 

impatiently waiting to hear the rest.  

“I don’t know. The orb disappeared and we never saw him again.” Sid sat up straight and 

poured another round of bourbon over what was left of his ice.  

“But the stories say you two were the only survivors.” She looked at him, wondering 

what to think of the man before her now. What aren’t you telling me? 

He stood up and tucked the chair back under the desk made from a tree that went extinct 

long ago. “You said it yourself. It’s a legend, a myth.”  

You’re hiding something her instincts told her. “So how do I find him?” 

He walked towards the hatch and opened it. “You go to Earth. My source says he boarded 

a cargo ship that’s headed there now.  



“He’s a danger Misha. To himself and everyone around him. Be careful. Bring him back 

here.” 

She met his eyes for the last time as he shut the hatch between them. Part of her wanted 

to see her old friend again. And the rest of me is completely terrified.  

 

 

  



 

Chapter Four 

Jonathan 

"The right to claim a piece of nothing sounds absurd. But for those who chose to 

throw away the earth beneath their feet to live in the most hazardous environment known 

to man, a piece of nothing can be everything for someone who can imagine anything" 

Christian Mall, First governor of Space Colony One in his declaration of colony 

independence. 

Mars Orbital Two, Military Outpost 

1612 hours Mars time, Feb. 22, 2324 Olympus Mons Standard 

 Two weeks left. Jonathan's uniform was falling apart at its seams and had faded to a dusty 

grey and his military bearing had gone to shit. He picked a few strings from the cuff of his sleeve 

and watched as they fell away. Buying a new shirt wasn't even an option. Not with the credits 

they pay me and getting out so soon. The pay of a First Class Petty Officer in the United Colony 

Navy wasn’t even close to what he knew he could be making in a couple months, if things 

worked out the way he had been planning.  

He didn't bother shaving today either. Being one of a couple dozen soldiers in a small 

colony of a few hundred civilians and research scientists had its perks, even if they were few and 

far between. Two weeks left, the thought echoed in his head over and over again. I can handle 

that. He snapped his boots on, holstered his side arm and left the two man room.  



 The corridor’s long slope upward made everything look close, but the walk to the galley 

on the other side of the spinning station’s outer ring seemed longer than usual. Uphill, both ways, 

in the snow. He grinned every time he thought about that saying. It didn’t feel like he was 

walking on an incline, but his eyesight always told him differently. He better have it this time. 

The portholes on either side of the corridor where the motivation that kept him going this late in 

his career. Each of the constellations visible from the station where his back yard. The civilians 

that passed smiled at him as they kept walking. He knew everyone’s face. Their names he didn’t 

really care for. Out of the few hundred people on this station he was in charge of looking after, 

there was only one he was concerned with right now.  

 The galley was large enough to seat twice the number of people at the station. Some 

called it room for growth, but the truth was that Mars Orbital Two—Sanctuaria as she was 

christened—wasn’t exactly the hot spot it used to be. The aging metal still held up well in the 

vacuum of space, but the inner workings and moving parts where requiring more and more 

attention. With every passing year, parts of the station became too bad to repair and required 

replacing. But with the limited number of fleet spares in the sector (and existence), she was on 

borrowed time. A major overhaul was needed, but as with so many non-profit producing stations, 

political interest had long since been shifted to the refinery stations and terraforming Mars, Titan, 

and Ganymede, with the latter being more dangerous than anything attempted thus far.  

 He wasn’t looking for food, but he did grab an apple from the fruit bar. His eyes looked 

over the people sitting at their tables, carrying on with their pedestrian lives perfectly content 

with their station in life, and in space. Not me. I’m getting out of here, away from all these 

insipid souls. They have no idea what they’re missing out on, and worse, they don’t care to 



know. Reality came back, washing away his daydreams with the sound of the voice he’d been 

waiting on.  

 “Officer Nolan.” His haughty voice was thick and aged, but still held some dignity. 

Marshal Gray was one of the few people on this station, on any station, that had found his 

notorious niche in life at an early enough age to make the contacts to be effective, but to also get 

rid of enough of the competition that his services were far from cheap. “I assume you have what 

I require.” 

 Jonathan didn’t turn around. “You’ll get it when I see you delivered, and not a moment 

before.” His words where low and through pursed lips. He knew it was never wise to bring 

attention to dealing with Gray in public. Political offices were lost and won over interactions 

with a man as deep in the black market as Gray had become. But even more, he knew Marshal 

Gray was not a man to be trusted. “Launch Bay Four will be isolated for ventilation maintenance 

tonight at 2300. We’ll have a half hour window. Don’t disappoint me.”  

Jonathan tossed the apple up and caught it a few times, then turned his head to observe a 

couple emptying their trays and placing them in the dish washing window.  

 Marshal’s thick gray mustache did little to filter out the sinister words that rolled off his 

tongue so easily. “Oh trust me. This particular acquisition was rather enjoyable to obtain. I may 

have had to-“  

 “I don’t care how you got it.” Jonathan’s interruption brought pause to Marshal. He could 

feel it startled him. Even angered him. Good. Keep burning a hole in the back of my head, Prick. 

It gives me the upper hand. “Just be there, and come alone.” Even when the words left his mouth, 

he knew that wouldn’t be the case.  



 “Of course, Security Officer Nolan”. If you didn’t know him, you would only see a man 

in his mid-sixties trudging through life, but Marshal Gray had the contacts to get anything given 

enough time. His asking price however, was not always obtainable, and rarely reasonable. You 

needed him. He had little need for you. He knew that.  

 Jonathan took a satisfying bite of the apple, pleasantly surprised how sweet and fresh it 

tasted, before looking over his shoulder and locking eyes with Marshal for the first time. “Oh and 

Gray, bring a jacket. It’s gonna get cold really fast.” 

 

  



Chapter Five 

Jackson 

“He’s connected to it. I don’t know how. I don’t know why. But I’ve seen it. And it 

scares the fuck out of me.” 

Sid, when asked about Jackson and his gun, Darla. 

Cargo-hold of New Ducky, 

2003 hours, Feb. 22, 2324 Central Earth Time 

PING! 

PING! 

The explosion that shook the ship had thrown a few crates around, one of which had 

barely missed Jackson. He himself however, remained unscathed, floating in the zero gravity. 

The Cargo bay had suddenly moved around him without warning and he realized he was now 

much closer to the forward bulkhead than he had been. It wasn’t until he reached out and 

grabbed the ladder that he realized that there was a different pattern to the flash and pings that 

had been driving him nuts.  

“Hostile Alarm. Well that answers that question.” His voice had been the only thing 

keeping him company for… who knows how long I’ve been back here. His placid demeanor 

would have told anyone that this was nothing new to him. Guess they found me. There was 

nothing he could do to change the situation, so he didn’t even react.  

PING!  



Suddenly he drifted off the deck again. Throttle down: Evasive action, or maybe 

atmospheric reentry. All possibilities ran through his head in a single moment. He held on to the 

cold galvanized ladder with one hand, its edges worn smooth long ago from years of foot traffic. 

The flexing of the old hull moaned through his ears for a few seconds and then stopped. Then the 

unmistakable roaring of atmospheric reentry played like music to his ears. 

 The alarm and flashing red light hadn’t spared him any time to sleep. He pulled Darla 

out of the holster on his side and pressed her barrel to his lips. “Well if it’s Sid, we’re not going 

down without a fight, are we babe?”  

He was brought back to the present when his legs felt his own weight again. It wasn’t 

until then that he noticed the red pulses and bastardly pinging had stopped. He fought off the dire 

urge to lay down and sleep. Instead he put the pistol back in its holster. We’ll be landing soon, 

Darla. We’ll need to be ready. His eyes, finally allowed to focus, were getting heavier by the 

minute.  

He blinked for what felt like a split second, but was awoken by the sound of the docking 

clamps engaging on the outside of the cargo container. He told himself he hadn’t fallen asleep, 

but the cold drool puddled up between his cheek and the diamond deck betrayed him. Nothing 

wrong with a little power nap, he thought. Sitting up, he used his leather sleeve to wipe off his 

wet cheek.  

Instinctively, he gripped Darla firmly. “Looks like we got lucky again, doesn’t it?” The 

dark silence was disrupted by a familiar sound cracking against the hull. Click Clack, Click 

Clack. He scurried behind a large wooden crate, anticipating what was about to happen next. The 

aft airlock cracked and opened, and his ears popped with the sudden pressure increase as he felt a 



momentary breeze. The sound of rain that flooded the cargo-hold was accompanied by the white 

beam of light sweeping the cargo-hold’s dark interior.  

“I told you, we have nothing to hide.” The young woman’s voice called out from just 

outside the hydraulic bay door. 

“Step aside, Captain. I told you, I have my orders. Space trucks don’t come under attack 

without reason. It’s clear they believed you were in possession of something. It is my job to find 

out what that something is.” The man’s voice was familiar and carried a tone of caution, but a 

selfish kind. 

Jackson pressed his face against the rough wood and peered around the edge of the crate 

with one eye, but saw no one. The sounds of footsteps on the steel deck approaching him made 

his hand move towards Darla without even thinking about it. Their pace was slow and 

methodical. 

“And I told you, you can search my hold after you get medical assistance for my father.” 

Her anger was clearly evident.  

The approaching footsteps were almost on top of him now, tapping the deck with each 

step. The flashlight beam swept from side to side—left and right—inches from hitting him in the 

darkness. Jackson’s eyes followed the beam as he forced himself to live within the boundaries of 

the darkness. The beam of white grazed the neck near his dusty gray boots a few times. Wait for 

it. He was calm. Probably calmer than most would be in this situation.  

The guard continued to sweep his light from side to side. “The health of your father will 

not interfere with a national security investiga-.”  



Now, Jackson thought as his instincts took over and he spun around simultaneously 

pressing the business end of Darla between the eyes of the inspector.  

Feeling the cold metal against his forehead caused the man to drop the large flashlight, 

and hold his hands slightly above his shoulders. His feet didn’t move, instead however, he 

shifted his weight backwards to his heels in a negligible attempt to escape the pressure of the 

pistol in his face. 

He was a thin man, a few inches shorter than Jackson. His clean shaven face was pale and 

wet from the rain and his beady eyes appeared a bit too small for his long face. The dark blue 

Customs Security uniform he wore was too small for his gangly limbs and rode up his arms a 

few inches exposing his bony trembling wrists. He was an imposter, and Jackson recognized him 

immediately.  

 Jackson sidestepped a bit forcing the man in costume to pivot in place, taking the girl 

who had accompanied him into the hold out of the background. No innocent blood. He watched 

in his peripheral as she stood motionless, undoubtedly scared shitless with the scene in front of 

her.   

Jackson stood a moment and stared at the fraud. He watched as the man eyed him back 

on each side of Darla’s barrel. For a moment, it seemed he was about to speak. Probably about 

to beg for his life. Too bad. Then as quickly as anyone could blink, a golden flash exploded from 

Darla’s barrel and lifted him off his feet by his face and crashed his lifeless body through a crate.   

Even before the splinters had settled, the woman was in full panic mode. Jackson 

watched her in the corner of his eye as Darla pumped his veins full of endorphins. Oh, fuck yes. 

Jackson closed his eyes and took a long deep breath through his nostrils, tuning out the Captain. 



Oh man, that’s better than sex. His thoughts drowned out the crying mumblings of the young 

woman. The familiar itch crept along his skin as he felt the six lines grow a little longer. He 

cricked his neck to the side, enjoyed the fix as the pleasure engulfed his body, hoping it would 

last but knowing it wouldn’t. 

 Jackson opened his eyes when he could no longer ignore the panicked babbling of her 

mouth.  

“He’s dead... you were… he was… you killed him!” Her rapid shallow panting kept her 

from screaming as she collapsed to the deck at his feet, tears forming in her eyes. 

As the high faded from his body, reality sank in to replace it like the instant guilt after a 

meaningless orgasm.  

You idiot.  

I had to.  

You wanted to.  

He deserved it. 

His battled internally as he holstered the pistol. Jackson crouched down to her level and 

grabbed her shoulders, forcing her eyes to lock on him. “Look… Stop… Look at me. That was a 

bad man.” He looked at the body, smoke still rising off his former face. “He deserved far worse 

than a quick death.” 

“Don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me. I don’t want to-” She slapped at his arms and chest.  

“Stop!” 



She shut up.  

“Thank you.” Jackson silently looked her up and down for a moment in silence. Pretty 

cute when she’s quiet. “I’m not going to hurt you, but he deserved every bit of that.” 

Her eyes met his for the first time. She moved her lips but no words escaped. 

“I do need you to stand up for me though. Can you do that?” he said calmly.  

She nodded and stood.  

Jackson could feel her shock setting in through the look in her eyes. Her external panic 

had turned into internal fear and confusion. Can’t have her freaking out like this. He gently 

turned her around so that she was facing the exit. “I want you to know I’m sorry.” 

“For what?” she asked with a whimper as she started to turn and face him again. Her eyes 

never met his. Before she knew what was happening, Jackson hit her in the back of the skull with 

the energy pistol. He caught her as she fell unconsciously to the floor.  

“Fuck!” His curse could be heard throughout the hold, among the crates and spilled 

produce, but no one was around to listen. At least no one left conscious or alive.   

Could have killed her. Should have killed her. 

No. 

She saw you. She’ll talk. 

I don’t care.  



Jackson bent down and grabbed the faceless imposter, pulling the warm corpse onto his 

shoulder with minimal effort. He looked down at her one last time. Her red hair hung like a 

curtain over her face. Slow breathes heaved through her chest. She would have a headache when 

she woke up, but at least she’d be alive. She’s still going to be pissed.  

  



Chapter Six 

Jerrod 

“The morality of using human brain tissue is null and void. We have willing 

participants who choose, by their own free will, without force or bribe to offer their bodies 

to the furthering of science and technology integration. Who are we to take away from 

them their last physical contribution in life just because of a few questionable results? This 

is science. And in science, there are always questionable results.” 

 Excerpt form To Sync, or Not to Sync, an article by Dr. Robert Krynski, PhD 

London Space Port, East Pier 

0535 hours, Feb. 23, 2324 Greenwich Mean Earth Time 

Chris Meno lay unconscious on the stretcher as rain pelted his face. His wife, Marlene 

had held her umbrella over them both until the medical team told her they needed room.  The sun 

did its best to rise through the rain, but had failed miserably. The morning was gray and dim. The 

pier light made Chris’s face look more colorful than it was, but did little to brighten the mood of 

the crowd on the east pier. 

Jerrod was able to get his father’s condition steady, but Chris’s eyes had yet to open. He 

looked at his father, crying invisible tears of anger behind the warm rain. His fists, callused and 

covered with grease, were clenched tightly at his sides. The faded green jumpsuit he was wearing 

had been soaked for the better part of half an hour, but that was the furthest thing from his mind 

at the moment.  



Dayna had left with some London Port Authority guy that had demanded to search New 

Ducky as soon as they landed. It couldn’t wait? Jerrod had tried to tell the guy that his father’s 

health was more important. He didn’t listen to me.  

Then when he insisted he be the one to go inspect the hold with Port Authority so that 

Dayna could get their father help, Dayna had overruled him. I’m just a kid in their eyes. No one 

takes me seriously until they need something fixed. 

He watched as the two medics strapped him onto the stretcher and hoisted him onto the 

gurney. They moved with rapid precision and wheeled him down the pier towards the medical 

clinic.  

 The walk off the pier to the medical facility seemed to take forever. From the guard rails 

of the pier, Jerrod could see down the towering structure to the ground. The hover traffic was 

starting to pick up with the gloomy start of a new day in New London. For Jerrod however, the 

day’s end was long overdue.  

He followed closely behind his father holding his mom’s hand in his, with the rest of the 

crew trailing not too far behind. His mother’s sobs were quitter now. He was the “man of the 

house” so to speak right now, and he couldn’t help but feel he had failed her. Dad is still 

unconscious. He cursed himself for being so young and weak.  

 It wasn’t until he passed through the large glass doors into the open lobby of the 

emergency clinic that Jerrod saw something he never expected: a Bot floated a full meter off the 

floor. It wasn’t talking to anyone. Just hovering there.  



He watched as Ian, the ship’s cook and his father’s best friend, talked to the doctor. The 

medics wheeled his father through a series of double doors and around a corner. With a sense of 

relief, and things out of his hands, he allowed himself to look around. Dayna? Where are you? 

“Excuse me, sir.” The voice wasn’t as monotone as Jerrod thought it would be. “My 

name is Echo. Can I ask you a few questions, please?” 

Jerrod smiled involuntarily at the first time experience. This is so cool. Dayna would be 

so jealous. It was almost instantly he felt guilty for smiling. He turned and looked through the 

glass doors they had taken his father. Echo matched his gaze.  

“I do hope he’s alright.” Echo’s voice had a proper tone that Jerrod wasn’t used to. “I did 

my best to keep you safe.” 

“You were our escort.” Jerrod looked at the meter wide sphere, not sure of where to focus 

his eye contact. “Did you take care of those guys?” 

“I neutralized one hostile, Sir.” Echo turned back and forth a few degrees as he bobbed 

slightly, a trait that kept him from looking like a hovering statue. “I’m afraid the second escaped 

my allowed jurisdiction.  

Jerrod clinched his fist. They’ll get theirs. I’ll see to it.  

 “Mr. Jerrod, you seem stressed. Can I assist you in any way.” 

 Jerrod looked at Echo questionably. “How do you know my name?” 



 “I am equipped with numerous facial, body language, and voice recognition algorithms as 

well as comparison software. Also, my sensors are capable of drastically exceeding the visual 

spectrum of humans. I sensed a .2 percent increase in your heart rate and a slight change in…” 

 “I got it.” Jerrod interrupted. 

 “Very well, sir.” 

 “Stop with the sir shit.” 

 “As you wish, Mr. Jerrod.” 

 “Just Jerrod.” Jerrod put his hand up. “How can I help you, Echo?” 

 Echo moved slightly closer to Jerrod. “Right. Jerrod, for my report, can you tell me about 

the ships that attacked New Ducky this morning?” 

 “I don’t know who they are or what they wanted. I just know that they shot at us, and my 

dad was hurt in the process.” 

 “Is there anything else you can tell me?” Echo quit pivoting and pointed his cameras 

directly at Jerrod. Jerrod could see it was analyzing his answers, his voice, maybe even his body 

posture.  

 “I don’t know. We uh. We had an alarm. A cargo hold alarm. I don’t think it was 

anything, but my sister, is checking it out now.” 

 “Your sister. Captain Dayna Meno? Correct?”  

Jerrod placed the accent as old Midwestern.  



 “First mate, Dayna Meno actually. She took over as acting captain when my father was 

unconscious.”  

 “Noted” Echo turned and looked through the main lobby doors. “And she’s at the cargo 

hold now?” 

 “Yeah.” Jerrod extended a finger and poked Echo’s metallic shell. “She went there with 

some London Port Authority guy demanding to inspect it.” 

 Almost instantly, Echo accelerated towards the loby doors. “I fear your sister is in 

Danger, Jerrod.” He paused just long enough for the lobby doors to automatically open.  

 “What? I’m coming with you.” He said, chasing after the bot. 

 “Sir, I urge you stay put. It’s not safe.” Echo’s words drowned out as he rounded the 

lobby’s outer door. The moment he was outside, Echo went into emergency mode, blaring a loud 

siren as he turned on blue and red flashing lights and sped off in New Ducky’s direction.  

 “Not a chance.” Jerrod said slamming his body into the closing glass doors, nearly jarring 

them off their tracks. Not a fucking chance. 

   

 

 

 

 


