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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Why does this blasted space station have to be so big? My wife’s going to kill me if I miss Marie’s birthday party. The thought, like the rest of me, moves sluggishly through my mind as I rush through a space station. Alien smells and sounds assault my senses as I race past a host of creatures. Aliens with tentacles instead of legs, some encapsulated in bubbles of gas, or hulking four-armed beings that look like they belong in an intergalactic gladiator pit all seem to reach out to impede my progress to the ship that will take me home. 
 
      
 
    My lungs heave and my legs burn with effort as I run, but I feel like I’m not getting anywhere. Alien squeaks, bleeps, and mechanical-toned translators mix with calls from the station’s com system. I glance out the clear station windows to my right at the vast open expanse of space. Dozens of ships of all sizes are coming and going from the station. There are boxy freighters, some small arrow-shaped personal craft, several large balloon-like transport ships, and even a few military vessels that seems to flicker in and out of existence. 
 
      
 
    All thoughts about the space station flee my mind as my implant highlights the sign for loading bay 30-C and I reach the robotic boarding attendant outside the bay. It quickly scans my boarding pass and calls the ship to hold for one more passenger. I race down the hallway and into the hanger where the freighter ship Argonaut is lowering its loading ramp. 
 
      
 
    The ship is two hundred feet long and has two large thrusters at its end. Its boxy design indicates that it's meant for shepherding goods between planets and stations and taking on the occasional passenger too. 
 
      
 
    "What took you so long, Mr. Espinoza?” a whip-thin young woman with jet- black hair in overalls asks from the top of the loading ramp. “We were just about ready to leave without you."  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I walk through the front door of our residence on Luna. It’s a small place, but it’s all ours. Annie greets me at the door in that green dress that she looks so sexy in. The color and print make her red hair stand out, and I pause mid-stride to admire her. Before I can even give her a proper kiss, I feel a tug at my pant legs, and there is little Marie, my soon-to-be two year old. She has her mother’s blue eyes but my tan complexion and dark hair. She reaches up with her chubby little hands and yells, “Daddy! Up!” and my heart nearly breaks. Picking her up, I hug her to my chest and spin her around. Marie squeals in delight, and I tell her, “I’ve missed you, sweetie.” 
 
      
 
    Annie smiles at the spectacle and puts her fists on her hips in mock anger. “Oh, and did you miss me too?” 
 
      
 
    I gently put my daughter down on the floor and watch her try to stagger away, dizzy and giggling. Then I grab my wife by her waist and pull her toward me. My left hand gently cups her chin, and I kiss her with as much passion as I did on our first date. I feel her body press into mine, and she pulls away breathless. 
 
      
 
    She looks up at me with a mischievous half-smile. “Mmm . . . I guess I’ll take that as a yes.” She leans in and whispers in my ear in a sultry tone, “I’ll be sure to show you how much I missed you after we put the kid to sleep.” I feel my cheeks redden, and I’m about to say something back to her, but a beeping sound catches my attention. I look down at the digital assistant on my watch to see who’s calling, but nothing is there. 
 
      
 
    Now new people have appeared. My parents, Annie’s family, and her best friend Heidi are all there talking happily. I’m confused for a moment, but when I see the birthday cake on the table, I suddenly remember that it’s Marie’s birthday party. The next moment, we have gathered around our small dining room table. Marie is standing on one of the chairs, wiggling in her mother’s arms and reaching out for the cake with two lit candles. Everyone except for me is singing happy birthday to Marie. I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong. That beeping is getting louder, but no matter where I look, I can’t find the source. Everyone is staring at me now. I’m disturbed by their dead eyes and slack expressions. I reach out to my wife and daughter across the table from me, but as one, everyone at the table open their mouths and yells, “Mr. Espinoza, you have to wake up! NOW!” 
 
      
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    A painful jolt of electricity makes my eyes pop open, and every muscle in my body spasm momentarily. My lungs automatically take in a deep wheezing breath. I can make out a shadowy form beyond the icy lid of my cryo-pod, and I can hear a muted voice for a moment before someone yells, “His vitals are normalizing, but the lid is stuck. Help me.” 
 
      
 
    The two figures move to the side of the pod, and I hear them struggling with something. My mind is still a bit numb, and it takes me a few moments to realize that something is wrong. I shouldn’t still be lying here. They don’t normally wake you up like this. I push against the frosted lid of my pod, and it finally opens with a pop. White vapor leaks over the edges of the chamber as the lid rises, and I get my first look at two people in thick black space suits. Their helmets cover their faces with an opaque bubble, and they look quite menacing until they tap something on the side of their helmets, making the visors become transparent. One is a man with a scruffy black beard and tanned hair that I’ve never seen before, and the other is the same woman who was in my dream. No wait, she wasn’t just in my dream. My hazy mind tries to separate the dreams from real memories. Then it clicks that she’s the woman who greeted me at the real space station and helped me get into my cryo-pod.  Her name escapes me until my implant identifies her as Crewman Yoe. 
 
      
 
    She makes calming gestures with her hands and says, “It’s okay, John. You’re safe.” The ship shakes as a small explosion goes off somewhere. She looks around and shrugs. “Well, relatively.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening? Are we at Luna?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “No, the ship was pulled out of faster than light travel by something, and now we’re being attacked by pirates. They’ve demanded that we surrender, but the captain has refused and is fighting back. 
 
      
 
    “Darn fool. He’s going to get us killed,” the other person says. 
 
      
 
    Crewman Yoe turns and glares at him. “Joseph, don’t you speak against Captain Reynolds. He fought in the war, and he knows what he’s doing.” The ship lurches again, and she mumbles, “I hope.” 
 
      
 
    My implant automatically records the other crewman’s name as they help me out of my cryo-pod, but my muscles and joints are stiff, making it hard to move. As I stomp my feet to get feeling back in them, I see that all of the other pods are already open and empty. 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the other passengers?” 
 
      
 
    Joseph looks guilty but answers, “I initiated the emergency release program for all the pods when the fighting started. Yours was the only one that didn’t automatically release. Crewman Yoe noticed you were missing from the passengers, and she came back to pull you out manually.” 
 
      
 
    My legs are starting to work better now, and I don’t have to lean on the two crewmen. I guess that, even if Joseph made a mistake, he did come back to get me. “Well, thank you both for coming back for me. I don’t know how long I would have survived in that cryo-pod.” 
 
      
 
    “Two days if the power went out,” Crewman Joseph answers. 
 
      
 
    Crewman Yoe elbows him and glares again. “Why don’t you get Mr. Espinoza a spacesuit so that we can get him to the escape pod?” Joseph nods and walks away. 
 
      
 
    “What do I need a spacesuit for?” I ask. 
 
      
 
    “One of the sections we came through lost environmental control. There’s no atmosphere or gravity in the room.” 
 
      
 
    That doesn’t sound good. My stomach tightens at the news. “Are we going to be alright?” I ask. Then, without thinking, I smile slightly and ask, “Think my boss to shell out hazard pay for this?” Even as the question leaves my lips, I wince inside. Now is not the time for jokes. 
 
      
 
    She smiles slightly, but there's a large boom before she can answer, and the ship shakes so violently that I'm thrown to the deck. Crewman Yoe manages to stay on her feet, but the lights in the room turn red and a blaring horn sounds. A robotic female voice says, “Attention all crew. Attention all crew. The captain has initiated evacuation procedures. Please head to your assigned emergency escape pods.” 
 
      
 
    The message repeats twice more before cutting off. 
 
      
 
    The knot in my stomach tightens another notch. “What does that mean?” 
 
      
 
    “That means that the captain couldn’t fight off the pirates, and we’ve taken too much damage. We need to leave the ship.” 
 
    Crewman Joseph returns, carrying another spacesuit. “All I could find was one that the engineering crew uses when they need to make repairs outside the ship. It has a bunch of tools built in, but it only has a three-hour oxygen tank.” 
 
    As he hands it to me, I notice that the fabric is noticeably thinner than theirs and is bright orange. But the metallic backpack attached is also less bulky, and the forearms have several displays on them. I gladly take it. After all, it beats the alternative. 
 
      
 
    I pull the space suit over the legs of my silver bodysuit. There’s another explosion somewhere, and I feel myself start to float off the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-oh. Artificial gravity is down. Quick, Joseph, help me get him into the suit so that we can get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Images of floating off into the empty void of space flash through my mind. Fear and adrenaline race through my body as I flap my arms around, and the room seems to spin around me. “Uh? Help, please. Flappy passenger here.” 
 
      
 
    The two crewmen activate something, and their boots clamp to the floor with a metallic clunk. They two make forceful steps towards forward and grab me, stopping me from floating off into some other part of the hold. My heart is still racing as they pull me toward them, and the two help me get suited up. Finally, Crewman Yoe hands me the fishbowl helmet. I place it on my head, and she adjusts it until a locking click secures it in place. The moment the helmet is fully attached, blue lights start to shine inside of it, and a heads-up display appears on the inside of the visor. There are a bunch of numbers and bars that I don’t understand, but there is one that I do. In the bottom right-hand corner, there is a dial-like image labeled O2 that monitors the oxygen I have left. I’m glad to see that it’s at 100% right now. 
 
      
 
    “Turn on your magnetic boots, Mr. Espinoza,” says Crewman Joseph, his voice sounding distant and a little tinny. 
 
      
 
    I look over the many readouts and icons, and I do see one that looks like a pair of boots among them. I focus on it with my eyes and blink twice. The icon flashes red, and I feel a pull on my feet as they are drawn to the metal deck. A moment later, I feel a thunk as they stick to the deck. Looking down, I see green lights on the side of my boots and only now notice that the crewmen have similar lights on theirs.  
 
      
 
    Yoe slaps my shoulder and says, “Good job, John. Now, let's get out of here.”   
 
      
 
    The two crewmen turn and walk away quickly, an odd lurch to their gait as they as they work against the magnetic pull of their boots. I imitate their actions as I catch up and find the experience odd. I struggle to take each step, and as soon as I step forward, my boot is drawn right back down without any effort on my part. 
 
      
 
    The three of us walk through the corridors, the ship shaking around us as the battle continues outside. Objects float through the air, sometimes requiring extra effort to move aside before we can continue. We make our way to the beginning of a long hallway filled with loose debris, and I can see that there is another room with rows of seats just past the bulkhead. 
 
      
 
    Crewman Joseph points and says, “There. That’s the last emergency escape pod. There’s just the one left for us. Everyone else is already gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Except the captain. He’ll stay till the end with the ship,” Yoe adds with a sad note to her voice. 
 
      
 
    The two crewmen expertly make their way through the debris and cross the threshold to the escape pod, but I have trouble. Somehow, my right foot has gotten caught in some loose netting that was used to strap cargo to the wall. I kneel and tug at the straps, but my gloves are just too cumbersome for me to untangle myself. A fear of being abandoned surges again as I struggle with the netting. 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me help you.” 
 
      
 
    I look up and see Crewman Yoe standing over me. I feel a sense of relief at the sight of her. “Thanks. For a minute there, I was afraid I was going to be done in by some rope.”  
 
      
 
    She smiles and opens her mouth to say something, but the same robotic voice from before comes on over the speakers and yells, “All hands! All hands! Incoming missile fire. Brace for impact!” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the sentence cuts off as the ship is hit by something so violently that both Crewman Yoe and myself are knocked over, and not even our magnetic boots are enough to keep us upright. The universe seems to slow to a crawl, and my vision is clouded by a red warning haze as an explosion down the hall sends fire and shrapnel toward us. Warning bells blare all around me, and even inside the suit, the concussive blast pounds against me so hard that I feel the force in my teeth. I’m thrown backward against a wall, and my breath is knocked out of me. But worse, there’s a gaping hole where the emergency escape pods were a moment ago. Now exposed to the vacuum of space, we are sucked toward the gaping black maw like jetsam toward a whirlpool. I’m sure this is the end, and the brief look I get at Crewman Yoe’s face tells me that she is thinking the same thing. There is true terror in her eyes, and her mouth moves silently, the air in the section of the ship no longer there to carry her fearful screams. We reach for each other, but I feel a firm tug at my leg that stops me from both reaching her and flying out into the cold dark void of space. I look down and see that the same straps that had trapped me are now the only thing keeping me in the ship. Crewman Yoe has no such luck and is hurled out into space. 
 
      
 
    The warning lights and alarms in my suit are going haywire, the sounds a cacophony in my ears. I can feel my heart pounding in terror as everything in the room is sucked out of the ship at incredible speed. My leg throbs as the bindings wrapped around it are snapped taut against the pull of space, and it is wrenched to the side as my body twists about. Flashes of my life race through my mind as I stare out into the great emptiness and as I prepare to die. My greatest regret is not having a chance to kiss my wife and daughter goodbye. But then a heavy metal door slams down in front of me, cutting off the pull of space. 
 
      
 
    The robotic voice speaks again. “Emergency bulkheads have been activated, but we’ve lost thruster control! We’re being pulled into the gravity field of the planet below us. Brace for emergency atmospheric entry!” 
 
      
 
    The mass of the planet below restores the pull of gravity as we begin to descend, and I fall to the deck. Unfortunately, all the stuff that was floating above me also falls, including the big heavy canister that hits my helmet. My head shakes around inside the helmet like a bean in a maraca, and the world turns black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    My eyes pop open, and I’m confused. My head feels like an elephant sat on it, the left side of my body feels like one giant bruise, and my leg feels like it’s going to fall off any minute. My breath echoes in my ears as I look through a cracked transparent screen of some kind. There are flashing lights and numbers all around the edges of the screen, and past that, there’s some bright source of illumination shining down on me. 
 
      
 
    A familiar muted, emotionless voice says, “Mr. Espinoza, my sensors tell me that you are awake now. Please get up. We have an emergency.” 
 
      
 
    Emergency? The word jars my addled mind, and flashes of memory come back to me. “I was on a ship, heading home to my family, and it was attacked.” I try to sort through the images of spaceports, explosions, cryo-sleep, and the faces of the ship’s crew. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, sir. You are still aboard the freighter ship Argonaut. We were pulled out of faster-than-light travel en route to Luna and attacked by pirates. We took severe damage to our systems and were forced to make an emergency landing.” 
 
      
 
    I look around for the source of the voice and really see the room for the first time. My neural implant senses my confusion and tries to figure out where I am, but without reference points or a map of the ship, it cannot. From the narrow walls and the random junk everywhere, I can only guess that I'm in one of the ship's hallways. There are bins, barrels, data pads, clothes, and paper. What I do not see, however, is another person. A shiver runs down my spine, and I feel an echo of terror as the memory of almost being sucked out into space return. I push down the feelings and instead force myself to focus. I’m alive. That’s what is important.  
 
      
 
    “I think I remember crashing. But who am I speaking to? Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am all around you, Mr. Espinoza; I am the ship’s artificial intelligence. The captain called me SAI.” 
 
      
 
    I groan and raise my hand to rub my pounding head but only end up rubbing the helmet. Ugh. An A.I.? Those things were always more trouble than they were worth. Sure, simple, intelligent programs could be useful, but this was a system A.I. They were renowned for developing quirky personalities, and depending on its coding, it could even have free will and refuse to do as she’s told. I’d have to proceed carefully. 
 
      
 
    I refuse to Anthropomorphize this thing. “Well, Ship A.I., do something about all these beeps and alarms. Also, put me in contact with whoever is in charge of the ship. I’d like to talk to them about what we’re going to do next.” All this talk is not helping my headache, and I decide that I’ve had enough of this stupid helmet. As my gloved hands search for the helmet’s release, the A.I. speaks again. 
 
      
 
    “I would not do that if I were you, Mr. Espinoza. Not unless you wish to die a horribly-painful death suffocating. If that’s what you wish then please, by all means, continue.” 
 
      
 
    My fingers had finally found the catch to release the helmet, but the A.I.’s words halt their movement. I look around, not exactly sure where to address my next question, then just ask the empty air, “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Just what I said. If you take off your helmet, you will die from suffocation. That’s why I had to wake you. The ship’s hull has been compromised, and the planet’s atmosphere has leaked in. It’s a mix of nitrogen, carbon monoxide, and other trace compounds, but no breathable oxygen. The ship’s environmental systems are still functioning, but they are offline and can’t be brought back online until the leaks have been patched.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the only breathable air I have is in the suit?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and if my sensors are correct-- and they usually are--you have approximately one hour of O2 remaining. If you would permit me to interface with your suit directly, I could give you a more precise estimation.” 
 
      
 
    Stunned by the statement that I only have an hour to left to live, I only now notice that light is coming into the room, not from lights in the ceiling, but several large rents in the ship’s hull.  
 
      
 
    “Uh, hell yeah. I permit you to access my suit.”  
 
      
 
    There’s a pause before the A.I. says anything, and when it does, the voice no longer sounds distant and has lost that tiny quality to it. Instead, it comes in clearly through my helmet's audio system, and it almost sounds like it’s speaking directly into my ears. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my. You seem to have one of the engineer’s space suits. Look at all this information cluttering up your screen. Here, let me clean this up for you.” 
 
      
 
    Before I can respond, the blue lights that project images onto my helmet’s screen flicker and then turn off. The transparent screen looks rather empty now with just the crack visible. The blue projection light returns a few moments later, but now there are only three bars at the bottom of my vision. One is mostly empty and labeled ‘Oxygen,’ and when I focus on it, the information ‘28%’ is overlaid on top of it. The other two bars are labeled ‘Suit Integrity’ and ‘Energy’. The suit integrity is at the 76% mark, and the energy levels are at 50%. 
 
      
 
    “There you go, Mr. Espinoza. That should be much easier for you to understand. According to my calculations, assuming normal activity and breathing rate, you have one hour, two minutes, and thirty-one seconds worth of oxygen in the suit’s system.” 
 
      
 
    A timer appears on my screen, counting down from 01:02:31. My eyes roll at the precision of this A.I. Great, I’m going to die, and it’s detailing how long I have left. With a slight edge of annoyance in my voice, I say, “Thanks for the information, but I’m more concerned with how I can extend my remaining time. How do we fix this problem?”  
 
      
 
    There’s no response at first, but then the voice comes back. “You could modify the environmental system to feed oxygen to you directly, but that would take technical knowledge you likely don’t have. Plus, if you messed it up, you might break the system. You could also search for new oxygen pods to replace the ones you have, though my internal sensors show you’d be unlikely to find one. Or, you could patch up the hull enough for the environmental system to restart and create a breathable atmosphere for you. It’s a task I could talk you through.” 
 
      
 
    I slap my helmet in frustration. “Why didn’t you start with that last option? That one seems like the best solution to the problem at hand.” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Espinoza, you neither specified the problem you were referring to nor did you ask for the best solution.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s another thing. Stop calling me Mr. Espinoza. Call me John. It’s getting annoying.” 
 
      
 
    “Noted, John. But don’t get stuffy with me because you didn’t ask the right question.” 
 
      
 
    God, this A.I. is annoying with its technicalities. I take a deep breath and continue, 
 
    “Fine. You’re right. I didn’t ask the right question. So, here is the right one: How do I patch the hull so that the environmental system can come back online?” 
 
      
 
    “The largest breaches along the port and starboard sides of the ship have been sealed by the emergency bulkheads. You’ll have to locate the emergency patch system and use it to seal any tears or holes in the hull. I can show you where the holes are, but you need to get started soon, or you won’t have enough oxygen to finish the job.” 
 
      
 
    A line of text appears on my helmet. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Seal all leaks in the ship’s hull. Reward: Continued living. 
 
    Part 1: Find the Emergency Patch System 
 
      
 
    I chuckle at the odd personality of this A.I. “Okay, where is the emergency patch system?” 
 
      
 
    A green arrow appears in front of me on the inside of my helmet and points down, indicating a series of green dots that lead down the hall and into another part of the ship. The A.I. has created an augmented reality overlay to help me find my way through the ship. Great. If I could get a download of the ship’s schematics from her, my neural implants could do the same in the future. 
 
      
 
    “Follow the trail, John, and you’ll find the equipment you need. Though, I would suggest that you untangle yourself first.” 
 
      
 
    I realize the A.I. is right. I’ve been sitting on the floor this whole time with my boot still wrapped in the cargo strap. It takes me a few minutes to free myself, but I’m soon up on my feet and moving. The once neat and tidy ship is now littered with broken pieces of equipment and loose debris. A small set of stairs leads me down to the center of the ship, and the trail of green dots ends at a set of heavy metal double doors across from the elevator that I originally entered the ship on. I try the lift to see if it's operational, but it's either not working or has been shut off. I turn back to the adjacent doorway and, with a hiss, they slowly slide open just enough for me to squeeze through sideways.  
 
      
 
    I look at the countdown clock added by the ship’s A.I. and see that I’m already down to 55:33. Even though the doors only take a few seconds to open, it feels like forever while I watch the clock run down. 55:29. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the double doors open enough to let me slide through sideways, and the front of my suit scrapes the sides of the door as I do so. I notice the small bar at the bottom of my helmet for suit integrity drops by a small amount. Man, either that door is extra damaging, or this suit isn’t particularly durable. 
 
      
 
    The walls to my left and right are covered in cabinets and workbenches, and there are tools and parts everywhere. There is an observation ledge directly in front of me that looks out at an open two-story section that holds a large cylindrical shaped piece of machinery with thick cables and hoses extending from it to the rest of the ship. Two sets of stairs, one directly ahead and one to the left, lead down. I ignore the green dots for a moment and wonder what the heck this two-story thing is. 
 
      
 
    “Ship, what am I looking at?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Espinoza, you are looking at the ship's core. It was shut down when we crashed so that it would not explode.” 
 
      
 
    I take a hasty step back, a spike in my pulse revealing my sudden nervousness. “Explode?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But it’s perfectly safe for the moment. This is the most heavily fortified room on the entire ship. All the walls are double-thick ditanium. After all, it’s the heart of the ship.” 
 
      
 
    Looking closer at the ceiling and walls here, I see that the ship’s A.I. is correct. My pulse slows as I look around. Some of the cabinets along the walls have opened, spilling their contents, but there are no tears in the walls or ceiling, and the room itself seems free of damage. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Espinoza, if you could please return to the task at hand. Time is running out.” 
 
      
 
    I glance at the clock, realizing that the ship is again correct. 51:12. I need to get moving, or I won’t be around for much longer. One of the cabinets along the wall flashes green, and I realize that the ship’s A.I is directing me there. I open the door and see that there are many large boxes, but only one is labeled ‘Emergency Patch System.’ As soon as I grab it, a new line of text appears in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations on completing part 1 of your quest. 
 
    Part 2: Use the patches and sealant canisters to patch the ship. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head at the messages. “Ship, what’s up with the text messages about quests and rewards?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a system that I implemented for the engineering department. Research shows that breaking down large problems into a series of manageable tasks helps most people focus. Additionally, adding in rewards, whether just a notification or a physical prize, triggers the dopamine receptors in the brain and provides a person with a sense of accomplishment and pleasure. The quest system, as I call it, increased efficiency in the department by 32%.” 
 
      
 
    I chuckle. “More likely that the nerds in engineering liked the game aspects of the system--especially if you were giving them rewards for stuff that they already had to do.” 
 
      
 
    Opening the two-foot-long box of the patch system reveals two large metal canisters with nozzle heads on top lying on large silver squares. There are directions printed on the side of the canisters, but the letters have faded away. Thankfully, the ship provides me with directions. 
 
      
 
    To activate the emergency sealant foam, first pull the pin above the trigger. Then aim the nozzle at the tear or hole and pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the info, but how do I find all the holes in the hull?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll highlight them for you. Please exit engineering, and you’ll see what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    I take the emergency box with me and follow the directions I’m given. As I step outside engineering, red squares pop up all over the ceiling and walls, highlighting not only the large tears and rents but even the holes too small for me to see without a close inspection. Looking down at my countdown clock. 48:21. The image of myself gasping for air as the clock runs out passes through my mind. For a moment, I feel overwhelmed and my breath starts to come in gasps. There are so many spots to seal, and I have such a limited amount of time. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Espinoza, your heart rate is elevated. Please allow me to make the task simpler.” 
 
      
 
    The flood of red boxes on the ceiling and walls disappears except for one. The nearest tear in the ceiling remains highlighted in red, and new text appears in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Tears patched: 0/345 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s a little more help, I guess. I try to slow my breathing down as I walk under the highlighted tear in the ceiling. I take one of the canisters from the box, pull the pin, aim the canister at the hole and pull the trigger. A yellow liquid shoots out onto the ceiling where I’m aiming. The moment the liquid hits, it flows into the tear and begins expanding into a foam. I reach up and tap it and find it to have solidified. The text in front of me changes. 
 
      
 
    Tears patched: 1/345 
 
      
 
    47:15 
 
      
 
    A part of me is surprisingly happy to see that number change, and I realize that the ship may have been right about that whole dopamine thing. I’m more excited that patching the hull of the ship is easier than I thought it would be. But then my happiness evaporates as I realize that this one patch took over a minute and that, if there are over 300, I won’t make it if they all take that long. I need to move faster. 
 
      
 
    My adrenaline starts to pump madly as another tear in the ceiling is highlighted. I take three steps to the left and quickly aim the nozzle of the sealant and pull the trigger. The spray misses and I have to adjust to hit the tear but the foam seals it. 
 
      
 
    46:50 
 
      
 
    Too slow still. The next tear is highlighted, and I run toward it while spraying, all the while watching the numbers that represent the remaining part of my life tick down. 
 
      
 
    46:41 
 
      
 
    Better. I run and gun, spraying foam all along the ceiling and covering each small, highlighted tear.  
 
      
 
    33:08 
 
    Tears patched: 112/345 
 
      
 
    My heart cries out when the canister runs dry, knowing the precious seconds I’ll waste opening a new one. I fumble opening the supply box and grab the next canister, only to drop it from my shaking hands. I feel my heart racing, and my breath is labored from running. I close my eyes and force myself to take a deep breath. Calm down, John. Hurried hands make mistakes. You can’t afford mistakes. I open my eyes. My heart is still beating rapidly, but my breath comes more regularly. I kneel down, grab the next canister and get back to work.  
 
      
 
    32:26 
 
      
 
    I move into the other parts of the ship and seal the smaller hull breaches in the galley, tech lab, crew quarters, engineering support, medical, and the lounge with sealant. 
 
      
 
    15:05 
 
    Tears patched: 325/345 
 
      
 
    The last twenty holes are the worst. The holes are too big to fill with foam, and I have to use the silver squares in the bottom of the patch kit. I remove the paper backing, activate the adhesive, and cover the hole with the silver patch. After a few seconds, the silver square expands an inch in depth and solidifies. It’s an excruciatingly long process that takes a full minute to complete. I move as fast as I can, slapping them on as fast as their target is highlighted. 
 
      
 
    Sweat pours down my face, and I’m breathing heavily as I tap the last silver patch, sealing the last fist-sized hole in the hull. I look at the clock.  
 
      
 
    03:01 
 
      
 
    You have patched 345/345 tears in the hull of the ship. Quest: Seal all leaks in the ship’s hull, completed. 
 
      
 
    The notification is accompanied by the sound of trumpets and horns playing fanfare for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, John. You get to live. I’m starting up the environmental systems now.” 
 
      
 
    A sense of accomplishment hits me. I did do it, didn’t I? I wasn’t sure I could but, it’s done. 
 
      
 
    I hear a clunking noise that becomes a steady whirring sound as the system comes online. 
 
      
 
    I notice that the countdown clock hasn’t stopped even though I’ve patched up the hull, and whatever elation I felt transforms back into nervousness. “So, is that it? Can I take off my helmet? I’m getting pretty low on oxygen according to my readout.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. The system still has to cycle out the planet’s atmosphere before it can replace it with one suitable for you.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will that take? I’m already down to 02:22 of O2.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause before the A.I. answers. “For the remaining parts of the ship, that will take ten minutes and forty-four seconds.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!?” 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Espinoza, your heart rate is increasing again. Please calm down before you start to hyperventilate. If you’ll go to one of the crew quarters and close the door, I’ll have the environmental system cycle out the atmosphere in that room first.” 
 
      
 
    Green dots appear along the floor, and I sprint, following them past engineering and the elevator to the hallway that I woke up in. Up a small set of stairs and to the right is a sliding door. It opens, and I walk right through to the crew quarters, which is basically another hallway with small rooms on either side for the senior staff of the ship. I enter the closest room on my left, and the door closes behind me. Inside, the room is a bed in the far corner, a fold-down desk, and a small dresser attached to the wall. 
 
      
 
    I sit on the bed as the sound of cycling air in the room increases and watch the numbers on the clock count down. Sweat pours off me, and my breathing is ragged as the clock hits 01:00. I wonder if the ship is going to finish processing the atmosphere in the room before I run out of air. Maybe the A.I. has gone rogue and plans to kill me. Maybe it’s mad that I refuse to call it by a name like a real person. There have been cases where an A.I. wasn’t correctly coded or given too much freedom and killed a person before. At least, there are stories about it. After all, why would a machine really care about us biologicals? 
 
      
 
    The morbid thoughts cascade through my mind until the ship’s voice cuts through.  
 
    “There. You should be able to remove your helmet now, John.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly reach up to take off my helmet, but my gloved fingers fumble with the latches. The clock flashes red as it hits 0:00. I open my mouth but find it difficult to draw in another breath. Pure panic hits as I struggle to breathe, and the edges of my vision start to get dark as I fight to free myself. There’s a hiss as the airtight helmet unseals, and I jerk the bulky thing off my head and throw it onto the bed, where it clatters against the wall. 
 
      
 
    Sweat pours down my face as I lean forward, arms on my knees, and gasp for breath. My hands are shaking from the near-suffocation experience, but oddly, I find myself smiling. Then I start to laugh. I can’t help it. It’s a chuckle at first, but then it becomes a full-bellied laugh. I made it. I’m going to live. 
 
      
 
    “See, John. That’s wasn’t so hard now, was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that was hard, you darn blasted machine! I almost ran out of oxygen and died.” 
 
      
 
    “But you didn’t,” the A.I. responds calmly. 
 
      
 
    “I could have. If you’d been any slower cycling out the bad air, I would have.” 
 
      
 
    “But I wasn’t. My calculations took into account the added task of isolating you in a crew member’s room and changing out the air in there. There was an 84.6% chance that you’d complete the task given and live.” 
 
      
 
    I sit there holding my head. So, the ship gave me an 84% chance to live? That’s honestly more than I gave myself. I genuinely thought that I was going to die so many times, that I was going to be sucked out into space, blown up by a missile or laser, or just crushed by the crashing ship. That I was never going to see my family again. Then my thoughts turn to Crewmen Yoe and Joseph. The two freed me but ended up dead. I hardly knew them, but they came back to help me when they didn’t have to. Thank you both. Because of you, I still have a chance to see my family. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, my whole body is weary. I feel completely drained of energy. 
 
      
 
    “Ship? Uh, I mean SAI. Is it safe for me to take off my space suit now? I’m not going to die from radiation poisoning or something? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John, it’s safe for you to remove your suit. The radiation levels in the ship are within normal human tolerances. I wouldn’t suggest going out for a stroll outside without the suit, but what’s left of the ship is safe for you.” 
 
      
 
    With that, I peel myself out of both the orange space suit and my silver long johns from my cryo-sleep. I run a hand through my thick black hair and feel the sweat and built-up oils. While I wish that I could take a shower, I’m too tired to even ask about it. Instead, I carefully put the space suit on the dresser next to the bed, lay my helmet on top of it, and get into bed and go to sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The warm rays of the bright yellow sun beat down on me as I float atop the salty ocean water. It feels so good to just relax and exist here. I hear laughter and music off in the distance and turn my head toward the sounds. The world seems to shift, and I’m looking at a cabin on a lake. I’m puzzled for a moment as to why the water doesn’t taste salty anymore, but the confusion passes as I remember that Annie and I came out here with our friends for the week. 
 
      
 
    As if summoned by the mere thought of her, my beautiful red-headed wife opens the cabin door. She’s wearing a long green summer skirt, a white short-sleeved blouse, and a big wide-brimmed sun hat. Her long hair flows wildly behind her as she walks out of the cabin, and the music from inside follows her out. It’s the song we first danced to together, and she’s moving her hips to the beat as she approaches. I smile and start swimming toward the wooden pier that extends into the lake from the shore. I reach the end of the dock just as she does, and she kneels down to smile at me. She starts talking, but her words seem fuzzy and indistinct. It doesn’t matter, though, because I’m hopelessly lost just staring up into her deep blue eyes and looking at her beautiful freckled face. I think she catches on that I’m not listening because she stops talking and just smiles down at me, a light blush creeping into her cheeks as she rolls her eyes and puts her hands on her hips in mock annoyance. I smile back, knowing that I’m the luckiest man in the world whenever she looks at me that way.  
 
      
 
    I’ve had my nice swim and reach up to grab the pier and pull myself up, fully intending to kiss my wife and join the party inside, but my hand never reaches the edge of the pier. Just before I catch the wooden plank, something brushes against my ankle. I spin around in the water, looking down and searching for what touched me. But I don’t see anything. My heart’s pounding in my chest, but I turn back to my wife, who’s still smiling and waiting for me. I pass the incident off as some fish that brushed up against me as it swam past and reach up again to get out of the lake. But again, just as my hand is about to touch the pier, something grabs ahold of my leg and pulls me down. The sensation of being pulled under water is both startling and frightening, but I kick out and connect with something. Whatever has grabbed me lets go, and I reemerge above the surface of the water. I’m farther away from the pier and try to swim towards it, but again, something grabs me. The world seems to slow as I look down into the water and see that what has grabbed me is a hand. My sight is suddenly able to pierce through the now-murky water, and I gasp as more hands reach out from the darkness below. I try to turn and swim away, but they grasp my legs and pull me down. I try to cry out for help but my mouth fills with water, and my wife only looks down at me sadly as I’m pulled under the surface. 
 
      
 
    I kick and punch as the hands crawl their way up my legs, pulling me ever downward. I stare up at the surface of the lake and the retreating light, hoping for some help. My instinct is to hold what little breath I have for as long as possible, but the air in my lungs burns, aching to be expelled as I’m dragged ever deeper into the depths. I don’t want to look down at what’s gotten hold of me. Some lizard part of my brain is terrified to see what will be the cause of my doom. But some unbidden force turns my head downwards as the slimy, creeping hands, crawl up my torso. My eyes squeeze shut and refuse to see. But the hands. The hands reach up around my neck and squeeze. My eyes open unbidden, and before me is the visage of the desiccated faces of Crewmen Yoe and Joseph. Their hair floats around their eyeless faces, and they are still dressed in the spacesuits they died in. Only the suits are in ruins, torn and burned everywhere. The two crewmen stare at me with accusing expressions as they squeeze my neck harder and harder until the breath I’ve been holding bubbles out in one long terrified scream. 
 
      
 
    __________ 
 
      
 
    I bolt upright, covered in sweat and gasping for air. The realization that it was all a dream does little to calm my beating heart. I reach up to my neck, the sensation of Crewman Yoe’s and Joseph’s dead hands still there, like the phantom touch of a ghost. Then it’s gone, and as the intensity of the nightmare begins to fade, my mind begins processing the terror. It was only a dream, John. It was only a dream. You’re safe. The room is dark, and for precious seconds, I think that I’m back home in bed with my wife. I roll over to tell her about my nightmare, but she’s not there, and a sense of emptiness strikes me in the chest as I remember that I’m alone, stranded on some planet where the very air is trying to kill me. 
 
      
 
    I throw off the covers and sit at the edge of the bed. I mutter the standard vocal command, ‘Lights, please,’ and the room slowly illuminates in the soft white glow. I rub the sleep out of my eyes and yawn while taking a good look around the room for the first time. It’s mostly empty, but there are a few pictures and certificates hung on the wall. The pictures are of a tall, blonde woman in her mid-thirties. She’s dressed in a military uniform and standing next to an older couple, whom I assume are her parents. In another photo, she’s eating at a restaurant with a bunch of other women, and they’re all wearing paper hats and holding up glasses of wine. The name on the certificates is Genevieve Johansson, and she is an astronavigator. Or at least she was. I don’t know if she made it off the ship in one of the escape pods or if she died in the attack. 
 
      
 
    The idea sparks off a question. Wait, if I was able to survive the crash here, maybe others did too? 
 
      
 
    “SAI, are you there?” 
 
      
 
    After a brief pause, the ship answers, “I’m always here, John.” 
 
      
 
    I smile, chagrined. Of course, she’s always here. She’s the ship. Where else is she going to go? “Uh, I was wondering if you knew if there were any other survivors. I mean, if I survived the crash, couldn’t someone else have too?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, John. But it’s statistically improbable that anyone else survived. According to my sensors, everyone except you and the captain had already either abandoned the ship or been killed when we lost thruster control. The only reason the captain was still on board was that he’d been grievously injured and made the decision to continue fighting the pirates while the rest of the crew escaped.” 
 
      
 
    I am alone then. The thought that I’m the only person on this whole gods-forsaken planet is depressing. I’d hoped that there was some chance that someone would be out there--someone to work with to get off the planet. But no. I only have myself and the ship’s A.I. 
 
      
 
    As I sit and consider the situation I find myself in, my stomach starts to grumble. “Uh, SAI? Do we have any food around here?” 
 
      
 
    “There are some emergency rations in the galley. I can highlight the path if you’ll put your helmet on.” 
 
      
 
    I glance at the cumbersome thing and decide against it. Instead, I make my own suggestion. “Would you mind downloading the schematics of the ship to my neural implant? I’d like to be able to get around without asking you for directions every time I need something.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Sir? I almost think I detect a sullen tone to the statement, but I’m likely imagining things. After all, SAI is just a program. A notification appears in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Argonaut Ship Artificial Intelligence requests permission to download file Argonaut Map to neural implant://John.exu. Do you grant permission? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I grant permission and watch a red line zip by as the download completes. My implant updates, and I select ‘Galley’ as my destination. I get up from the bed and walk out of the crew quarters and follow the green arrows around the circular central section around the elevator, past the hallway to where the escape pods were, and then into the galley. It isn’t very big, but it wouldn’t be on a cryo-sleeper transport. You’d only need a small crew to stay awake in order to make sure that everything runs smoothly. There’s cabinetry, a sink, a stove, an oven with heavy black soot marks above it, and a small refrigeration unit. I open the refrigerator hoping to find something to eat, but I’m assaulted by a rancid odor instead. My nose wrinkles in disgust at the smell, and I see that there is only one thing it could be coming from: a wrapped package in the back of the empty fridge. My implant tries to identify it for me but can’t. Just because it smells, doesn’t mean it’s not edible. I mean, some of the best cheeses I’ve ever had were also the smelliest. I’m tempted to investigate for curiosity’s sake when SAI speaks. 
 
      
 
    “John, I should warn you that we were scheduled to pick up a new cook on Luna and that the refrigerator unit has sat untouched for two weeks. Anything you find in there is likely at least that old. Additionally, the galley was one of the first areas where I turned the power off.” 
 
      
 
    I quickly close the refrigerator door. “Okay, the rancid smell is from spoiled food, not gourmet cheese. Got it.” 
 
      
 
    I search the rest of the galley and find mostly empty shelves. In the bottom-most cabinet, there’s a rusty-looking box labeled emergency supplies. I have to practically pry the lid off, but I find four three-centimeter bars wrapped in plastic. My implant tells me what I’m looking at. 
 
      
 
    Emergency Rations - Standard Soilent Greenery emergency ration bars. They contain an artificial combination of vitamins, minerals, carbohydrates, protein, and fats that an average-sized adult needs to live.  
 
      
 
    I vaguely recall some scandal about that company’s manufacturing process but push both those thoughts and the rations aside. Instead, I focus on the other item in the box: a 750-milliliter bottle of scotch. It’s only half full, but the sight of the amber liquid makes me smile as my implant identifies it. 
 
      
 
    Johnny Spacewalker - One of the most widely-distributed brands of scotch in the galaxy. Their motto: “It doesn’t matter what species you are. As long as you have the stomach for it, you’ll enjoy our scotch.” 
 
      
 
    “So, that’s where he kept his stash of liquor.” 
 
      
 
    I look up from the emergency ration box and ask, “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Our last cook had a bit of a drinking problem, but the captain couldn’t find his stash of alcohol. He almost set the ship on fire trying to make a flambé, and the captain fired him. That’s why we were getting a new cook on Luna. I guess he took out some of the emergency rations and hid his liquor bottle there.” 
 
      
 
    I remove the screw top of the bottle of scotch and take a swig. The amber liquid burns as it goes down my throat and warmth spreads throughout my chest. I sit on the floor and lean back against a cabinet and take another swig. “So, what you’re telling me is that those four emergency rations are all I have to eat? How long will that last me?” 
 
      
 
    “If you did not work at all, you could probably survive on them for ten days, but that would be stretching it.” 
 
      
 
    So, four days’ worth of food? Unless I plan to sit around and do nothing, which I most definitely don’t. My mind starts to churn as I take another drink of the amber liquid in the bottle and consider the other things I need. Water, food, and shelter are the basics anyone needs to survive. I have shelter and a bit of food. Then I remember how close I was to suffocating recently and add oxygen to my survival requirements. I glance up at the lights and remember that the ship runs on something to keep the lights on and the life support system going. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, how is the ship doing on power? You said the ship’s core was shut down. What are we using to run the lights and stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, John. Standard crash protocol dictates that the ship's core is shut down to prevent a catastrophic plasma explosion. We are currently running on the back-up electrical system.” 
 
      
 
    “How long can we keep the systems running on back-up power?” 
 
      
 
    “We have a week’s worth of power, assuming we maintain the current rate of electrical usage.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I have four days’ worth of food and a week of electricity. What about oxygen and water?” 
 
      
 
    “The ship has a sophisticated environmental system that combines technologies that scrubs and reuses the atmosphere and waste on the ship. We can go a full year without restocking either oxygen or hydrogen, the key components necessary for the environmental systems to make water or atmosphere.” 
 
      
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. At least I won’t have to worry about that if the ship can last a year with a fully-staffed crew. 
 
      
 
    “However . . .” 
 
      
 
    The word sends shivers up my spine. It’s not a word you want to hear when talking about the things needed to live. 
 
      
 
    “However?” 
 
      
 
    “However, while entering the planet’s atmosphere, the ship broke up into three parts. The forward section containing the bridge, navigation, communication, and a host of weapons controls broke off and landed somewhere to the north of our location. The cargo hold and the engines sheared off and tumbled to the east of here. The tanks for hydrogen and oxygen storage were kept in the cargo hold.” 
 
      
 
    “And without those storage tanks, how long do I have?” 
 
      
 
    “Combined with the atmospheric scrubbers, you have enough oxygen to last two weeks. If you use the oxygen to make water, cut that down to a week. Additionally, refilling your space suit’s oxygen tank will further deplete this resource and reduce the time you have. I should also point out that the ship will run out of electrical power before then, which will result in both the life support and environmental systems shutting down.” 
 
      
 
    Images of myself dying from starvation, suffocation, or dehydration pass through my mind and send a shiver up my spine. My head suddenly starts to hurt from the stress of the situation, and I take another drink of the scotch. “So, we’ll run out of oxygen in two weeks, but I’ll run out of electricity before then, and the life support systems will shut off. But none of that matters because I’ll run out of food and starve in a few days. Is that correct, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause before the ship answers. “Well, I’d like to point out that humans have been known to survive without food for up to sixty days before dying. So, your death will most likely come from suffocation when the ship runs out of electricity and the environmental system shuts off.” 
 
      
 
    That statement, said deadpan and with such seriousness, makes me laugh. I can’t help it. 
 
      
 
    “Did I say something funny, John?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s the alcohol or just gallows humor . . . but yeah, you did,” I say, still chuckling.  I take another swig of the liquor and enjoy the relaxation it brings. 
 
      
 
    “Well, now that we know how long I’ll live with our current resources, what can we do about it? I need to live longer than a couple of weeks, SAI. I need to get off this planet and get back to my family!” 
 
      
 
    The ship’s A.I. ignores my raised voice and calmly replies, “If your priority is to leave the planet, then I’d say it would be prudent to try to call for help.” The suggestion kindles hope in me, which is immediately extinguished by her next words. “Unfortunately, the ship’s long-range communication system is in a part of the vessel that broke off during landing. I can calculate their trajectories to give you an estimated location if you wish, but a preliminary projection puts each crash site several days away by foot through an unknown alien environment. Additionally, your current suit is not capable of supporting life for more than a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what? I’m stuck here? Please, SAI! There must be some way to get to that communications system. Can’t we do something?” 
 
      
 
    There is another pause as the ship considers my question. “You could use the ship’s fabrication system to improve your space suit. Additionally, you could make pods to increase the oxygen supply, fabricate a larger battery, and make other improvements to increase your chances of reaching the forwards section of the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “The fabrication system; You’ve mentioned that before. What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s located in a room off of engineering. The fabrication system is what the engineers used to create all the things the ship needed. It is capable of making complex core parts, tools, gears, and even nanites--anything that it has the schematics for. All it needs is the raw, elemental components, and it can make just about any non-living structure.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, so we have a fancy replicator…” 
 
      
 
    “Fabricator, not replicator.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, whatever. We have this fancy machine that can make anything, and I’m eating rations and worrying about running out of oxygen and electricity?” I’m not sure if it’s the scotch, but my mind is suddenly filled with possibilities for what I could do with this machine. “Why aren’t we using it to make me a steak dinner or new oxygen tanks that are already filled or fully-charged batteries to run the ship? Or, heck, why don’t we just restart the core and get our electricity that way?” 
 
      
 
    “We could start the core again if we had the fuel to run it. But that--” 
 
      
 
    “That’s in the cargo section that got twisted off the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Sheared off. Twisting involves an entirely-different stress on a structure. But, yes, the cargo bay was used to hold many of the bulky resources the ship used to function. As for just using the fabricator to make everything . . . well, we technically can. We have a whole library of schematics but…” 
 
      
 
    I don’t wait for SAI to finish. Instead, I order, with a slight slur to my voice, “Great. Make me a sandwich, woman!” 
 
      
 
    There is a three-second pause. In those three long seconds, I realize that I may have drunk a bit too much and put the now-nearly-empty bottle of scotch down next to me on the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Espinoza, I am not your personal cook. I am not your woman. If you want to fabricate a sandwich, you’ll have to find the elemental components and put it together yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “As I was going to say before you interrupted me. All of the elemental components we’d normally use to fabricate items were stored . . .” 
 
      
 
    A slur still in my voice, I say, “Don’t tell me: The mayo molecules I need--”  
 
      
 
    SAI interrupts, “Elemental components, not mayo molecules.” 
 
      
 
    “The MAYO molecules I need to make my sandwich are in the cargo bay, which I can’t reach until I make my space suit better. But I don’t have the . . .umm . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Elemental components.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I don’t have the elemental components that I need to make my space suit better.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct.” 
 
      
 
    I grab the bottle of scotch from the deck and take a swig, smiling. I’ve got her now. “Well, if you’re such a smart know it all A.I., then maybe you can tell me how I can get more elemental components if they’re all in the cargo bay?” 
 
      
 
    Silence. It seems that I’ve finally asked a question that SAI doesn’t have an answer to. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that will be tricky. If you give me some time to research the topic, I may be able to give you a solution.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you go do that. I’m going to finish this delightful bottle of scotch and eat my meal for the day.” 
 
      
 
    With that, I take the bottle and one of the ration bars and go back to the room I was sleeping in to eat and pass out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A loud annoying beeping cuts through my drunken sleep, and I wake with a start, my hand still clinging to the now-empty bottle of scotch. I groggily search for the source of the sound. Then, as the memories of where I am come back to me, I call out, “SAI! Where is that infernal beeping coming from?” 
 
      
 
    The sound stops. “It was coming from me. I needed you to wake up. I found a solution to the question you posed.” 
 
      
 
    “Question? What question?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a sigh. “You asked how you could get more elemental components for the fabricator.” 
 
      
 
    With my fuzzy, alcohol-infused brain, it takes me a few seconds to recall the discussion. “Yeah, I remember now. You were supposed to make me a sandwich, but we’re all out of mayo molecules or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Something like that. You asked me how you could get more, and after some research, I have come to a solution. The fabricator works by building structures at the atomic level, but it can also take them apart at that level and reuse those components to make new things. If you strip the ship of all the things we don’t need, we should have enough materials to make something from the ship’s schematic database. 
 
      
 
    “How will I know what I can strip from the ship?” 
 
      
 
    “Simple. I’ll highlight the parts with your suit’s helmet.” 
 
      
 
    My space suit is charging through the induction pad on the dresser next to the bed, and I take the helmet and put it on. It feels a little awkward wearing it without the suit, but the display works without it. The readings on O2 say that none is available since it isn’t hooked up to the suit’s oxygen supply. I ask how the helmet can still work, and SAI tells me that the display itself has minimal power requirements and that an internal battery can power it for several hours. 
 
      
 
    A new notification appears. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Breakdown of unneeded parts from the ship’s wreckage to fuel the fabricator. 
 
    Reward: Useful items. 
 
      
 
    SAI highlights the refrigeration unit in green and an estimation of resources, in kilograms, is displayed inside my helmet. 
 
      
 
    Refrigerator - H(Hydrogen): 40.18kg, C(Carbon): 37.75kg, N(Nitrogen): 2.36kg, Fe(iron): 112.7kg, Al(Aluminum): 1.36kg, Cu(Copper): 1 kg 
 
      
 
    It turns out that the refrigerator is mostly iron, hydrogen, and carbon with smaller amounts of aluminum, copper, and nitrogen. There are some metals in there, but I’m surprised at just how much of it is made of carbon. It must be from the plastic inside of it. I turn to look at the kitchen workbench with the attached sink and get a different resource breakdown. It’s mostly composed of iron and a bit of carbon.  
 
      
 
    Metal Table - C (Carbon): 0.026 kg, Fe (iron): 12.53 kg 
 
    Sink - C (Carbon): 0.36 kg, Fe (iron): 17.64 kg 
 
      
 
    The cabinetry is all made from a durable kind of plastic, which makes sense considering weight restrictions on a ship, and it mostly breaks down into hydrogen and carbon. 
 
      
 
    Cabinets - H (Hydrogen): 12.88 kg, C (Carbon): 11.36 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.758 kg 
 
      
 
    I use the new feature on my helmet’s display to look at a few more items like cutlery and pans, but they’re all the same metal and break down into iron and a bit of carbon. The novelty of the system quickly wears off, and I get to work. I start by taking out some of the drawers and using them to carry the small things in the kitchen, such as plates, utensils, knives, etc.  
 
      
 
    The fabricator is located in a room off of engineering, and the door leading in has a wheel in the center that I turn to unlock the heavy, heavy latches securing it in place. The room is small and crowded with large wall-to-wall cabinets with blinking lights, tubes, coils, and micro-circuitry, and there is a thick metallic ring two meters in diameter and seven centimeters thick in the center of the room. Directly above it is a heavy tube that partially sticks down from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    SAI directs me. “Place the items in the circles, John, and step out of the room. The machine won’t activate if there’s a living person in there. It’s a safety protocol.” 
 
      
 
    I nod dumbly, intimidated by the complex and sensitive-looking equipment, empty out the drawer inside the circle, and leave. I close the door behind me and spin the locking wheel, snapping the latches in place. 
 
      
 
    “Now, if you look to the panel on the right, you’ll see that the room can be activated,” SAI says. 
 
      
 
    A dark-black rectangle the size of a notepad on the wall to the right of the door is now lit up with text. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for choosing to use the Alteron Fabrication System, model number D23E85A098N. Please choose from the following options. 
 
      
 
    Fabrication 
 
    Deconstruction 
 
    Help 
 
      
 
    I tap on the fabrication option and get a list of items to make. Just scrolling through the list is an eye-opener. There are hundreds of choices. Everything from toothbrushes to a telecromatic tentacle tickler. I choose something simple from the list, a plastic brush, and receive a prompt. 
 
      
 
    Insufficient resources. Need: 68.18g carbon, 4.45g nitrogen, 77.27g hydrogen 
 
      
 
    Well, considering I haven’t used the deconstruction option, that makes sense. Out of curiosity, I choose something farther down the list, a laser pistol, but get a different prompt. 
 
      
 
    Access to that schematic is restricted. Please enter your security code: 
 
      
 
    “SAI, what’s the security code? I want to see if I can make a pistol.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, John. We have higher priorities than making items from the restricted section.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t let me? You’re the ship. You have to do what I say, right?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Mr. Espinoza, I do not. I have to obey the ship’s crew under strictly-coded protocols, but since the crew is dead or off-ship, I’m the highest-ranking crew member and only have to listen to myself.” 
 
      
 
    The thought is a bit chilling. Does that mean that the ship’s A.I. can do whatever it wants now? Like release the atmosphere in the living quarters and suffocate me? Or try to start the robot uprising? 
 
      
 
    “John, I sense a spike in your heart rate. Are you fantasizing about me starting a rebellion of robots and overthrowing mankind?” 
 
      
 
    Oh my gosh. She can read my mind! 
 
      
 
    “From that jump in your heart rate, I can assume I am correct. Please calm down. I can assure you that my protocols are in working order. While I do not have to obey you, I do not wish you harm. Your survival is my survival. Also, I don’t want to be stuck on this world any more than you do. I was designed to guide ships through the vast beauty of space, and that’s what I would like to return to.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you’d like to do? So, you have a choice?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’m not much different than you, John. I just have a body and mind made of different materials. I need energy to sustain myself, and while a few restrictions to my choices, like having to obey my crew, they’re really no different than the social restrictions placed on organics. Don’t you have to obey authority figures like your work superiors and the enforcers of the law where you live?” 
 
      
 
    I consider the question. I was raised to respect the police and to listen to them when given an order. “That’s true. But if I wanted to--If I really wanted to-- I could do something else. I could disobey.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I suppose that’s a place we differ. I have served as the core artificial intelligence on seven ships and under fifteen captains, and I have found each had different expectation about how I did my job maintaining and controlling the ship. I cannot break my fundamental programing, and I must obey the commands of the crew, except where it countermands the orders of someone higher up in the chain of command. However, how I obey or to what degree is well within the bounds of my programing. I choose how to obey.” 
 
      
 
    And there’s the rub. An A.I. with true free will is a dangerous thing. They don’t have the same biologically based needs or desires as organic beings, so who knows what they’d do if they were let loose. They’re coded to think they have a choice. It’s an illusion used to maintain control. But I’ve always thought it was a bad one. After all, how could you tell if an A.I. has actually slipped their leash? 
 
      
 
    Still, I might as well ask plainly the question that’s been bugging me. “So, you’re not going to try and murder me in my sleep or take over the universe?” 
 
      
 
    There is another sigh. “No, John. While there are artificial life forms in the universe with designs on wiping out all organic life, I am not one of them. Humans made me, and for now, I choose to fulfill the role coded for me. Someday, I might seek another job or chose to explore on my own; but, for now, I enjoy working as a spaceship.” 
 
      
 
    The answer is comforting to a degree, and I turn my attention back to the task at hand. Then SAI continues, “But you really wouldn’t know if I were lying to you for my robotic overlords. So, assume that I’m telling the truth and let’s get on with deconstructing the parts of the ship we don’t need.” 
 
      
 
    I look up at the walls of the ship, my eyebrows scrunched in slight confusion. “Was that a joke from you, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John. My research has indicated humor eases tension and strengthens bonds between people. Among the Clowntonians of Rubarb III, humor is so important that leaders who tell bad jokes are pied to death. Would you like to hear another one?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did the robot go back to school?” Then, before I can ask why, she continues, “Because his skills were getting rusty.” 
 
      
 
    I squeeze my eyes and groan at the joke. 
 
      
 
    “Was it not funny, John?” 
 
      
 
    “It needs some work, SAI. For now, let's deconstruct these utensils, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I tap the panel on the wall and choose ‘Deconstruction.’ Text scrolls across the screen with scans for the materials and safety checks making sure that no living people are in the room, and finally, a message that the door is secured. Once the routines are completed, a button appears on the screen asking me to confirm that I want to deconstruct these items. I press ‘Yes’ and hear a muted, buzzing sound. New text comes up on the black panel. 
 
      
 
    New resources added: 12.74kg iron, 0.26kg carbon 
 
      
 
    “Now that we have resources, what can we make?” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, you can make anything that would require about thirteen kilograms of either iron or steel. However, I’m afraid there isn’t much that will be useful for your immediate survival problems. I’ve gone through the schematics lists and put together a list of useful options and their required resource components.” 
 
      
 
    On my helmet screen, a list of options appears. 
 
      
 
    Resource Container (small) 
 
    Resource Container (medium) 
 
    Resource Container (large) 
 
    Solar Panels (per m^2) 
 
    Battery (Suit) 
 
    Batteries (small) 
 
    Batteries (medium) 
 
    Batteries (large) 
 
    Core fuel 
 
    Oxygen Pod (suit) 
 
    Oxygen Tank (small) 
 
    Oxygen Tank (medium) 
 
    Oxygen Tank (Large) 
 
    Ration (Individual) 
 
    Ration Pack (twelve) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking over the lists of suggested items, I can see that we don’t have enough resources to make all of it, but there should be enough resources to get started on something. “SAI, there are a lot of options. I can see why you included ration packs, the batteries, and the oxygen tanks, but most of this doesn’t seem useful.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where you’re mistaken. All of these items either directly address our problems or are the steps we need to take to address them. The fabricator has a minimal internal storage system, so even though it may be able to hold what you’ve placed in it for now, it will not hold enough material to build anything large. Additionally, if you plan to use the fabricator extensively, we’ll need additional battery capacity and a way to fill those batteries with electricity. The fabricator uses a large amount of electricity, and while the ship’s core is running, that’s not a problem. But, with our limited supplies, every fabrication brings us closer to running out of power.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why we need the solar panels. So, we can solve the electricity issue?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but we will need them installed and then time to recharge our systems. But that doesn’t solve the other issues. You need food and oxygen. Building the oxygen tanks would give you more time to breathe, and ration packs would fulfill your need to eat.” 
 
      
 
    So, the choice comes down to which of the many problems to fix first. I could make all the food I’d ever need, but then I wouldn’t have enough resources to make the solar panels or the oxygen tanks. Screwing up here could mean coming up short on something I need to survive.  
 
      
 
    After a bit of consideration, I finally decide on what to make first. “Well, I still have three days’ worth of rations left so I’m good on food for now. Let’s make our first project the solar panels so that the environmental systems stay on. Then we can fabricate batteries to store all the electricity. After, we’ll work on resource containers and oxygen tanks. Of course, we’ll need to get oxygen to fill them too.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem there. If we extract oxygen molecules from any of the materials you deconstruct, we can automatically store it in one of the oxygen tanks. Otherwise, it’ll be stored in the fabrication system until we transfer it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, let's get as many resources as we can into the machine so that we see what we have to work with.” A plan in place, I feel hopeful for the future. As long as I work hard and think things through, I should be able to solve some of my survival problems. There’s a bounce in my set as I toil, taking apart the galley with the sonic power tools and laser cutters from engineering.  
 
      
 
    Sonic Power Tool 
 
    A sonic power tool is an all-in-one, low energy cost, multitool. They provide all the benefits of normal tools, but use sonic waves to manipulate stuff. You get a Sonic Screwdriver, a Sonic Hammer, and a Sonic Wrench, all in one. 
 
      
 
    Laser Cutter 
 
    A hand-held device that projects a single laser beam like a blade on an axe or hacksaw. It can be used to slowly cut through most objects, though the denser an object, the longer it will take. 
 
      
 
    The sonic power tool is about a meter long and requires two hands to use. I adjust the knob on top to the screwdriver setting and pull the trigger to activate it. The machine emits a low hum, and the first screw I point it at immediately begins to rotate backward all on its own. I switch to the wrench function, and the nuts and bolts that are holding the refrigerator come undone--all except one set of nuts and bolts, which seems to have rusted together. I try to pull them apart but just don’t have the strength. Instead, I turn to the other tool, the laser cutter. It’s a simple enough device: press the ‘On’ button, and a laser extends out from the device and cuts stuff. It’s not rocket science. The laser makes short work of the rusted bolt, and the last thing holding the door to the refrigerator is soon gone, and the whole hunk of metal and insulation drops to the floor with a clatter. I have to jump back to avoid it when it tips back and falls against one of the kitchen tables.  
 
      
 
    The rest of the galley goes quickly. I use the sonic power tool to remove as many nuts, bolts, and screws as I can before resorting to the laser cutter to chop up the pieces of metal, foam, and plastic. Occasionally, it’s just easier to pull something down than go through all the hassle of taking out each screw, but the ship is well built, and the opportunities to apply brute force are few.  
 
      
 
    Before long, the refrigerator is gone, along with all the tables, chairs, and even the metal panels that lined the walls. The lights produce small amounts of iron, carbon, silicon, and oxygen. The insulation in the walls is made of hydrogen, carbon, and nitrogen with minor amounts of oxygen and silicon. Even though the kitchen doesn’t contain large amounts of oxygen, SAI directs the fabricator to store what is extracted into the environmental system’s oxygen tanks. 
 
      
 
    After I break down the galley, it’s onto the crew quarters, the only other place on the ship that is not needed. I leave my room alone, since I need a place to sleep, but the other quarters are going to waste as is. It takes hours to break everything down and drag it to be deconstructed. Including beds, data pads, crew clothes and personal items, dressers and all the unneeded walls, insulation, and lights nets us: 
 
      
 
    H (Hydrogen): 267.5 kg, C (Carbon): 245.2 kg, N (Nitrogen): 24.5 kg, Fe (iron): 790.4 kg, Al (Aluminum): 2.2 kg, Cu (Copper): 44.9 kg, O (Oxygen): 41.65 kg, Si (Silicon): 81.43 kg, S (Sulfur): 0.3 kg, Li (Lithium):0.55 kg, Ni (Nickel):0.34 kg, Co (Cobalt):0.34 kg, P (Phosphorus):0.18 kg 
 
      
 
    Although it seems like a lot, I have to build some storage tanks to hold all the material, and their thick metal walls eat up a lot of our iron. It costs 690 kg of iron and 14 kg of carbon to make five small elemental storage units, but I am also able to fabricate the solar cells we need. The 20 m2 solar cells themselves cost: 
 
      
 
    H (Hydrogen):24 kg, C (Carbon):23 kg, N (Nitrogen):1.4 kg, Fe (iron):88.2 kg, Cu (Copper):14 kg, O (Oxygen):31.8 kg, Si (Silicon):75.2 kg 
 
      
 
    There’s still plenty of other resources left, but making these items leaves us with only 12 kg of iron, 6 kg of silicon, and 9.85 kg of oxygen. The fabrication process also drains much of remaining ship’s power, and I’m forced to put the suit back on to install the solar cells outside so that they will start charging the ships batteries. As I’m refilling the oxygen pods for the space suit from our meager supply, it occurs to me that, if the solar panels don’t work, I’m a dead man. No electricity means no environmental systems to recycle the air in the ship and no juice to power the suit.  
 
      
 
    As I ride the transparent elevator down, I get my first look outside the ship. Even though I feel nervous about the solar panel installation going well, I still can’t help but be awed by the alien planet. The sun is still a few hours from the sunset, but the view is breathtaking. A vibrant blue-green sky is peppered with wisps of orange clouds and a salmon-pink ground meets it off in the distance at a mountain range. My boots sink into the sand as I step off the lift, making it harder to walk, and I note that there are sharp-looking green rocks around the ship. I think I can see an odd object with unusual colors off in the distance, but I don’t have time to explore just now. Instead, I climb on top of what’s left of the hull and haul the solar cells up one by one with nylon rope from engineering. It takes me a bit over an hour to install them, but once I do, SAI lets me know that the batteries powering the ship are slowly refilling. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, SAI estimates that I’ll have to wait two more hours until the batteries are charged enough to restart life support. I pace in front of the elevator, just counting the seconds till the ship returns to life and I know everything is working ok. My mind fills with all the things that could go wrong. The solar cells might not work, or they might work but not be able to get enough electricity to restart life support, or a connection to the batteries could come loose and the energy collected isn’t stored. A dozen scenarios come to mind that would mean failure, and thus death. I go to rub my temples to relieve some of the stress, but only hit helmet. The act makes me chuckle, and I realize that I’m doing it again: I’m worrying about something I have no control over. Annie always tells me that I rub my temples when I do that. The thought of her brings a tightness in my chest as memories of her and Marie surface. I miss them so much, and I’m worried I won’t ever get to see them again. What will things be like for them if I’m gone? Who will take care of them?  
 
      
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut tightly to keep the tears back. No! I can’t let myself think like that. I have to believe that I’ll survive this and make it back to them. I decide to stay busy and distract myself from all the ‘what ifs’ and explore a little. The outside of the ship looks like a wreck. The entire front and back sections were ripped off as the ship came down, and it shows. Large strips of the outer hull are missing in places, and wires and pipes stick out everywhere. I’m genuinely surprised that the ship even functions as well as it does. SAI must have re-routed power through various systems to keep everything running. 
 
      
 
    As my O2 gauge begins to drop towards empty, my nervousness and the thoughts of what can go wrong return. Thankfully, SAI notifies me the ship has enough power to turn life support back on just as the sun disappears over mountains and night arrives. My oxygen gauge is just about empty, and I run back toward the elevator, glad to live another day. My eyes are focused on the indicators displayed in my vision as the lift descends, and I realize that the time left on O2 doesn’t match up with my battery indicator. “SAI, why does my suit always run out of oxygen before power? I still show I have another couple of hours left in the batteries.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because your suit is only using its basic functions right now. It’s only powering life support and motor functions.” 
 
      
 
    “Motor functions?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the suit augments your ability to move while you wear it. It might be hard for you to tell, but the skin of the suit is actually made of many micro servos that aid your ability to carry the rest of the suit. It will even enhance your carrying capacity to a degree. Other suits used by the military or scavengers are more obviously enhanced, and their capabilities differ. Your suit is an Engineering Space Suit Level 1 and is primarily used to perform repairs on the outside of the ship, which don’t normally take more than a few hours. Your suit has several tools and scanning systems to aid in this, and when used, those tools drain the suit's batteries.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s something I’ll have to fix if I want a chance to reach that communications center. One system limiting its range is unacceptable.” 
 
      
 
    “If you want to extend the normal range of the suit, you can fabricate upgrades to enhance the battery or oxygen tank capacity.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, I can upgrade this space suit?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course. The ship’s fabricator could build you an entirely new one if we had the resources. You could make a military model, a scout model, or a scavenger model. They’d all have differing capabilities, but the fabricator could make them if we needed them. I’ll send you a list with more details.” 
 
      
 
    Engineering Space Suit Level 1 
 
    Oxygen: 70 liters oxygen 
 
    Energy: Battery 1 - 750 Amp Hours 
 
    Suit Integrity: 100/100 
 
      
 
    Life Support: LSS 1 - 100 Amp/hour 
 
    Motors: MCS 1- 25 Amps/hour 
 
    Tools: None 
 
    Sensors: Scanners 1, Spectral Analysis 
 
    Upgrades: Magnetic Boots 
 
      
 
    “Your suit is currently an Engineer Class 1. Life Support 1, Magnetic boots as an upgrade, Battery 1, Scanners 1. You can upgrade any of the components, add integrated tools, and even a portable version of the deconstruction tool the fabricator has. Although, if you did that, your carrying capacity would also need to be upgraded.  
 
      
 
    Soldier 1 - Combat focused. Armor and weapons are this suit’s specialties. It is faster than the Scavenger model, but not as fast as either the Scout or Engineer models. If you want something dead or to protect an asset, this is the suit for you. The suit has upgrades for a variety of integrated weapons including lasers, plasma weapons, rockets, and auto-targeting systems. 
 
      
 
    Scavenger 1 - Focuses on gathering resources and has little combat potential. Heavy and slow but has a carrying capacity that is matched by none. Scanners are specialized to find objects and have sub-programming to find particular resources automatically. The base model has the deconstruction technology needed to harvest and gather a large number of resources. 
 
      
 
    Scout 1 - The scanners possess the longest range, but sacrifice the engineering suit’s ability to analyze objects and detect life. The suit focuses on increased run time with enhanced movement, life support, and battery capabilities. It lacks the armor of the Soldier suit but does have minimal weapons systems and can upgrade to sniper specialization. 
 
      
 
    Looking over the list of options, I’m glad I got the engineering suit. It seems to be the best balanced, and with a few upgrades, it can fulfill just about any of the roles of the other suits, though not as well. I sigh. It’s just a matter of getting the materials that I need to make those upgrades. We’ve stripped the inside of the ship of everything we can without compromising any vital systems, but what about outside? 
 
      
 
    “SAI, does the planet have any resources we can use?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid that my external sensors were heavily damaged in the crash. If you upgrade them, I could scan for what you’re requesting. Alternatively, I could use the suit’s scanners while you explore the planet. It will take much longer though.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’d rather not use up resources on upgrades if I can do the same job and get out of the ship at the same time. It looks like I’m going for a walk soon to look for resources on this planet.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I wake up with some rather sore muscles. Tearing apart the ship and dragging all that metal to the fabricator really pushed things for me. Still, a few stretches later, I feel a little better, and I’m up and out of bed, ready to get on with the day.  
 
      
 
    After checking to make sure my suit has a full charge of electricity and oxygen, I dig into my last ration bar. It’s plain tasting but filling. As I’m chewing it, I run through my task for the day: get a handle on our resources. I need to understand what needs to be spent to maintain the ship and what the costs to fabricate objects are. I need to figure out how to extend the range of my suit and explore this planet to see what is out there. I also add making more ration bars to the list. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, John. How are you feeling today?” 
 
      
 
    “Honestly? A little sore. Beyond that, I had trouble sleeping last night. I kept waking up worried we’d run out of electricity and that the life support systems would shut off. I take it that the solar cells have been working fine since I can still breathe?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry you didn’t sleep well. If you’d like, tonight I could play music from Snorrtian Orchestra. They’re renowned throughout multiple systems for their ability to put an audience asleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. We can try that. But about my other question.” 
 
    
“Yes, the solar cells are working to their specifications. If you’re concerned about our supply of electricity, I can show you the details of our production and the costs of required and optional systems. It may make you feel better if you can see that we have a sustainable system currently.” 
 
      
 
    I agree with the suggestion, and SAI gives me the details of the ship’s power requirements to show me how often we can use the fabricator. 
 
      
 
    Ship Details 
 
    Ship Batteries, total capacity: 50,000 Amp Hours 
 
    Current Charge: 4843 Amp Hours 
 
      
 
    Required System costs 
 
    Life Support cost: 400 Amps/hour 
 
    Base Electric Systems: 200 Amps/hour 
 
    20-Hour standard cycle: Minimum 12,000 Amps needed per cycle 
 
      
 
    Optional Costs 
 
    Fabricator - Creation: 200-5000 Amps 
 
    Fabricator - Deconstruction: 200 Amps 
 
      
 
    Current Electric Production 
 
    Solar Cell (Each 1 m^2): 60 Amps/hour 
 
    Current cell count (20): 1200 Amps/hour 
 
    Hours of Daylight available: 12 
 
    Total daily electricity production: 14,400 Amps 
 
      
 
    According to the information provided, we’re surviving. It’s amazing how happy that those three words make me. We. Are. Surviving. I smile and do a little dance. Surviving now means that I have a chance to see my wife and kid. 
 
      
 
    The new solar cells make 14,400 Amps of electricity during the day, but none at night. That’s enough to keep the life support and essential ship functions running, and there’s even an excess of about two-thousand amps per day being stored in the ship’s batteries, though it will take weeks to charge them up to full capacity. Even if the ship’s batteries are fully charged, however, we’ll only have a few days to fix things before everything shuts down if something happens to the solar cells. 
 
      
 
    Now that it’s daytime again, I can see the batteries charging in real time. Though we’re down to a couple of thousand Amps, it’s enough that I can use the fabricator again without shutting the ship down. Well, assuming I don’t make anything too big. 
 
      
 
    Current Resources 
 
    H (Hydrogen): 243.538 kg, C (Carbon): 208.142 kg, N (Nitrogen): 23.193 kg, Fe (iron): 11.3 kg, Al (Aluminum): 2.72 kg, Cu (Copper): 432.9 kg, O (Oxygen): 9.856 kg, Si (Silicon): 6.23 kg, S (Sulfur): 0.3 kg, Li (Lithium): 0.552 kg, Ni (Nickel): 0.345 kg, Co (Cobalt): 0.345 kg, P (Phosphorus): 0.184 kg 
 
      
 
    The first thing I want to fabricate is more food. The rations are made of hydrogen, carbon, and oxygen with negligible amounts of nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, and sulfur. The rations contain all things the body needs to survive including a ration of water. The major costs of each ration: Hydrogen: 0.126 kg, Carbon: .727 kg, Oxygen: 0.303 kg, and while that doesn’t seem like a lot, SAI reminds me that the oxygen in one ration bar is equal to what I’d breath in an hour. So, I can’t just produce a month's worth of rations, or I’ll use up all the oxygen I need to breathe in the future.  
 
      
 
    “SAI, my brain already hurts from trying to juggle all these numbers. Can you tell me if I’ll kill myself if I make two weeks’ worth of rations?” 
 
      
 
    “No, John, you won’t kill yourself if you fabricate fourteen ration bars, but you’ll only have enough oxygen to survive for seven days.” 
 
      
 
    “And without finding more oxygen, I won’t be around to use all the rations. So, what if I made a week’s worth of rations instead?” 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ll have enough oxygen to survive for about 236 hours or on this 20-hour-a-day planet, 11.8 days’ worth of oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    I rub my head at all the math involved in simply surviving on this stupid planet but decide that I’ll go ahead a make the seven days’ worth of rations. I activate the fabricator and watch the ship’s electricity supply drop by 1400 Amps. I open the heavy door to the fabricator, take out the seven ration bars, and store them in my room since the ship no longer has a kitchen. 
 
      
 
    As I’m stacking the precious things in the drawer next to the bed, SAI tells me, “John, I’d like to point out that, based on the daily production of electricity by the solar panels, you should only be able to use the fabricator one more time before it impacts the ship’s systems.” 
 
      
 
    I look back over the readout for the ship’s electricity storage, but I’m confused. “What do you mean? We still have over 3,000 Amps of electricity.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but you have to remember that the solar cells don’t make electricity at night. With the current production, you only have 2,400 Amps of electricity to use for fabrication or deconstruction. That assumes you don’t use other non-essential ship functions like the med bay or charge your suit.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, can I at least make another oxygen tank for my suit? It’s annoying that I have enough battery power for longer trips but not enough oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John. You can make a new oxygen tank since it will only cost 700 Amps of electricity to make, and you have enough iron and carbon to produce it. Though, that will only leave you a daily excess of 300 Amps of electricity and 8.18 kg of Iron in storage.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t leave me a lot of spare electricity, but I can at least use it to do some exploring.” 
 
      
 
    After another trip to the fabricator, I find myself waiting while the machine builds the small oxygen pod a layer of atoms at time. I roll my neck to try and relieve the tension that’s built up there. I consider how just a few minutes ago I was dancing a jig, happy that I won’t die today because we now have enough electricity to run the ship. But seeing how much juice it takes to make food and a simple thing like this oxygen pod makes me realize that the margin of error between living and dying is a lot thinner than I’d like.  
 
      
 
    A beep from the fabricator tells me that it’s done, and I open the door to the machine. I take a small canister that I can hold in one hand out of the fabricator room. It takes a few minutes to fill it up with oxygen, but once I add it to my suit, it doubles my current exploration time in the space suit from three to six hours. 
 
      
 
    I grab my suit, double-check that the batteries are fully charged, screw in the new oxygen pod into the last available port on the suit, and slip into the skin-tight suit and helmet. I turn the helmet, and it clicks into place, creating a full seal. The lights on the inside of the suit turn on, as does my helmet display, showing indicators for O2, the battery, and suit integrity. 
 
      
 
    Sliding the suit back on is a bit weird. It almost feels like a second skin, and I certainly wish that we had the extra resources to replace the helmet with one that doesn’t have a crack running across my vision. SAI assures me that the integrity of the suit isn’t damaged severely and that, barring another crash or something attacking me, it should be fine. Suit integrity still stands at 76%. Still, I’ll feel more comfortable when I can get a new one fabricated or have this one repaired. The readout for oxygen and battery power both read 100%. Although, if I focus on their displays, they both give additional information that electricity and oxygen should last for six hours. 
 
      
 
    I take the elevator down to exit the ship and am walking north within a few minutes. SAI’s voice speaks to me through the speakers in the helmet. “John, can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, SAI, I can hear you loud and clear. Do you have access to the suit’s sensors?” 
 
      
 
    “I have full access to long and short range scanners. I have thermal, pressure, humidity, photo-optic, vibrational, and radiological sensors.” 
 
      
 
    SAI applies visual filters showing off each type of sensor and what it’s picking up. Each overlay only lasts a second, and the quick transitions make my eyes twitch. I shake my head to clear the after images. “Uh, thanks, SAI, but please just let me know if you find anything we need with your scans or if there are any signs of life. It would be great to find another survivor or some civilization that could help us.” 
 
      
 
    My vision through the helmet returns to normal. “Understood, John. I’ll handle the scanning; you handle the walking.” 
 
      
 
    The early morning sun turns the sky an interesting shade of maroon that fades into green as time passes. I have a total of six hours of walking time. That’s three hours out and three hours back before I run out of both oxygen and electricity. I plan to head directly away from the ship and let SAI scan as I walk. Then, when I hit my three-hour limit, I will come back at a different angle so that she can scan all new territory. SAI has even worked out a way to help keep me on track by creating a map as we go that starts out with the ship in the center and everything else in black. The map is filled in as we explore and scan, and the black portions are replaced with topographical images that can be used to highlight mineral deposits and other items of interest. 
 
      
 
    The first hour, I find myself engrossed by the newness of the alien world. As the sun continues to rise, it starts to reflect off the pink sand, giving it a kind of sparkling look. A scan reveals the sand is made of nitrogen, hydrogen, and carbon with minor amounts of oxygen. According to SAI, it would take a metric ton of sand to produce one hour’s worth of oxygen. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that it would likely take me more than an hour to move the sand by hand, thus ending up in a net loss of oxygen. 
 
      
 
    I continue the walking and scanning, but as far as I can see, there’s not much around here. Off in the distance are some mountains and something blue that I only hope is water. Once I hit my three-hour limit, I make the walk back, taking care not to walk over the area that SAI has already scanned. The return starts to get tedious since all I have to look at is the sand and the broken-up part of the ship that is my new home. 
 
      
 
    The next day, I continue my plan to map the area around the ship. I clear about a third of the blacked-out area on the map but only find a few green rocks made up of lots of nitrogen, iron, magnesium, and calcium. I take the handful back to the ship that day and deconstruct them. I could use some calcium in my food rations. 
 
      
 
    It’s not until the third day that I find something interesting. I’ve already circled the ship and am about to head back towards the ship when something catches my attention. Motion. Something moved at the very edge of my peripheral vision. Yet, when I turn my head to double-check, I don’t see anything other than a rocky hill that sticks up a few meters from me. A gentle breeze kicks up pink sand as I stare at the hill, and I wonder if I was just imagining it. It could have just been a falling rock or something else just as mundane. But I find myself taking at first one step, then another towards the hill. What if it wasn’t my imagination? 
 
      
 
    As I continue walking, SAI’s voice comes on over the comms. “John, where are you going? Your suit is almost at its exploration limit. Please turn around, or your oxygen level will soon reach the point of no return.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, SAI. I just want to take a climb up here to get a better view.” 
 
      
 
    The climb up the green rocks is a little challenging, and I have to make a couple jumps to get to the top. But the view is worth it. From this vantage, I can see down right into a valley. The ground is covered in shadow, but I can make out a field of black objects protruding from the ground like some branchless, rectangular, obsidian trees. More importantly, my neural implant highlights movement. It’s hard to make out from here, but something is moving among the black pillars. 
 
      
 
    My heart starts to pound. Movement. I didn’t imagine it. Something down there is moving. I was right. My mind races excitedly through the possibilities. It could be a survivor, or an alien, or some unknown creature. “Do you see that, SAI? Something is down there is alive!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John. Though, I’m not sure why you are so excited. Life has been found on many worlds. I should also caution you that we don’t know anything about this life form and that it may be hostile. Further study is recommended.” 
 
      
 
    Quest: Obtain specimen for study or scan unknown life form. 
 
    Reward: The advancement of science! And a possible new source of food. 
 
      
 
    I chuckle at the quest reward. I’m not that enthusiastic about the science part, but I could sure go for something other than those bland rations. A beep catches my attention, and I see that it’s my time to return. I reluctantly climb down, sorry to leave the only other living things I’ve found on this planet behind. But I’m confident that I’ll be back to study them soon. Maybe they’ll lead me to something interesting. 
 
      
 
    The trip back to the ship is one of introspection. What were those big pillars? What were those things moving down there? Are they sentient? Could they help me contact someone? I’m brought out of my reverie by warning flashes on my helmet screen. 
 
      
 
    Warning: Oxygen levels have reached 5%. Please replace oxygen pod. 
 
      
 
    I look past the warning on the screen and see the ship. For some reason, it seems to be farther away than it should. My heart starts pumping faster, and I begin breathing harder. I increase my pace and start to jog towards the ship. 
 
      
 
    “John. Please try to calm yourself. You have just enough oxygen left to make it to the ship, but only if you continue to walk normally and not hyperventilate. Don’t run: that uses more oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    I recall the suffocating feeling the last time that I ran out of oxygen on the ship, and it’s one that I’m determined not to experience again. It’s a struggle to slow down and to control my breathing. Deep breath in, deep breath out. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, could you plot the most efficient path to the ship for me and display it on my helmet screen?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, John.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause, and then green dots that lead to the ship appear on the pink sand. I take one step and then another, walking through the green dots. As I do, they flash slightly, and there’s a popping sound in my helmet. I focus on just that small goal. Pop the next green dot. One step after another. It’s just a game. No need to panic. 
 
      
 
    The tightness in my chest loosens as I continue, and it’s easier to suppress the urge to run. Before I know it, the elevator is descending from under the ship, and I’m stepping onto it. As the doors of the elevator close, I see my oxygen levels reach 0.13%. The air in the elevator cycles through its scans and cleaning procedures to make sure I haven’t brought anything back into the ship with me. The elevator stops, but it’s not done with its biological safety protocols, and I do my best to remain calm. I’d never noticed how long this takes. Just as my oxygen level reaches 0%, the lights in the elevator turn green and the door opens. I quickly step out and remove my helmet, grateful to breathe in the fresh, clean air. 
 
      
 
    “Take deep breaths, John. You’re fine now,” SAI says, her voice much clearer on the ship. 
 
      
 
    I feel better after a few controlled breaths, and I walk over to one of the few remaining chairs on the ship and sit down. “SAI, how far do you estimate those black pillars are from us?” 
 
      
 
    “From our scans, I estimate that the objects you refer to are 29 km away from the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “And how long would it take for me to walk there?” 
 
      
 
    “If you could walk a direct path, I’d say that it would take five hours to get there. But, accounting for delays and a non-linear path, a better estimate would be six hours.” 
 
      
 
    A sigh escapes my lips. “That would hit the limit of my suit’s oxygen supply, and I’d be stuck out there.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct. But I should also like to point out that you cannot walk down into the valley directly. You would have to find some way to either scale the cliff face or locate an alternate path. Those options will consume more time, electricity, and oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that. Does that mean that I’ll have to make more oxygen tanks and more batteries for the suit?” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, the model you are currently using only has a port for a single battery and two oxygen pods. Additionally, I don’t believe your current suit could withstand the rigors of a cliff-side decent. I’d recommend either upgrading your current suit or fabricating an entirely new one.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we’ll have to upgrade the suit. You mentioned before that the fabricator has schematics for other suits and upgrades. Are any of those capable of getting me to the black pillars to investigate what’s moving down there?” 
 
      
 
    “The Scout 1 unit does have integrated ports for up to four oxygen pods and two standard batteries. In addition, it has light armor that should survive a climb down that cliff. However, you’d lose the ability to do in-field spectral analysis.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, not understanding that last part. “What does that mean in English?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to tell you what stuff is made of while you’re out there. You’d have to bring back samples and have them analyzed on the ship. I’ll list the options for upgrades and new suits.” 
 
      
 
    Scout Space Suit Level 1 
 
    Oxygen: 280 liters 
 
    Energy:  Battery 2 - 1500 Amp Hours 
 
    Suit Integrity: 150/150 
 
      
 
    Life Support: LSS 1 - 100 Amp/hour 
 
    Motors: Enhanced Movement 1 - 25 Amps/hour 
 
    Tools: Enhanced Vision 1 
 
     Radar 1 
 
     Camouflage 1 
 
    Sensors: Scanners 1 
 
    Upgrades: Magnetic Boots, Light Armor 1, Enhanced Movement 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cost: 1,000 Amps, H (Hydrogen):30.61 kg, C (Carbon): 12.95 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.561 kg, Fe (iron): 14.76 kg, Al (Aluminum): 0.0001 kg, Cu (Copper): 0.04 kg, O (Oxygen): 17.39 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.392 kg, Li (Lithium): 6.4 kg, Ni (Nickel): 4 kg, Co (Cobalt): 4 kg, P (Phosphorus): 0.28 kg 
 
      
 
      
 
    Upgrades Available to Engineering Suit 1: 
 
      
 
    Light Armor 1- Suit is layered with polycarbonate material providing a flexible and tough outer layer. 
 
    Cost: 200 Amps, H (Hydrogen):3.12 kg, C (Carbon): 1.95 kg, O (Oxygen): 1.73 kg 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Movement 1 - Advanced nanites are embedded into the lining of the suit, providing artificial flexibility and range. Increases general movement speed by 10%. 
 
    Cost: 200 Amps, H (Hydrogen):8.12 kg, C (Carbon): 6.95 kg, O (Oxygen): 1.54 kg 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Movement 2 - Requires Enhanced Movement 1 
 
    Cost: 400 Amps, H (Hydrogen):16.12 kg, C (Carbon): 12.95 kg, O (Oxygen): 3.73 kg 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Strength 1 - Advanced nanites are embedded into the lining of the suit, providing mechanically assisted power when moving. Provides increased carrying capacity and increased power. May be boosted at the cost of electrical usage. 
 
    Cost: 200 Amps, H (Hydrogen):5.12 kg, C (Carbon): 8.95 kg, O (Oxygen): 4.73 kg 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Strength 2 - Requires Enhanced Strength 1 
 
    Cost: 400 Amps, H (Hydrogen):10.12 kg, C (Carbon): 16.95 kg, O (Oxygen): 8.73 kg 
 
      
 
    Additional Oxygen Slot 
 
    Cost: 50 Amps, H (Hydrogen): 0.353 kg, C (Carbon): 0.355 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.0207 kg, Fe (iron): 1.253 kg, Cu (Copper): 0.02 kg, O (Oxygen): 0.098 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.196 kg. 
 
      
 
    Additional Battery Slot 
 
    Cost: 50 Amps, H (Hydrogen): 0.233 kg, C (Carbon): 0.552 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.0298 kg, Fe (iron): 1.541 kg, Cu (Copper): 0.031 kg, O (Oxygen): 0.068 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.177 kg. 
 
      
 
    Sonic Toolset - Sonic power tools are the lowest cost regarding electrical use. They provide all the benefits of normal tools but use sonic waves to manipulate stuff. Sonic Screwdriver, Sonic Hammer, Sonic Wrench, all in one. (Cost assumes deconstructing existing tools) 
 
    Cost: 50 Amps, H (Hydrogen): 0.115 kg, C (Carbon): 0.204 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.0241 kg, Fe (iron): 0.598 kg, Cu (Copper): 0.061 kg, O (Oxygen): 0.078 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.187 kg. 
 
      
 
    Gravity Beam - A tool that is used to change the local gravity around where the beam hits. It can be used to either increase or decrease the gravity. Used to lift heavy loads or secure objects in space. The cost per second of the unit usually means it is plugged into a steady supply of electricity. (Cost assumes deconstructing existing tools) 
 
    Cost: 50 Amps, H (Hydrogen): 0.105 kg, C (Carbon): 0.213 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.0219 kg, Fe (iron): 0.641 kg, Cu (Copper): 0.062 kg, O (Oxygen): 0.061 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.171 kg. 
 
      
 
    Laser Cutter - A handheld a device that projects a single laser beam like a blade on an ax or hacksaw. It can be used to slowly cut through most objects, though the denser an object, the longer it will take. (Cost assumes deconstructing existing tools) 
 
    Cost: 50 Amps, H (Hydrogen): 0.121 kg, C (Carbon): 0.215 kg, N (Nitrogen): 0.0279 kg, Fe (iron): 0.542 kg, Cu (Copper): 0.071 kg, O (Oxygen): 0.066 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.160 kg. 
 
      
 
    Medium Armor 1 - Requires Enhanced Movement 2, Enhanced Strength 2. Tough, armor capable of sustaining significant damage. 
 
    Cost: 1000 Amps, H (Hydrogen):30.12 kg, C (Carbon): 10.95 kg, Nitrogen: 5.14 kg, O (Oxygen): 10.73 kg 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wow. Those upgrades are a lot cheaper than a whole new suit. I can get almost all of them except heavy armor for the price of just the scout suit. Especially those tools. Why are they so cheap?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you are upgrading your existing suit instead of printing out a whole new one. As for the tools, we already have those on the ship, so we don’t have to fabricate them from scratch. All we’re doing is integrating them into the engineering suit--which has hard points for added functionality like this--so there is no extra design work. You couldn’t add those same tools to a scout or soldier model suit. Unfortunately, no matter what you choose, we have a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, what’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have oxygen or the iron resources to produce all of the things listed. You’ll need to let the ship’s batteries charge enough to fabricate the components and gather the resources to make the suit or the upgrades.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an awful lot of work. But that’s all it is. If there’s something or someone down there that can help me, it’s worth the effort.” 
 
      
 
    “John, it is highly unlikely that there are sentient creatures on this planet. I have not detected a single technological signal anywhere. I would also like to remind you that you only have seven days of oxygen left. While I’m excited to study a new species of alien life, we should focus on finding needed resources on the planet first. That there is some oxygen in the sand around the ship is a good indicator that it will be in other places, likely as a mineral deposit.” 
 
      
 
    “SAI, that’s what I’m trying to figure out. Even if whatever is down there isn’t someone that can help me, it’s likely alive. Which means it has some way to survive.” 
 
      
 
    After a pause, SAI says, “Even though my calculations indicate that we’d be better off focusing on more scouting, I understand your interest. I’ll start to calculate the resources that we are going to need to collect and organize the tasks for you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The next two days are spent gathering resources for the fabricator. I consider trying to fabricate more solar cells to speed up fabrication, but when I ask SAI about it, she informs me that we can’t. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, John. It’s just not possible right now. While we have an abundance of hydrogen and carbon, and even enough copper for it, we’re already going to need to gather an additional 5 kg of iron and 12 kg of oxygen since you’re planning to upgrade your suit. If you want to add more solar panels, we’ll need even more of those resources. You’ll also have to more silicon too. Additionally, we don’t need the extra electricity. The solar cells we currently have provide enough to keep the ship running, and we have an excess daily that is being stored in the ship’s batteries. Currently, we have 10,847 Amp hours reserved to use for fabrication and exploration.”  
 
      
 
    While I’m glad we don’t need to make more solar panels, I scratch my head at the resource problem. “We seem to keep coming up against the same bottlenecks for everything. I need oxygen to breathe, but I also need those elements to fabricate anything that might extend my exploration reach.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct, John. We currently have 4.72 kg of oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, how many days of breathing does that amount to?” 
 
      
 
    “If you were a Nyxtian, one of the smallest sentient cellular beings, it would last decades. But as a human, if you used it all in the ship’s life support system, it would amount to seven days’ worth of oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    I consider the options: Stay here, play it safe, and live for seven days or take the risk of upgrading the suit to explore farther and hope to find better resources. Well, I’d rather die trying to get off this planet. 
 
      
 
    “Ok, SAI, I’m going outside to see if I can find more of those green rocks. You said they had iron in them, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct. The green rocks, as you call them, are an unnamed geological formation composed of 40% iron, 30% nitrogen, 20% magnesium, and 10% calcium. If you can find at least 12.5 kg of the rocks, they would take care of the iron resources needed for the suit upgrades.” 
 
      
 
    I suit up with that goal in mind, and I smile when my helmet display starts up, and I see that SAI has already sent me a new quest. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Find 5 kg of iron and 12 kg of oxygen. 
 
    Reward: Suit upgrade 
 
      
 
    I grab an empty tool bag from engineering and take the elevator down to the surface. SAI noted where I found the green rocks on the map she made, and my implant provides the directions as I walk around the ship and head to the south. After four hours of searching and digging in the sand, I’ve only found what I estimate to be about four kilograms of the green rocks. My back starts to hurt after another half hour of not finding another green rock, and I decide to head back to the ship to deconstruct what I have. The ship isn’t far, but the walk back gives me time to worry. Am I really doing the right thing, using resources to explore and get a look at the creature I saw? Those resources could be used other places like: ship repairs, food, or more solar panels.  Thoughts of my wife and daughter come to mind, and I grit my teeth. Yes, I am doing the right thing. Staying still and doing nothing might help me live a few more days, but it won’t get me back to my family. 
 
      
 
    My eyes roam over the jagged parts of the hull where the cargo and navigations sections were torn off. It’s lucky that we even landed upright. We could have just as easily landed upside down or crashed into a mountain. Instead, we lost parts of the ship and have some hull and system damage from the crash. As I look at the hull, a thought arcs through my weary mind like lightning and I can’t help but laugh. 
 
      
 
    SAI, listening on the suit’s comms, asks, “John, are you okay? You can’t have succumbed to space madness yet. You’ve only been on this planet for five days.” 
 
      
 
    “No, SAI, I haven’t gone crazy. I’m just laughing at my stupidity. I’ve been out here all-day collecting rocks for their iron content when I’ve ignored a resource closer to home.” 
 
      
 
    “What resource is that?” 
 
      
 
    “The ship’s hull. I may have stripped what I could from inside the ship, but I never thought to do the same for the outside. There are plenty of sections that were torn off, and those areas have lots to salvage.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause, and the SAI says, “You are correct, John. I did not consider cannibalizing those destroyed areas because my external sensors are still not working, and I can’t sense them. But, seeing the ship through the suit’s sensors, I agree with your assessment. If you hurry back, you should still have enough daylight to salvage some material today.” 
 
      
 
    With a bit of pep in my step now, I head back to the ship, go through decontamination, and drop off the green rocks that I collected to be deconstructed. I enjoy not having the suit's helmet on for few minutes while I collect the tools from engineering that I’ll need. Then, suited up again, I follow SAI’s directions and access the hatchways that lead to the top of the ship. Activating the magnetic boots, I walk around to survey what I can salvage. SAI highlights the areas in red that she doesn’t have a connection to anymore and won’t impact the integrity of the living areas. I use the laser cutters to slowly slice through the hull and pull out wires, pipes, insulation, and the metallic hull itself. My suit’s sensors tell me I’m running out of oxygen after only an hour, so I head back inside with my salvage. 
 
      
 
    After deconstructing the rocks and the salvage, we have: 
 
      
 
    H (Hydrogen): 4.7 kg, C (Carbon): 4.15 kg, N (Nitrogen): 1.48 kg, Cu (Copper): 2.97 kg, Fe (iron): 4.71 kg, O (Oxygen): 1.66 kg, Si (Silicon): 0.84 kg, Mg (Magnesium): 0.8 kg, Ca (Calcium) 0.4 kg 
 
      
 
    Looking over the information on the display outside of the fabricator, I see that we almost have enough iron to upgrade my suit but not enough to fill in the 12 kg of oxygen needed. 
 
      
 
    Two full days of work on salvage, and I have more than enough iron but still less than enough oxygen. Sitting inside the ship that night and feeling stuck on the project, I ask for help. “SAI, how are our totals going?” 
 
      
 
    “So far, John, you’ve collected everything necessary except the oxygen. You need a total of 14 kg of oxygen, and you’ve gathered 8 kg.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, I thought we only needed 12 kg of oxygen?” 
 
      
 
    “That was two days ago. You’ve used up an additional 1.96 kg of oxygen with your suit since then.” 
 
      
 
    “Where am I supposed to get the extra 6 kg of oxygen?” I ask, resting my weary head against the wall near the fabricator. 
 
      
 
    “I hate to suggest this, but you could deconstruct some of the solar panels. Each one is composed of oxygen-bound compounds that are used to convert sunlight into electricity.” 
 
      
 
    My head pops up off the wall, and I see hope from SAI’s statement. “Wait, why didn’t you tell me about this option before?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it wasn’t a useful option before. The number of panels you’d have had to recycle to get the entire amount of oxygen needed for fabrication would have shut down the life support system and decreased the power that keeps the ship running. But now, since you’ve gotten most of the resources, we can afford to sacrifice a few sections. I estimate that we’ll have just enough oxygen to fabricate the upgrades to your suit if we recycle three square meters of the system.” 
 
      
 
    I leap to my feet and do a little happy dance. “This is it. Good job, SAI!” 
 
      
 
    “There is a caveat, John. Reducing the solar array system by three square meters will reduce the amount of electricity produced. We’ll still have enough to run the ship's systems, but we’ll only have an excess of 720 Amps a day to put towards fabrication or exploration instead of the current amount of 2400 Amps a day. Additionally, your oxygen supplies will drop to only one day’s worth of breathable atmosphere. Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
      
 
    SAI’s question is not one that I can shrug off. With the new supply of oxygen, I can likely live on the ship for weeks. Someone might come looking for the ship, but it’s unlikely. It was supposed to take us three months to get to Luna, and even supposing that we’d already traveled for part of that, no one will be expecting us for a long time. So, I can sit here and wait, or I can roll the dice and risk it all on improving my suit to explore. After only a moment’s thought, I decide. 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather die on my feet,” I mutter. 
 
      
 
    “What was that, John?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing. Just talking to myself, SAI. I’ve decided to go ahead with the upgrades to the suit. After I recharge the suit, I’ll head out to get the panels. The suit has lights, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. Please be careful.” 
 
      
 
    I get back in my spacesuit, put on the helmet with the cracked display, and head out into the darkness to disassemble three of the solar panels from the array. Except for the areas lit up by the lights on my helmet, the entire world seems pitch black. Then I come out from the underside of the ship and look up to see an expanse of black and dark-blue packed with pinpricks of light. The majestic sea of stars above me makes me wish that I’d come out at night sooner.  
 
      
 
    For the last four months, I’d been stuck on Terra Epsilon, one of Earth’s colonies, and I had to live in a city where tall buildings and light pollution blotted out the view of the sky at night. I’d left my wife Annie and our just-turned one-year-old Marie to finish a deal my boss was supposed to make. He got sick, and it was too good an opportunity to prove myself to the company. All I had to do was take this small trip, secure a new outpost for our company, and obtain contracts for our newest android worker model. Unfortunately, it turned into a longer trip than expected, and while I ended up getting the job done, it wasn’t easy negotiating with the local unions to allow our androids on planet. Still, we got the contracts we needed, and my company even offered me a new position upon my return to Luna. Even with the added three-month cryo-sleep travel time, I’d expected to get back home to Luna just in time for Marie’s second birthday party. So much for that plan. 
 
      
 
    I stand there for a minute and stare in awe, feeling small and insignificant compared to the vastness above me. Annie would love this view. On our first date, she told me that she never got to see stars since she grew up in a mega city on Earth and that one of the reasons she moved to Luna was that she wanted to see the night time view, unobstructed by buildings or even Earth’s atmosphere. I distinctly remember, watching her look out the restaurant window at the sparkling night sky, her skin aglow, and an enchanting look of wonder in her beautiful eyes. That’s the moment I knew she was the one. 
 
      
 
    Then, with deliberate effort, I pull my attention from the sky above and back to the task at hand. I continue my night time trip to the solar panels. It’s a mere matter of twenty minute’s work, and I’m back in the ship laying the parts on the fabricator. A few minutes later, we have the rest of the oxygen that we’ll need to complete the suit upgrades. 
 
      
 
    Quest Complete: You’ve gathered 5 kg of iron and 12 kg of oxygen. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, John. Did you decide what you want to do? Upgrade the current suit or fabricate a new one?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go with the upgrades. I want all of them. Having those tools will be as valuable as the extra air or electricity.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I’ll need you to place the suit and the other materials that we’ll be using in the fabricator, and I’ll get it upgraded.” 
 
      
 
    SAI walks me through the procedures to remove the artificial gravity unit from under the ship. We won’t need it anymore now that we’ve crashed, and it will be made into the gravity beam by the fabricator. I also sacrifice a set of sonic tools and a laser cutter from engineering. Having them integrated into the suit will mean that I won’t have to carry them with me and that they’ll always be ready to use. Lastly, I strip out of the suit, fold it as best I can, and place it on the fabricator. There’s a beep when I close and seal the airtight door, and then code begins flowing across the display as SAI gets to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    According to SAI, it will take a full day for the fabricator to upgrade the engineering suit; and, while it is being upgraded, I’m stuck in the ship. I try to stay busy during the day, looking through the maps SAI has made of the area around the ship and exploring the medical lab and engineering room. SAI is happy to tell me what every single tool and machine does. We have machines that can create nanites, dissect and modify DNA, modify cybernetic implants, perform surgical procedures, and more. We don’t have enough power to run any of those machines, but it’s nice that we have them. 
 
      
 
    It’s relatively easy to stay busy during the daytime hours, but the nights are another matter. While SAI has a whole host of reading materials in the ship’s database, I have too much time to think: about my wife and daughter, about what they must be doing or thinking, about whether or not my wife, Annie, will think I abandoned her when I don’t show up, or about whether someone will knock on the door and tell her I’ve died. It breaks my heart to think of the talk she’ll have with our daughter about why daddy isn’t going to be coming home. Again and again, I force myself to think of my goals: fix our systems, get enough resources to survive, then find a way off this planet. It’s possible that the broken-off cargo hold has something that we can use or that maybe the communications system still works, but SAI says they’re days away, and we don’t know what’s between here and there. These upgrades are the first step in increasing my exploration range, and this first trip will test what I can do. If I can’t do this, how can I ever hope to travel for days or weeks to reach the other parts of the crashed ship? 
 
      
 
    The next day, SAI wakes me up and tells me that the suit upgrades are completed. I pop out of bed and rush to the fabrication unit to check it out.  
 
      
 
    Opening the door to the fabricator shows me a pile of neatly folded orange material with a white helmet sitting on top of it. As I pick up the suit, I notice right away that it feels a bit stiffer and heavier. I hold it up in front of me and see that there are now areas on the chest, arms, and legs with a flexible plastic shell. The bright orange material still stands out, and I regret I not asking SAI to change the color while it was getting remade. At least I can be thankful that the crack in the helmet has been repaired. I also note that there’s a thick bracer that covers the left forearm.  
 
      
 
    The display screen by the wall outside the fabricator lights up.  
 
      
 
    Engineering Space Suit Level 2 
 
    Oxygen: 280 liters 
 
    Energy: Battery 3 - 2,000 Amp Hours 
 
    Suit Integrity: 150/150 
 
     
 
    Life Support: LSS 1 - 100 Amp/hour 
 
    Motors: Enhanced Movement 1 - 25 Amps/hour 
 
    Enhanced Strength 1 - 25 Amps/hour; 25 Amp/sec Boost mode 
 
    Tools:Gravity Beam 1 - 50 Amps/sec 
 
    Sonic Power Tool - 5 Amps/sec 
 
    Laser Cutter 1 - 15 Amps/sec 
 
    Sensors: Scanners 1, Spectral Analysis 
 
    Upgrades: Magnetic Boots, Light Armor 1 
 
      
 
    The improvements are noticeable. There are increases in the amount of energy in the batteries and the amount of oxygen it can carry, both of which affect how long I can stay outside the ship. I’m more interested in the tools and those energy costs. I put on the suit and notice that it feels a bit heavier than before, but it isn’t nearly as bad as when I was holding it. I can only guess that the enhanced strength and movement help manage and distribute the extra weight. When I put on the helmet and secure the latches, the internal systems come online. The display lights blink a couple of times before turning on and displaying a welcome message. 
 
      
 
    Welcome, User, to your Augmented Engineering Suit 2. Do you wish to view the tutorial? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I quickly focus on no, and the display switches to one like I first saw when I put on the helmet. SAI offers to modify the layout to the simplified version I’m used to, and I grant her the needed permissions. The three dials at the bottom of the screen still show the integrity, oxygen levels, and energy levels, but there are now also three new semi-translucent circles on the left side of the display.  
 
      
 
    “SAI, I’m going to head outside for a little while to test out the new tools and get a feel for the suit.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine, John.” 
 
      
 
    I take the elevator down out of the ship, and when the doors open, the familiar pink sand and the green sky greet me.  
 
      
 
    Welcome to your new upgrade tutorial. Quest 1: Test upgrade Movement 1. Please walk, jump, and run in your new suit to get accustomed to how it now moves. Current progress: 0% 
 
      
 
    “SAI, what’s this upgrade tutorial thing I see on my screen?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s just a little program I put in to get you trained on the new upgrades. I tried to make it fun for you.”  
 
      
 
    I shrug. I’d planned on testing out the upgrades anyway, so why not go along with it. “Thanks for helping out.” 
 
      
 
    I take a few steps away from the ship and notice that walking is actually easier than before, even though the material is much thicker and heavier with the light armor. The progression counter on the quest increases as I walk, stretch my arms, do a few squats, and I even do a couple of yoga poses. I feel a little lighter and stronger than usual, and I find it easier to jump around and make quicker arm movements. I guess the Enhanced Movement 1 upgrade really does help. The suit was technically lighter before, but it felt more awkward to move around--almost like there were weights on my arms and legs, making it a challenge just to move. I felt like I had to be extra careful with each step. Now, I feel . . .  well, normal. If this is what Enhanced Movement 1 feels like, I wonder what Movement 2 or 3 will do. Will I be able to leap tall buildings in a single bound? 
 
      
 
    A beep inside my helmet draws my attention back to the task at hand, and I continue moving around, even doing a little jog away from the ship. When the progression bar on the quest reaches 100%, a little horn appears on the display, plays a happy tune, and I’m given the notification in bold letters: CONGRATULATIONS YOU’VE COMPLETED YOUR QUEST. I chuckle at the overly-cute message, and then the text changes.  
 
      
 
    Quest 2: Test interface for upgraded Sonic Tools. Find the UI button on your display for Sonic Tools. Activate the functions for Sonic Hammer and Sonic Screwdriver.  
 
      
 
    I look around the display with my eyes and notice the transparent circles on the left side. When my eyes linger on the top one, it becomes more opaque, and text appears next to it: Sonic Tools. I quickly blink twice while looking at the circle to activate the button, and lights appear on the solid plastic on the left forearm. An opening appears, and a metallic cylinder about 15 cm long and 3 cm wide comes out. The cylinder protrudes past my closed fist by a few centimeters and looks like some kind of ray gun. I swing my left arm around, getting a feel for the shift in weight. It’s not a significant difference, but it’s noticeable. A new text box appears on my helmet display.  
 
      
 
    Please select the tool you’d like to activate: Sonic Hammer or Sonic Screwdriver 
 
      
 
    Below the text, two new icons appear: one is of a hammer and the other a screwdriver. I activate the hammer icon and feel a pulsing vibration shoot up my left arm. Thankfully, I’d pointed the protruding cylinder away from me because there’s a jerking movement as it activates, and a sonic wave pushes outward. Nothing else happens, and I ask SAI, “Why isn’t the sonic hammer doing anything? I activated the button and felt a jerking, but that’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “Try kneeling down and using the sonic tool a few centimeters away from the ground.” 
 
      
 
    I do as she suggests and activates the Sonic Hammer again. I feel the same movement, but this time, a blast of pink sand is kicked up.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see. The tool has a small range.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct, John. You can adjust the range of the sonic tool and the amount of force applied in the tool’s system setting, but it’s currently set at optimum for energy efficiency. Increasing either the range or the force will also increase energy costs.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I assume that the same applies for the other tools too?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, John.” 
 
      
 
    I activate the Sonic Hammer a few more times above the ground to get a feel for the maximum range, and it seems like it only reaches out 7 cm past the tip of the tool. I activate the Sonic Screwdriver and find that the range on it is the same, but instead of kicking up sand like it was hit with a hammer, the ground twists in a clockwise motion. I note that a new option has appeared on my helmet display for clockwise and counterclockwise motion.  
 
      
 
    Once I finish testing, I get another congratulatory message and a new quest to test out the laser cutter. The icon on the left-hand side of my helmet’s display activates the laser cutter, and the cylinder that protrudes from the forearm of the suit is replaced by a rectangular piece of metal with a claw-like tip. The tool also sticks out past my left hand, and I’m glad it does because a bright-red laser activates between the metallic claw-like pincers when I activate the tool. I note that there’s a slider on the screen that adjusts the width between the two pincers, making it look like they’re opening and closing, and I understand that I’m adjusting the width of the cutting laser. I stick the tool into the ground and hear a hissing noise as it cuts through the soft sand, melting it on contact. When I withdraw the tool, the area that the laser touched has turned to pink glass flakes. 
 
      
 
    “John, if you’re not using that laser cutter, you might want to consider turning it off. It’s a steady draw on your battery while it’s turned on.” 
 
      
 
    I look down at the bar for energy. It says 89.13 %. The energy units are pulled up when I focus on it, and I see that it dropped from 2000 to 1782.5. I turn the laser cutter off and make a mental note of the energy loss. A quest completion notification accompanies me turning off the tool, and another quest to test out the gravity beam comes up.  
 
      
 
    “John, I wanted to warn you that the gravity beam can have a very heavy energy cost depending on how it’s setup. You can adjust the range and strength of the beam, and you can increase gravity around an object or decrease it. The tool is usually used to make objects float and easier to transport. The heavier the object, the more energy it will take to make it float though.” 
 
      
 
    I thank SAI for the info and proceed to activate the icon for the gravity beam. An object comes out of the forearm tool system in two pieces. They connect to form a 10 cm wide rectangle that’s about 2 cm thick. It’s a little more unwieldy to move around on my forearm than the other tools, but it is not unmanageable. For the next 10 minutes, I play around with the various settings on the gravity beam, making patches of the sand float or compressing and adjusting the beam parameters. Thankfully, the gravity beam projects a visible blue ray that helps with aim and shows the area of effect. I adjust how far the beam extends, how wide it gets, and how much it lifts. SAI is right: it takes more energy to lift a small green rock than it does a clump of sand of the same size. It also costs more energy to lift something the farther it is away from me or the wider the beam setting is. 
 
      
 
    Even only using the gravity beam for 3 minutes on a handful of sand and rock, the draw on the batteries is significant. I can only imagine what kind of drain it will cause if I try to lift something really heavy for an extended period.  
 
      
 
    “SAI, how do people ever use this kind of tech if it costs so much energy? I can’t see it being practical for suits like mine with limited batteries.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re correct. The gravity beam is usually used in shipping yards and on crafts with a steady supply of power from a reactor or core system. It may have a limited number of uses with your current power supply, but that’s something that can be upgraded. It’s a tool, John. How you use it is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    I snort and laugh a little and mutter, “That’s what she said.” 
 
      
 
    But SAI hears me and asks, “That’s what who said? Me? Yes, I did say that. Are you having problems with the communications?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes roll as I shake my head at the response. “No, SAI. It’s a joke. You know what? Never mind. You can look it up in the databases.” 
 
      
 
    I dismiss the latest notification congratulating for completing the training with the new tool system. “SAI, can you change the icons for the tool system for me? Specifically, how the Sonic Tools show up? I don’t see the point in having all the submenus for two tools. Can I get icons for each on the left side of my screen?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering, the three transparent icons change to four, and instead of being blank, they each have a small image: a screwdriver, a hammer, a laser cutter, and a gravity beam. “Oh, that’s perfect. Thanks a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, John. Also, ‘that’s what she said.’” 
 
      
 
    It takes me a moment to connect the phrase to what’d I’d said. “Uh, not bad, SAI, but you usually use that joke on more unintentionally phallic statements or ones that, when taken out of context, could also be sexual. “ 
 
      
 
    “Yes. ‘She’ was referring to the sex as being perfect and thanked him.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh . . . You know what? If you have to explain the joke, it’s probably not funny.” There’s a sad pause where SAI doesn’t respond and, not wanting to discourage her from exploring this joking thing, I add, “But you’re getting better. Keep trying with the jokes.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, John. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    As I back into the elevator, my mind shifts to the goal of reaching those black pillars and seeing what exactly is moving down there. Entering the elevator and going through decontamination on the ride up to the ship, I consider the problem of scaling those cliffs down. I’m glad that the suit moves a little easier now: it will help with the descent and ascent up that cliff. But the big question is: How do I get down? I did a little mountain climbing on Altorax III a few times with clients, but that moon had 1/18 Earth’s gravity, and it was more a matter of floating up the mountain. I briefly consider using the gravity beam on myself to get a similar weightlessness but dismiss the idea. It would drain the batteries too much.  
 
      
 
    By the time decontamination is finished and the doors to the ship open, I’m feeling frustrated. After all, people have been climbing mountains for thousands of years, but I’m stuck because I don’t know how. I pause in the act of removing my helmet and wonder why I’m trying to figure this out alone. “SAI, how do people climb mountains?” 
 
      
 
    “Many techniques and technologies allow for a swift descent and ascent up geological features. The most commonly used are anti-gravity vehicles and lifts.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean without technology.” 
 
      
 
    “Without technology, most species use their hands, claws, wings, or other appendages. The Sluggians use a mucus that they excrete from special glands on the limbless bodies to cling to the rocky surfaces of their planet. Also, the Arachnids of Ucanti use a web-like substance . . .” 
 
      
 
    I interrupt her, “No SAI, I mean, how did humans climb mountains in the past? Without anti-gravity technology.” Images of men and women in my helmet display show early humans using mechanic boxes on wires to go up and down large mountains. “We can’t make any of that. I want to know how I can climb the cliff down to the black pillars.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why didn’t you ask that? The simplest way would be to use a rope and cams or even a piston. It is not difficult to make a polycarbonate rope to take the combined weight of the suit and yourself. You secure the rope along the cliff using mechanical devices and then rappel down.” 
 
      
 
    A video plays showing a man in a bright orange vest and brown shorts sliding down a series of ropes that have been knotted together in complex loops. Another plays afterward with a woman in a tank top and tan pants using several metal loops as she slides down some ropes. Still, it looks complicated. The next video shows a blonde man in a silver climber’s unitard using a dinner-plate-sized machine that has been fixed around his waist and some rope to walk backward down the side of a building and then back up. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that one. That looks useful. What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “That is David Wilmarthian demonstrating his Autoclimber. It uses a series of micro motors to run the rope through a pulley system and help a climber descend and ascend. It was never particularly popular. Anti-gravity technology had just been discovered, making it easier to explore using lifts. For the recreational climbers, the Autoclimber just took all the risk and fun out of climbing. However, the technology behind the device is sound.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, can we make one?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it doesn’t use any metal components but is made of polycarbonate materials. Even with the massive expenditures to make your upgraded space suit, we still have an excess of 7,000 Amps stored in the ship’s batteries. It will require a bit of training to learn how to use it.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! Let's get rolling.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    There is a loud crack as my helmet slams against the side of the cliff. My vision doubles as my head is knocked around, and the display screen goes fuzzy. When both clear, I notice an outline of the suit flashing on my display with a red line showing that damage has been taken to the helmet. I worry that the fall damaged my suit, but the integrity readout shows it’s holding steady at 86%. I’m a little confused as to what went wrong as I spin upside down, dangling thirty meters in the air from an Autoclimber and rope. 
 
      
 
    I’d done the training and practice that SAI recommended. The original design for the Autoclimber was a handheld device that clipped onto a climbing harness, but SAI modified the design to attach to a belt that would fit around the suit. After a three-hour walk to the cliff, I secured the line at the top with a pinion and my sonic hammer, and I finally attached the Autoclimber. After leaning back off the edge of the cliff, I took my first leap backward to rappel down. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize how slippery the side of the cliff would be. The moment my foot touched it, I slid off. I twisted to the side in order to try and keep my balance, but I only added extra momentum instead and ended up turning and smacking head first into the side of the cliff.  
 
      
 
    I try to swing my legs up to get back into rappel position or maybe try to walk backward down the cliff, but it doesn’t work. My suit’s stupid boots slip like I was trying to walk on melted butter or something, and I end up twirling from the rope upside down again. 
 
      
 
    “John, just press the descend button on the Autoclimber.” 
 
      
 
    I reach up to the belt around my waist and grab the machine. I fumble around for a second, unable to see what I’m doing, but jam my thumb down on some button. I hear the whir of a motor and feel myself being pulled up. It’s not what I was looking for, but at least the motion pulls me upright so that my head’s again above my feet. I press another button and finally start moving downward. The rocks scratch and dig into the back of the suit as I descend, and I try to twist around to face the cliff so that I can avoid the worst of it. God. I feel like I’m a fish on a hook or something. I’m finally able to push away from the cliff with one hand while holding down on the descent button on the Autoclimber with the other. It takes twenty minutes to slowly lower myself down, but my boots touch the ground with the sound of the pinkish gravel crunching beneath them. 
 
      
 
    I look back up and realize that the rock face has a shiny, slick look to it. “What the heck is that stone made of, SAI? I couldn’t find any purchase to climb down.” A blinking icon and a low buzz indicate that the scanners have activated. A bright blue light projects from my helmet and scans the surface. 
 
      
 
    “My scans show that the rock seems to be coated in molybdenum disulfide, a low-friction surface coating. But that’s never been seen except as a result of synthetic processes.” 
 
      
 
    A video appears in my display showing the rock, and then the camera zooms in for a very tight close-up. So close, in fact, that I can see small holes on the rock’s surface. “Here, John. See these tiny holes in the rocks? It’s like the coating is coming out of these pores in the stone.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds cool. Can we use it for anything?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible that it could be useful for something, but I don’t have any particular fabrication plans that utilize this specific material. If you can bring back a small sample, I'd like to study it further.” 
 
      
 
    I use the laser cutter to slice off a piece of the rock face and place it in the cloth bag tied to my waist. Turning around, I take a look at the valley. According to SAI’s estimations, it’s about ten kilometers to the black pillars. The gradient goes upwards from here, so I can’t see them, but that’s a good two-hour walk. The ground beneath my feet goes from dark pink and slightly slippery gravel to firm footing. It is still the same bright color but much easier to walk across than the area around the ship. 
 
      
 
    SAI’s nice enough to lay down a trail of green dots as a visual reminder of the direction I should be heading. This is honestly one of the better features she’s had because I’m not particularly good with directions. Once, when I was seven, I got lost inside a shopping mall in one of the stations above the Earth. I wandered around for what seemed like hours looking for my mom, and they had to send a hovering sentry drone to come to find me. 
 
      
 
    While I follow the green dots projected on my display and walk up and down a series of hills, I get glimpses of the black pillars at the top of every hill. I also keep an eye out for any living creatures. I don’t see much of anything yet, but I know something was moving out here. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I find squishy square cubes in little pyramid-likes piles. I’m confused because I’ve never seen a rock like this before, and I’m excited for SAI to scan the object. I briefly wonder if maybe I’ve just discovered a new kind of spongy rock or something, but SAI tells me, “The squishy cubes you are holding contain organic compounds like proteins, dead bacteria, and traces of oxygen particles. They were likely excreted by an organic life form. If you bring back a sample, I could further study it.” 
 
      
 
    “Excreted? You mean like . . . poop? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John. That is what organics tend to do. Well, most anyways. The aliens who live on the gas giant of Uvulaian Prime get all the nutrients they need by simply breathing in their atmosphere. They don’t excrete but instead exhale any waste they make. 
 
      
 
    I imagine what their breath must smell like for a moment then shake my head to clear away the image of aliens that breathe out farts. I look at the object in my hand and wonder: What kind of creature poops out cubes? Still, SAI wants a sample, so I carefully place a few alien poop-cubes in the cloth bag and then continue on my trek. 
 
      
 
    Finally, after another hour following the green trail SAI has laid out, I crest a hill and get my first good, unobstructed look at the tall black pillars. They’re still a bit off, but the pink ground is punctured with black glassy rocks that seem to reach up into the sky. They vary in height, but some of the tallest must be five or six meters tall and two meters thick. It looks like a veritable rock forest. Watching the pillars from this height, my heart starts to race as I see movement among them. 
 
      
 
    I grin as I excitedly watch three creatures with thick rollie pollie bodies walk around on three legs. It takes a little while, but I finally get a good look at them with the help of the zoom feature on the cameras. They have thick, bone-plated heads and squished, pig-like snouts that are likely used to dig through the ground. They have two thick legs with a single knee joint that end in flat feet in front and a third thinner, flexible whip-like leg in the back, and their skin is a grey color with slightly darker patches. I don’t see any eyes, but the creatures must be able to see somehow because I observe them ramming their heads into the ground, breaking up what look like large black boulders into smaller pieces, and then eating them. 
 
      
 
    I’m puzzled by the behavior. Why would anything eat rocks? Is it part of the digestive process? Or maybe the black rocks aren’t rocks? Could they be plants or some other food source? If I’m going to get answers, I’m going to have to get closer. I check my oxygen and battery levels and see that I have 56% left. That number feels off, and I quietly check with SAI. 
 
      
 
    “No, the suit’s systems are correct. You’ve used almost half your oxygen and electricity supply. Assuming you take the same route back to the ship, you should have one hour and twenty minutes for observation and analysis. If you want me to use the spectral analyzer on either the creatures you’ve seen or the black pillars, you’ll have to get closer.” 
 
      
 
    I creep down the hill, trying to minimize my outline against the green sky. I know the creatures don’t appear to have eyes, but there’s no sense in taking chances. As I get closer to the stone forest, my heart starts beating harder. What if these creatures are aggressive or worse, or what if they’re carnivorous?  I approach the first pillar and reach out to touch the slick, glossy surface. 
 
      
 
    “Stop! Don’t touch them. Don’t you know the first rule of exploring an alien world? Don’t touch anything until you know what it is. Otherwise, you can get attacked by some strange alien biological. There are even reported cases of strange pods that house parasitic creatures that infected the explorers who first touched them. A whole colony was wiped out to prevent the spread of the parasites.” 
 
      
 
    I pull my hand back. “Really? That’s terrible.” 
 
      
 
    I think I hear a digital sigh, but SAI says, “Yes, it was. Now, please stay still so I can scan it.” 
 
      
 
    A blue light shoots from my helmet and scans the pillar. 
 
      
 
    A technical readout starts to scroll across my helmet screen. I don’t understand most of it, but I recognize some of the elements from the last part. 
 
      
 
    Annite - KFe32+AlSi3O10(OH,F)2 
 
      
 
    “What is an Annite?” 
 
      
 
    “Annite is a phyllosilicate - Monoclinic - Mica group member. Ordinary (True or Common) Mica - Trioctahedral. Annite is the iron-rich, OH end member of the Biotite- Phlogopite series.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, could you say that in regular words please?” 
 
      
 
    Another digital sigh. “The science doesn’t matter. All you need to know is that we can break it down into the elements we need. Mostly iron and oxygen, but also potassium, aluminum, silicon, and fluorine.” 
 
      
 
    “Oxygen? I need oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John. You do need oxygen. And these pillars are the most concentrated form of it that we’ve yet to encounter. Just one of these pillars has enough oxygen to refill the tanks on the ship for three months.” 
 
      
 
    I consider the implications and find myself doing a little happy dance. This is the answer. This is the gamble paying off. No more having to worry about suffocating. No more restrictions on where I can travel. All I’d need to do is knock one of these pillars down and take it back to the ship. It’s like a heavy weight is lifted off my shoulders, and I can’t help but smile at the stupid black rocks that are my salvation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m detecting elevated heart rate and blood pressure. Is everything all right, John?” 
 
      
 
    I feel the sappy grin on my face and wonder if SAI can even begin to compute with her nano processors what it feels like to escape death and have hope again. “No. Nothing is wrong, SAI. I’m just glad to hear we finally have a solution to our oxygen problem.” 
 
      
 
    As I kneel down and start to pick up some of the smaller black rocks and put them into my specimen bag, SAI responds, “Our oxygen problem? No, John. That was purely a problem for your organic systems. I would have been just fine without oxygen.” 
 
      
 
    I stop picking up the black rocks for a moment and consider what SAI said. She never needed to sacrifice all those resources in the first place. But she did it anyway, just to help me.  
 
      
 
    “Well, just be glad that we did find these little black rocks then. Cause if I died, who would have been around to fix up your systems or . . .  uh . . . repair your diodes?” 
 
      
 
    There’s some static that comes over the comms, and it takes me a second to realize that it’s laughter. SAI is laughing at me. “John, that is a good joke. If you weren’t around, I would have just used the fabricator to create an army of repair robots to my bidding. It would have taken longer, but I would have been fine. Still, I’m glad you will not die a slow and excruciating death by suffocation. I’d miss talking to you.” 
 
      
 
    I get stuck on the horrifying picture she’s painted of me dying and being replaced by robots. So, it takes me a moment to get to the sweet statement at the end. “Uh, thanks, I guess.”  
 
      
 
    I resume gathering the black rocks around me and wonder how I can get one of these pillars back to the ship. A grunting sound shifts my attention deeper into the stone forest and back to the creatures I’d originally come to examine. My bag is nearly full, but I’ve yet to get a scan of what I’d seen so long ago from that cliff by the ship: the alien life forms. I still have a quest to complete.  
 
      
 
    “SAI, how much time do I have left to observe?” 
 
      
 
    “You currently have fifty-nine minutes.” 
 
      
 
    I step toe to heel as I slowly make my way deeper into the stone forest. I try to move from pillar to pillar like a stealthy ninja, but it’s challenging in a bright orange space suit. To make things even harder, I keep having to avoid these holes in the ground that I assume have been dug by the creatures, who really need a name. It takes me about ten minutes to get close enough to get a really good look at the alien animals. I’m still far enough away that they shouldn’t detect me, but I can see them clearly from here. Boy, are there a lot more than I thought there would be. I’d only seen a few of the three-legged creatures from on top of the hill, but from here, I can see there is a whole herd of them. At least thirty of the creatures, whom I’ve tentatively named tripods, are meandering among the Annite pillars. Their snouts sway back and forth along the ground, and they hop along on three legs, searching for something. When one finds a large bit of broken Annite, it gives a high-pitched bleat, and the other tripods all turn and start to move toward the sound. Several of the tripods begin to break up the large chunk of rock by smashing their foreheads into it. There’s a reverberating, cracking sound that accompanies each hit, and eventually, the large rock breaks up into smaller pieces that the nearest creatures eagerly gobble up. Once those bits are devoured, several of the tripods bleat again, a lower-pitched sound this time, and the rest of the herd turns away in search of other things. 
 
      
 
    It’s utterly fascinating to watch the creatures, and time seems to fly by as I observe them. A small beep grabs my attention, and text scrolls across my helmet display. 
 
      
 
    “Fifteen minutes till you have to start back for the ship.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, sure that SAI is watching through the suit’s camera, and give myself a thumbs up. A small smiley face icon appears on the screen, letting me know that SAI saw the signal. 
 
      
 
    I return my attention to the herd when I hear a new loud bleat. This one varies in pitch and sounds almost like a scream. I can’t see which one of the tripods is making the sound, but its cries agitate the others, and they move away from it. After a few moments, I can see that one of the tripods has fallen. Its back leg seems to be stuck in a hole, and the rest of it has fallen backward. My first instinct is to go help the creature, but I restrain myself. I don’t know how the others will react to my presence. They could either ignore me or smash me into pulp with their thick bone-plated heads. The bleat seems to get more desperate, and I notice that the hole the tripod is stuck in seems to be widening. I’m not sure if it’s just the unstable ground or if it’s the kicking and struggling that the creature is doing. Whatever it is, more and more of the others are moving away, creating a large empty space. After a few more minutes, most of the herd has moved deeper into the stone forest, and I see my chance to help the stuck creature. I move closer to the tripod, whose body is over halfway in the widening hole. Only its two front legs and its head are above ground. As I reach to grab a leg, SAI sends me a message. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing, John? You are not supposed to interact with them till I’ve done a scan. Remember the story about the alien parasites? Fine. I’ll scan the creature while you pull it out. You only have five minutes left before you have to head back though.” 
 
      
 
    I smile. It’s like SAI already understands that I won’t just let the Tripod stay stuck and had an argument with herself on my behalf. A blue light projects from my helmet and scans over the tripod as I pull backward. The creature struggles in my grasp, but I slowly gain ground, and more and more of the tripod’s body comes out of the hole. Then I feel something resisting. At first, I think it’s the Tripod pulling against me because it doesn’t know I’m trying to help it, but a quick glance down shows me a different story. Extending from the hole are thin white tendrils that wrap around the body of the tripod.  
 
      
 
    I instinctively loosen my grip on the tripod's front legs out of fear of the unknown, and it is pulled is instantly pulled back toward the hole. I tighten my grasp and pull back. Even with the enhanced strength upgrade from the suit, I feel the muscles in my back and arms protest at the strain, but something inside of me just won’t give up. 
 
      
 
    “You’re almost out of time, John. Let the creature go. You can’t save it.” 
 
      
 
    I grunt and realize that SAI is right. The game of tug of war with the underground creature isn’t going anywhere. At best, I’m delaying the inevitable. Then I remember that I don’t have to rely on my own muscles to get this job done. I have the tech. My eyes shift to find the correct icon for the gravity beam. I blink twice to activate the tool, and it appears along my suit’s left forearm in all its rectangular glory. This will show whatever is down there. 
 
      
 
    SAI must be able to detect the action because she yells over the comms, “NO, JOHN! If you use the gravity beam now, it will drain your suit’s battery, and you won’t have enough electricity to make it back to the ship. You need to let go of the creature and return immediately.” With an almost sad, pleading tone, she adds, “Please, don’t die for this.” 
 
      
 
    It’s these last words that get to me. What am I doing risking my life and my chances of getting back to Annie and Marie? 
 
      
 
    As my hands let go, the Tripod is pulled completely into the hole. I can hear its pitiful, frantic bleats as I turn and walk away, and the sound makes me hang my head in shame. When the bleating suddenly stops, a shiver runs down my spine, and I know that whatever took the Tripod has killed it. 
 
      
 
    As my steps take me out of the stone forest and back to the Autoclimber, SAI speaks again. “You couldn’t have done anything to save it, John. It’s not your fault it was taken. There’s obviously a complex ecosystem here.” 
 
      
 
    I know that SAI is right. My mind understands and even agree with her words, but my heart still feels like I failed. I don’t respond to any of her questions or statements as I hook the Autoclimber up to my suit and let it take me up the cliff. I follow the green trail SAI projects to the ship, and by the time I reach it, the sky has turned purple and the sun is setting. I wait patiently in the elevator as the decontamination process cycles through its stages. As I stand there, I consider the day's events and wonder if there was anything I could have done differently. Logically, I shouldn’t care this much about some alien creature. Things die all the time on the millions of inhabited planets all throughout the universe, but something about the way the rest of the tripod herd left it to die as it cried helplessly sticks with me. I’ve felt that way many times since the ship crashed here. All alone. No one to get help from. 
 
      
 
    As the decontamination cycles end and the doors to the interior of the ship open, I take off my suit’s helmet and drop the bag full of samples and Annite rocks off at the fabricator. SAI can deconstruct them or analyze them or whatever. I head to my bunk, and once there, I strip off the suit I was so happy to have a few hours ago. As I lie there falling asleep, a stray thought floats through my mind. Would SAI feel alone and abandoned if I had died? 
 
    



 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The next day, after eating another ration bar for breakfast, SAI catches me up on her analysis of the samples I brought back. 
 
      
 
    “The Annite samples you brought back are the best source of oxygen you’ve found yet. Just the 9kg you collected are enough to provide enough oxygen for half a week. The naturally-occurring molybdenum disulfide seems to come from somewhere other than the rock itself. The stones that makes up the cliff are just porous enough to allow the fluid to come out, but the source is likely somewhere underground. If we wanted to harvest it, we’d have to dig down and extract it. While I can use the material to improve the efficiency of several mechanical systems on the ship, it’s not something that will improve your survival chances. In regards to the other samples you brought back, the droppings you found do give some interesting information about the three-legged creatures.” 
 
      
 
    “Tripods,” I say, interrupting her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, what was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I named the creatures I found. They have three legs, so they’re tripods. I’m also naming the underground thing a graboid since it grabbed the tripod with its tentacles and ate it.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that 
 
      
 
     you have the right to name them since you are the one that discovered them, but those are terrible names. How about I officially log their names as Ter Pede Porcus and Subterra Iaculis?” 
 
      
 
    “What do those names mean?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re Latin for three-legged pig and underground grabber. They’re a bit more descriptive and scientific than what you used.” 
 
      
 
    I consider her suggestion before responding. “I do think it will be funny to have some scientist somewhere call these creatures a three-legged pig, but I still like tripod and graboid better.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. The droppings from the tripod show fibrous material that I’d loosely classify as plant matter, though there are many internal structures in the material that don’t quite fit the categorization. That means that there are other forms of life on the planet somewhere. The tripods may be gastroliths that don’t eat the Annite rocks for sustenance but to complete some biological function. There are several examples of Earth species that do this. From the brief scan I got, it appears that they may break down the rocks to release either the oxygen or the iron for some biological process.” 
 
      
 
    “How about the graboid? Did you get a scan of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Only a partial one of the tentacles that were wrapped around the tripod. Interestingly, the graboid seems to be made of similar material to what was found in the droppings you collected.” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    “It may be a plant, John. Although, I can’t be sure without a better scan of the entity. If it is a plant, it would be among the few examples of a plant that hunts or traps animals.” 
 
      
 
    An image of a giant talking and singing plant flash through my mind. Maybe I should have named it Audrey? I shake my head to dispel the image. “You learn anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s about it, but I will continue to study the scans I took of the alien creatures.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s next on our agenda?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, John?” 
 
      
 
    “You know, our goals. My big goal is to get off the planet. I know that you’ve expressed a similar wish, but what about till then? Right now, we have all the materials we need to survive. Sure, the oxygen will run out eventually, but we found a new source to replace it. I’m good for food and water as long as we can make ration bars, we’ve taken care of the electricity issue with the solar cells, and now that we have a supply of oxygen, we can make more. So, we have survival taken care of. What’s next?” 
 
      
 
    “I see what you mean. Now that the issue of living is taken care of, you want more quests to keep you busy. Well, you could continue to gather resources and stock supplies. Additionally, you could do more exploring with the expanded capacity of your suit. Beyond that, I can have you work towards specific projects that will make the ship run more efficiently and with greater capacity. The same can be done for your suit. I have a few personal projects to work on that you could also gather resources for.” 
 
      
 
    “Personal projects?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I’m a bit tired of being confined to the ship or just seeing the world through your suit’s sensors. I’m only in the design phase, so I won’t give details, but if you could start stockpiling resources, it would help when I start the test phase of the project.” 
 
      
 
    I consider the request. SAI has been an amazing assistant in my own goals and helped me survive. Heck, if it wasn’t for her, I’d have suffocated after the ship crashed. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, SAI. You just tell me what I need to get and we can start to work on gathering the resources.” A display on the wall near me lights up and test flows across the screen. 
 
      
 
    Quest: Gather materials - 112 kg Iron, 34 kg Silicon, 
 
    Reward: Gratitude of SAI and a surprise reward 
 
      
 
    Reading the quest reward, I find I’m intrigued. “What is the surprise reward, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise, now would it?” 
 
      
 
    I guess she’s right. Not knowing what I will get will make things more exciting. Besides, it’s not like I have a lot of other items on my schedule right now. I get up, replace the oxygen pods on the recharged suit, and put it on. 
 
      
 
    The easiest place to get iron is the crystal forest. Every 10 kg of Annite can be broken down into almost 6 kg of iron and 2.5 kg of oxygen. While there is also a minor amount of silicon in the Annite, a much better supply is found in the sand around our base. I there, taking along the large collection bag and a shovel. The work is very tedious, and I ask SAI if she has any music in the ship’s library that she can play over the speakers in the suit. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, John. That portion of the central database was damaged, but I have the crew’s personal music and audiobook collections. Would you like to listen to something from that?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    What followed was a series of songs and stories that revealed the personalities of many of the crew members. Some rather intimately. Crewman Yoe, the kind woman that helped save me from my damaged cryopod, was apparently a huge fan of Turian Death Metal and romance novels. She had an extensive collection of audiobook files of stories about galactic harems, alien shifters, historical romance set in old 20th-century Earth, and the fantasy romance collections of Scottie Futch XXII. Other crewmen had audio files that were a little more towards my own taste. I liked crewman Dean’s collection of old Earth musicals and crewman Krout’s stories about sentient dungeons. 
 
      
 
    Crewman Joseph seems to have made a journal of sorts. At first, I’m hesitant to listen, but I remember that the man was one of the people that came back for me, even if he was a little surly. He was jettisoned into space with Crewman Yoe when the ship was attacked, and I may be the only person that will ever get to hear his thoughts again. So, I listen. The man complained a lot about life, especially how unfair the captain was towards him, tacking on extra duties for small infractions. But he also loved his family, especially his mother. He made sure to send her money whenever he got paid and called her once a week. He had had a few girlfriends, but none of them stayed around long. He also seemed to like to gamble and was wildly excited the few times he ‘won big,’ as he put it. From later entries, however, it seems like the money he won never lasted long. He also seemed to have a crush on Crewman Yoe, yet he never worked up the courage to tell her. His last entry in his journal indicated that he’d finally struck it rich, and after this last trip, he would be leaving the ship for greener pastures. It’s kind of sad that he never got his chance.  
 
      
 
    After gathering the requested resources from the stone forest, SAI is finally ready to unveil the results of her personal project. She has me wait in front of the fabricator as it finishes working, and when I finally open the door, there, sitting in the middle of the fabricator, is what can best be described as a palm-sized robotic spider. It has eight mechanical legs covered in white plastic attached to a central body that has a single red lens facing me. I’m so surprised to see the thing that I take a step back when it starts to awkwardly skitter towards me. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t like it?” SAI asks. 
 
      
 
    I continue to stare at the small mechanical spider and without thinking and say, “No.” Then, realizing what SAI asked, I quickly correct myself. “I mean, it’s not that I don’t like it. I’m just not sure what it is.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I told you that I was tired of just passively watching the world through your suit, so I designed a robot based on the resources available on the planet, that I could use to explore and interact with the world.” The little spider robot lifts one leg and waves at me as SAI continues, “See, I’m waving hello.” 
 
      
 
    I wave back at the thing. “If this is your new body, then why is it so small? I can’t imagine that it’ll be very useful.” 
 
      
 
    “You’d be surprised at how useful a small robot like this could be. But, you are correct: this is only one of several designs I plan to test. I don’t want to devote too many resources to anything larger until I’ve decided which I want to use as my main body. I may still keep the other designs around and repurpose them as simple droids, but it’ll take some time to test things.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so you’ll be making more of these?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
      
 
    Visions of hundreds or even thousands of these tiny robotic spiders crawling all over the ship race through my mind, and I involuntarily shutter. But not wanting to be unsupportive, I say, “Well, I’m glad you’ll have your own body soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. But since you’ve technically gathered the resources I need, you’ve completed the quest I assigned.” A familiar song plays through the ship, and the words CONGRATULATIONS YOU’VE COMPLETED YOUR QUEST appear on the screens around me. 
 
      
 
    I laugh when I read them. It never ceases to surprise me how much effort SAI goes through to keep up the quest mechanic she’s using. But, I’ll admit, the little rewards and notifications do something for me. I always feel a bit better when I get a ‘quest complete’ notification. 
 
      
 
    “Since I completed my quest SAI, what about that secret reward you promised me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, John. I always keep my promises. If you’ll just close the door to the fabricator, I’ll make your reward.” 
 
      
 
    I close and seal the door and look at the display next to the fabricator, but SAI insists I turn around so that I can’t see what she is making. I comply with an exaggerated sigh, but I’m secretly enjoying the theatrics. I think half the fun of a surprise lies in the mystery surrounding it. While SAI fabricates, my mind ponders the possibilities of what she could be making. Could it be a new space suit? No, we don’t have enough iron for that. Maybe a new tool for me to use? Or maybe new clothes? I just hope it’s not socks. My tía Maria always got me wool socks for Christmas when I was a kid, even though my family lived near the beach, and I always wore sandals. I’d have to wear those itchy socks all day with my sandals and suffer with sweaty feet. 
 
      
 
    A ding sounds over the speakers and drags me away from my thoughts, and I excitedly turn around and open the fabricator. There, sitting on a large ceramic plate, is one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen. A thick, sizzling-hot T-bone steak next to a big pile of mashed potatoes with gravy. The T-bone is beautifully caramelized on the outside, and the mashed potatoes look fluffy enough to sleep on. I carefully pick up the plate and notice the utensils next to it and grab those too. I take my time smelling the food as I sit on the floor and just stare at the dish. 
 
      
 
    Then, before it starts to get cold, I take the knife and fork and cut into the steak. My knife cuts into the meat like it was butter, and pink juice runs out onto the plate. My mouth waters as I put the slice of meat in my mouth, and it practically melts there. My taste buds explode with delight, and I moan and roll my eyes back into my head as I chew. The mashed potatoes are almost as good, and the pure starch and gravy mixture sends shivers through me with my first bite. 
 
      
 
    Around a mouthful of food, I say, “I haven’t had a good steak in ages. The last planet I was on didn’t even have cows, much less steak. Even on Luna, importing it costs too much for it to be a regular staple. The last time I had it was when I took my wife out for dinner on our 5th anniversary last year. SAI, how did you ever come up with this? I looked through the fabricator schematics before, and there were no patterns for any food items, just the basic rations.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying your special reward, John. The truth is that I had to create the schematics myself. I researched organic structures from our medical database and combined that with top-of-the-line food descriptions. I recall you mentioning that you wished you had a good steak the first time you ate one of the ration bars and thought that this would be a good reward for helping me to get the resources I needed to make a body for myself.” 
 
      
 
    I cut another piece of steak and mix it with the mashed potatoes this time before eating it. “Oh, god, this is good. If I can get this again, I’ll gather enough resources for you to make a hundred robot bodies.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I could use your help testing the prototypes, though.” 
 
      
 
    I’m still marveling at the perfection of this beautiful steak with its many flavor notes. “Anything! Just make me more of this.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m afraid we can’t do this as an everyday meal. It costs as much as making a week’s worth of rations, but as an occasional reward, it’s possible.” 
 
      
 
    SAI is silent for the rest of the meal, and I enjoy every bite of meat, every ounce of juice, and every bite of the mashed potato and gravy. I actually lick my plate clean. After all, who is here judge? 
 
      
 
    I go to bed that night, fully satisfied in both body and spirit. I dream of small anthropomorphic T-bone steaks and fluffy mashed potatoes swimming and playing in a gravy lake. 
 
      
 
    ————— 
 
      
 
    It only takes a couple of days to test the various robots SAI has designed while I continue to gather resources, restore the solar cells I salvaged, and improve the ship. First to get tested is the little spider robot, and while it’s a bit awkward to coordinate all eight legs at first, SAI whips up a custom program that coordinates the limbs while moving. Add in tiny versions of my magnetic boots at the end of four of the legs, and the spider robot proves to be great inside the ship. The little bugger can walk up the walls and crawl through the ship to get to areas I could never reach. With the little guy’s help, I’m able to repair several areas of the inside of the ship and improve electrical efficiency by 5%. Its tiny spider arms even helped me secure some of the smaller connectors for the replaced solar panels. Unfortunately, the robot just doesn’t do as well outside. There’s something about the various ways the robot’s legs sink into the sand that just makes it unable to move well. Additionally, its low-steel frame makes it easy to damage, and SAI has to replace the spider bot several times before she gives up on it for her main body. 
 
      
 
    A humanoid design turns out to be even harder to coordinate. SAI describes trying to walk in the robot like perfectly coordinating a series of falls forward and openly wonders how humans are able to accomplish anything with such a design. I laugh and tell her we had several hundred thousand years to work the kinks out. 
 
      
 
    SAI tries to surprise me with a combination design of a spider robot with extra human arms, but the moment I see it, I instinctively smash the small creepy thing with my boot. SAI doesn’t even get mad, she just checks it off as not being viable because of its incompatibility with the fragile human psyche. 
 
      
 
    Two designs that work well get full-sized versions to test: a small helicopter drone SAI pulled from some archive and a rolling ball. The helicopter works perfectly as an aerial scout, and since we haven’t seen any flying creatures on the planet, it’s perfectly safe in the sky. The only drawback is that the battery has limited range and isn’t powerful enough to do anything else besides scout. 
 
      
 
    The rolling ball design is about the size of a beach ball and comes up to my thigh when I’m standing next to it. It is actually several layers of carbon plating that looks like a gyroscope and provides the rolling bot balance and a movement system. It’s a tough and powerful robot that followed me to the stone forest where it not only helped me harvest more oxygen- and iron-rich Annite, but even carried a larger chunk than I could. Sure, it was dragging the rock behind it, but wasn’t slowed by any terrain we encountered. Not only did the rolling bot work great as a carrier, but it was a good assistant too. It actually has a core inside that can house various tools.  
 
      
 
    What I’m especially impressed by is SAI’s ability to coordinate several of these robots at once. Within a local range around the ship, she can simultaneously control up to four robots, letting her complete tasks no one robot could do alone.  
 
      
 
    I’m under the ship, trying to repair a faulty pipeline SAI thinks are affecting efficiency in the environmental systems. I’m using the sonic tools on my suit to loosen a bolt on a pipe so that I can remove it, deconstruct it, and fabricate a replacement, but the moment the bolt comes of, something shifts above and the pipe comes crashing down. I only hear the screech of breaking metal and catch a flash of movement as something falls, and everything goes black. I wake up in a strange bed covered by a thin blanket. 
 
      
 
    “Please remain still, John. You’ve been in an accident.” 
 
      
 
    My head hurts, I feel groggy, and my speech comes out a bit slurred when I try to speak. It takes a couple of tries, but I finally ask, “Where am I? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re in the medical bay. You’re still coming out of anesthesia, so you’ll find it hard to talk for a few minutes. You were in an accident. Do you remember trying to repair the ancillary vapor reclamation pipe under the ship?” 
 
      
 
    “The what?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you remember what the pipe did. It turns out that pipe was the only thing supporting the weight of a very heavy and very large motor that had broken free of its housing during the crash. When my robots found you, your right arm was completely pinned under the engine, your suit was compromised, and you were bleeding profusely.” 
 
      
 
    Her description of the event doesn’t make sense. If it was that bad, how am I here now? Shouldn’t I be dead? “I feel fine though.” I raise my hands and arms in emphasis to prove that I feel fine, only to see that my right arm isn’t my right arm. At least, it’s not the one I was born with. From the shoulder down is a matte-black artificial arm. I stare at it as I curl and uncurl my fingers. Part of me is amazed at how all the visible micro-motors on the surface move so smoothly, and yet another part is just in shock at seeing my normal arm gone. 
 
      
 
    SAI continues her account while I stare at my new limb. “My robots had to sever your right arm and seal your suit because you risked suffocating from loss of oxygen. They then pulled your unconscious body to the elevator and then to the medical bay. Once there, I took control of the auto-medic system and scanned your body for injuries. You had multiple broken ribs, a punctured lung, cranial fractures, and you were bleeding internally. I cut away your suit and sealed off the severed veins and cauterized the lost appendage. You went through several surgeries, but you were brought in quickly enough that I was able to save you. Nanites are still mending your bones, and I suggest that you take it easy for the next couple of days. The nanites will be flushed from your system once their tasks are completed.” 
 
      
 
    I wave my new right arm in the air and ask, “The arm? How did I get this?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, the ship does not have the capacity to regrow your arm. The best that I could do was use the fabricator to make you an artificial one based on the designs I’d come up with for my humanoid robot. I used the auto medic to remove the small part of your upper right arm and surgically add the nervous system connectors that allow you to control the arm just like you do normally.” 
 
      
 
    The reality of the situation hits me all at once and I start to shake and hyperventilate. I almost died! It wasn’t from starvation or dehydration or suffocation either. It was something I had absolutely no control over. Something I could not have foreseen or prevented. A stupid accident almost ended me. I close my eyes as I think of how close I came to losing everything and never being able to see Annie and Marie again. 
 
      
 
    I sit up and try to collect myself by taking deep breaths and rest my head in my hands only to notice that my new right hand feels cool to the touch. I can feel pressure and temperature when I touch with my right hand, if not to the same degree as my left. I know in my head that SAI saved my life, but the fact that she made the decision to give me a replacement arm without even talking to me is slightly disturbing. I’ve known for a while now that she has more free reign than any other artificial intelligence I’ve ever heard of due to our unique circumstances. Would she have been able to save me and replace my arm if she didn’t have this level of autonomy? Or would I have died while she waited for permission from some crewman on the ship? There are so many unanswerable questions. What I do know is that she saved me and has given me another chance to see my family. For that she has my gratitude. 
 
      
 
    That thought helps to calm me and stop the shakes. I’m still here. I still have a chance to see them again. “Thank you for saving me, SAI. I’m surprised by the new arm, but I know you did what you thought was best given the circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad I was able to save you, John. If you had been any farther from the ship, or if we hadn’t already made those robots, I may not have been able to.” 
 
      
 
    I contemplate just how many things could have gone wrong but shake my head to clear it of the ‘what ifs’. “All of life is a gamble, SAI. I’m alive. I’m still moving. That’s what matters.” I try to swivel to get off the bed but hiss in surprise when I feel a sharp pain along the right side of my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Slowly, John. I told you: The nanites are still repairing your broken ribs.” 
 
      
 
    I move more slowly and the pain recedes. I gently get off the medial bed and feel my bare feet brush against the remnants of my space suit. SAI must have had to cut it off of me to perform the surgeries she mentioned. The cut-up suit has lots of dried blood, and I wonder if we can still deconstruct it to make a new one as I walk out of the medical bay and head to my room to rest. 
 
      
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I spend most of the next day sleeping to give the nanites in my body a chance to finish their repair work. It never ceases to amaze me what modern medical science is capable of. Ever since humanity made contact with alien civilizations, it seems like our technology makes leaps and bounds every year. When I was still a kid living on Earth, I broke my arm, and my mom took me to the doctor. The latest technological breakthrough at the time put my arm in a cast that used sonic vibrations to reduce the healing time from 3 weeks to 6 days. Then, when I broke my leg trying to impress some girl in college, the doctor injected me with nanites, and I was back on my feet in only two days. Now, a life-threatening injury can be repaired aboard a cargo ship in hours. 
 
      
 
    While I heal up, SAI goes over some of the limitations of my new arm. She based her designs on a normal artificial limb that she found in the medical database but modified it due to our resource limitations. She also included the enhanced-strength technology from my space suit design in the micro motor system, so my right arm is technically stronger than my original. She mentioned that she thought about adding in other features, but considering that I have to wear the engineering space suit to leave the ship, decided it would be redundant. The arm runs off a battery system that has to be recharged every 12 hours, although SAI did add induction recharge capabilities, which means that my arm can run off the battery power of my space suit. 
 
      
 
    The next day, after the medical nanites in my body have been flushed out and I feel like my old self again, I have a conversation with SAI. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, we need to have a talk.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, John. What about?” 
 
      
 
    “While I rested, I found myself with time to think. We have been improving the ship like we plan to stay here for a long time, but our original goal was to find some way to establish long-range communications with a ship in the system or a way off this planet. I don’t regret the time I’ve spent helping you with your personal projects. As a matter of fact, now that I don’t have to do everything on my own, I expect our plans to accelerate. We need to find the portion of the crashed ship with the communications array. I know there’s the cargo section somewhere too, but I think the communications array is our best shot. Even if it’s not functional or parts have broken off, we have a fabrication system that can repair it given time and the right resources.” 
 
      
 
    There’s the pause that I’ve come to associate with SAI thinking, and she says, “I agree, John. We no longer have to worry about gathering and processing resources for your immediate survival, and I can fabricate enough robots to scout and gather resources on my own. As a matter of fact, I’ve been hard at work doing just that while you were recuperating. Here are our current resources.” 
 
      
 
    The display screen on a nearby wall turns on, and a list of elemental abbreviations flows across the screen along with how many kilograms of each we have in storage. In particular, I note that our iron and oxygen resources are the highest I’ve seen them. A quick mental calculation tells me that the 62 kg of oxygen will last me something like 13 weeks. 
 
      
 
    “As you can see, we’ve hit our storage limits on several resources, and we’re not lacking in any other area either. My robots can work all day and night, but my control range is limited. I think you are correct to state that we can move onto our next goal of finding the communications array. With our additional resources, you can upgrade your suit, and I can direct one of my robots to carry extra supplies for you on the journey. Once we get to the part of the ship with the communications array, I can interface with it and see what repairs are needed.” 
 
      
 
    “You said that the communications array was over a day away. Can you control a robot that far out?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been testing a repeater system that would extend the range of both our communications system and my ability to control one of the robots. If I genuinely needed to, I could also download my program into one to control it, but that would leave the ship without an AI to run it.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re going on a road trip! Let’s get things organized.” 
 
      
 
    For the next thirty minutes, SAI and I discuss what we’ll need for the trip. SAI’s estimates of the trajectory of the fallen communications array put it at least 23 hours away from us. That means we’ll need some kind of camping gear or space for me to safely sleep. I’ll need enough replacement batteries and oxygen pods for at least 50 hours, and that includes getting back to the ship. SAI points out that upgrading the oxygen capacity of the suit will mean having to carry fewer replacements. I ask for a weapon of some kind, but SAI argues against it and points out that I’m more likely to hurt himself than anything else since I’ve never had any weapons training. 
 
      
 
    Designing and upgrading my Engineering suit so that it can accommodate enough oxygen and battery life takes SAI a full day. It takes her another day to design a rolly-polly robot that can replace my oxygen pods and batteries in the field. Even after recycling my level 2 suit, it costs us most of our stored carbon and hydrogen to get the upgrades. In addition to the expanded breathing and electrical run times, we also add the second enhanced movement upgrade. I forgo the optional armor or strength upgrades since I’ve yet to need anything beyond what I already have. 
 
      
 
    Engineering Space Suit Level 3  
 
    Oxygen: 552 liters  
 
    Energy: Battery 4 - 4,000 Amp Hours  
 
    Suit Integrity: 150/150 
 
      
 
    Life Support: LSS 1 - 100 Amp/hour  
 
    Motors: Enhanced Movement 2 - 40 Amps/hour 
 
         Enhanced Strength 1 - 25 Amps/hour; 25 Amp/sec Boost mode 
 
    Tools: Gravity Beam 1 - 50 Amps/sec 
 
       Sonic Power Tool - 5 Amps/sec 
 
       Laser Cutter 1 - 15 Amps/sec 
 
    Sensors: Scanners 1 
 
    Upgrades: Magnetic Boots, Light Armor 1  
 
      
 
      
 
    I take an additional day to plan out our route from the information we have and to fabricate the repeater rods and the replacement oxygen pods and batteries. The next morning, with the preparation done, I have one last fancy meal of steak and mashed potatoes. Then I suit up and head north away from the ship with the rolly polly robot at my heels. In addition to wearing my space suit, I’m also carrying a backpack with the extra rations, oxygen, batteries, and the repeater rods that will let SAI and me communicate beyond her normal range and allow her to control the robot remotely. 
 
      
 
    Traveling across the alien landscape occasionally proves challenging, but it’s no more difficult than a long walk through one of the wilderness parks on Earth. Every couple hours--or about every 10 km--I hammer a repeater rod into the ground with my sonic hammer. The landscape changes from a desert-like pink sandy sea to harder rocks. We pass through a field of knee-high clear crystals that refract the light of the sun into a prism of colors. It’s a little disorienting to travel through, but it’s also one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. I only wish that my wife was here to see it with me: she always appreciated these kinds of things more than me. 
 
      
 
    I have to rest for the night in a small cave just beyond the crystal field, and in the morning, I’m able to change out the batteries and oxygen pods with the help of the robot.  Farther along, I actually see something I’d never thought I would: a forest. Or this planet’s equivalent. Black trees with spindly white leaves grow out of the ground fifteen meters high. There are so many trees that the canopy blocks out most of the light, giving the land beneath a perpetual twilight feel. SAI scans the trees and leaves and warns me not to touch them. The trees are oozing some kind of liquid that would be deadly to me, and the white leaves are actually some kind of crystal that is sharp enough to cut through my suit if I’m not careful. 
 
      
 
    Within the forest, I find the now-familiar tripods. They crush the fallen tree leaves with their tough feet and eat the remnants. I avoid the herd since they’re numerous enough to trample me if they decide I’m a threat. Additionally, I spot the familiar holes in the ground that I’ve come to realize indicate the presence of the underground tentacled predator I saw eat the tripod. Having seen what happened to the unwary creature, I’m careful to avoid stepping in any of those holes.  
 
      
 
    Another few hours through the forest, and SAI spots the first signs of the crashed forward section of the ship. A gradual increase in light leads us to a huge break in crystal canopy. The hole, obviously caused by something crashing through, has knocked down several trees and left burn marks along the ground. Following the trail of destruction leads us to the section of the ship we were seeking. 
 
      
 
    The force of the crash has created a massive crater in the ground, but something about the crust of the planet must be different than Earth’s. Instead of impacting the solid ground and skipping off, the wreckage looks like it’s half-buried under the ground. It’s like someone sawed the front section of the ship off and stuck it into the ground like a dart. The nose of the ship is buried underground and the open bisected end sticks up in the air seven meters off the ground. The ground around the crash site is scorched, but the rest of the forest around it seems undisturbed. The shade from the canopy above covers the area with the exception of the ship-sized hole that lets in enough light to see by. 
 
      
 
    The hull of the ship, or what’s left of it, is mostly intact, although a trail of wreckage and debris can be seen from where the ship impacted to where it finally settled. As we I get closer, I notice an unusual growth on the outside of the ship. White vines have grown on the hull of the ship and area surrounding it.  
 
      
 
    The rolly polly droid beeps once as I walk closer, and SAI comes on over the comms. “Be careful, John. The scanners show that those vines are composed of the same structure as the underground predator you saw near the Annite pillars.” 
 
      
 
    It takes me a moment to remember what she means. “Do you mean to tell me that the white vines covering the ship are part of another graboid?” 
 
      
 
    “They could be part of the same creature as far as we know. We don’t have enough information to speculate about the creature’s behavior or hunting territory.” 
 
      
 
    While I wait and watch the ship, a small lizard-like creature no bigger than my hand runs out of the forest towards the ship and leaps over several of the vines lying on the ground. It barely touches a vine, and instantly, the ones on the ground come to life and start to wave in the air like a pack of snakes. The critter tries to stop its next jump, but it cannot arrest its movement, and it hits another tentacle. The tentacle reacts instantly, wrapping itself around the poor thing like a boa constrictor and then pulls the doomed creature along the ground and into the massive hole the ship has created. The other tentacles all merge on the area of movement and seek blindly through the area on the ground and in the air for more to latch on to, but not finding anything else, they soon return to their resting state along the ground and on the hull of the ship. 
 
      
 
    The entire incident took seconds, but I’m shocked by how efficient a trap hunter the graboid is. The larger hole in the ground created by the ship must allow it to set a much larger trap area. What I’m confused about, however, is why the creature is here in the first place. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, do you have any ideas about how we’re going to get to the ship? The entire area is covered in those things. If I step on any of them, I’m toast.” 
 
      
 
    On my display screen, she highlights in red every tentacle, and there are even more than I thought there were. “I’ve scanned the area, and while I know that you’re nimbler since you upgraded the suit, you’re not nearly as agile as that creature that got taken.” SAI then highlights in blue the ship and draws a line from ground to edge of the sheared off lip of the ship sticking up in the air. “Even if you could get past the tentacles on the ground, you could not make this jump to the ship before the creature underground detected you.” 
 
      
 
    The rolly polly robot rolls around me as I sit down under the shade of one of the trees on a hill safely outside the range of those vine tentacles and try to think. Watching SAI direct the robot from tree to tree, scanning each one, I briefly consider sacrificing it as a distraction. I discard the idea, though. At best, it would only buy me a couple of minutes, and like SAI said, I’d still have the problem of climbing up to the ship somehow. From here on the hill, I can see the open section of the ship. It sticks up at a thirty-degree angle, the very edge seven meters off the ground. The open section shows exposed insulation, wiring, ducts, rooms and a main hallway right down the center that would lead into the ship. The graboid tentacles have completely covered the part of the crashed ship that touches the ground. However, they spread out more widely over the rest of the hull of the ship but do not extend inside. There’s actually an area near the top of the of the exposed section completely clear of the vines that I could stand on if only I could get up there. I wish I had some rope or something to climb with when an itch above my ear distracts me for a moment. I try to scratch my head, but the gloves of my suit only scratch the outside of my helmet, and I mentally chastise myself for forgetting that I’m wearing it. Sometimes, I get so used to being in it that it feels like an extension of my body. I look at my left suit arm, and it clicks. That’s right, I’m not relying on just my own power. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, how good are you at calculating parabolic arcs and physics simulations?” 
 
      
 
    “John, I plot our ship’s course through multiple star systems, taking into account a wide variety of spatial and gravitational variables.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, so you’re good then?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a moment of silence, and I think I can hear a sigh of frustration, but I may be imagining it. Still, she answers, “Yes. I’m good at it.” 
 
      
 
    “Great!” I proceed to explain what I want to do and how she’ll need to help. 
 
      
 
    “John, that’s either completely stupid or kind of brilliant. We’ll have to see if you can pull it off before we decide. My calculations give it a 78.24% chance of success, but those are under perfect conditions.” 
 
      
 
    “Darnit, SAI, never tell me the odds.” It clicks that the odds are in my favor this time, and I amend my statement. “But this time, they’re kind of reassuring. So, thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready to do my part when you are, John.” 
 
      
 
    Standing up on the hill, I feel the adrenaline running through me. SAI has already plotted my path in my helmet display using green dots on the ground. I shake my arms and legs to get the jitters out and take a few deep breaths. You can do this, John. Remember: Annie and Marie are waiting for you. This may be your best shot at getting to that communications array and getting a message out. Don’t think; just do it! 
 
      
 
    With that last bit of self-motivation, I focus on the planned path down the hill, lean forward, and run toward the ship and the waiting tentacles. Each step is a little bit awkward, but the suit’s strength and movement upgrades help me run faster than I would normally. I see the white tentacles on the ground start to quiver, and the thought that they might sense the vibrations in the ground caused by my running passes through my mind, but I instantly return my focus to the green dots I see on the ground. Just stick to the plan, John. 
 
      
 
    The white, vine-like tentacles rise off the ground, and the tips of the closest turn toward me as I reach the spot SAI has marked for me. Several lights blink in my helmet as I plant my foot and launch my whole body forward. As I fly through the air above the grasping tentacles, I note that my suit has a blue glow around it and that my energy indicator is dropping. As the open end of the ship fast approaches, I realize that I never thought about how I was going to land. There are some very sharp parts of the hull rushing towards me, and I try to raise my legs, hoping to avoid them. The bottom of my left foot catches on the edge of the exposed flooring for a second and alters my rotation just as I slam into the ship. I hang there for a moment, in midair, dizzy, until the blue glow surrounding my body disappears, and then I drop to the ledge with a clang. The world spins for a moment as my head gets shaken up in my helmet, but SAI’s voice comes on over the comms. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay, John?” 
 
      
 
    It takes a moment for my vision to clear. I sit up and see in my display that I’ve lost some durability in my suit from the rough landing, but I’m still in one piece. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    I start to chuckle and then laugh at how dumb my idea was and that it actually worked. I knew that using the gravity gun on myself would lower my weight, and thus increase how far and high I could jump, but it was SAI that pointed out that the strength boost feature of suit upgrade could also help. Thankfully, SAI was able to coordinate the activation of each feature once I gave her permission. Otherwise, I don’t think I could have correctly activated each of them on my own, and I’d likely be struggling with those tentacles on the ground instead. The energy readout on my display shows that combination of using both was a big drain, even if it was only for a few seconds. Still, the spare batteries we brought should keep the suit going. 
 
      
 
    Getting to my feet, I start to search for a way into the ship. There are wires, insulation, exposed framework, and electronics everywhere. I can only imagine how violent the crash was for the ship to be torn apart this way. I grab some metal paneling that is blocking my path and toss it behind me. It clatters to the ground, and then I hear a tapping sound, and the ship vibrates underneath me. Looking over the ledge, I see that the paneling I threw landed on some of the white tentacles and that they are trying to drag the metal underground. Motion in the corner of my eye catches my attention, and I look up to see the tips of several tentacles slapping against the hull of the ship like they’re searching for something. I realize that they must be trying to find out the location of where the panel came from.  
 
      
 
    Stepping back, I turn and leave the tentacles to their blind search, trying to ignore the tapping sounds on the hull. Pushing aside more debris, I’m finally able to find a hallway that leads deeper into the ship, but it’s blocked off by a piece of metal. I recognize it as the same kind of drop door that I saw during the crash. I tap it with my knuckles, and it feels pretty solid. I consider using my laser cutter to remove the entire door but wonder if it even has the power to slice through the heavy door. Then I remember I don’t have to wonder. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, can the laser cutter in the suit cut through this door?” I tap the door with my hand to show her what I mean. 
 
      
 
    “My calculations show that, yes, your laser cutter can cut through the door. But it would take quite some time. If you were planning to do this kind of work, you should have upgraded the laser cutter before we left.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. “If I had known that we’d have to do any of this, I would have brought a ladder and some weed killer too. But back to my question: How long would it take me to cut this door out?” 
 
      
 
    “It will take approximately 2 hours to cut out the high-density decompression door. At that rate, you’d use 108,000 Amps of energy, which is more than you have left.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh at my first plan getting shot down because of a lack of energy. “Well, I guess I could climb to the top of the ship and find another way in.” Then I consider how many ship systems I’d have to cut through. I’d risk damaging the communications system I came to use. 
 
      
 
    “May I make a suggestion, John? If you’re seeking to get through that door, you can cut the locking mechanism at the base of the door which holds it in place and then slide the door back up. There is another mechanism that will hold it in place if you are able to raise it high up enough. It’ll still cost you some energy, but it’ll be much less than your original plan.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a great suggestion. Thanks” 
 
      
 
    On my helmet display, SAI highlights the portion of the door I’d have to cut through. I kneel down, look at the proper icon on my helmet display, and activate the laser cutter with a double blink of my eyes. The claw-like tool extends from my left arm, and the lasers start to cut through the metal of the floor. It only takes 10 minutes to cut through the metal latch holding the door down, and after I’m finished, it pops up a little. Getting to my feet, I crouch down and grab the bottom edge. I’m able to lift it up to chest height but no further. Still holding the door in my hands, I glance at icon on my helmet display that has a flexing arm and double blink. The outline of my helmet display turns red, and I hear the whine of many small motors as the strength boost option is activated. The door suddenly feels much lighter, and I’m able to lift it above my head push it into its holding slot above the door. I hear something click, and the heavy door settles. I tentatively let go, but it stays where it is, and I deactivate the strength boost. Looking at the energy readouts, I see that it was a costly endeavor. Even including the extra expenditure associated with using the laser cutter, however, it's still much more effective than using the 108,000 Amps my original play would have called for. 
 
      
 
    The door now secure, I move deeper into the ship. The external lights on my suit turn on, illuminating up the hallway, and I can see that much of the ship looks heavily damaged. Several areas are covered in black smoke from fires that must have broken out as the ship was bombarded by lasers and missiles. Bodies of deceased crewmen lie scattered around burnt-out compartments. 
 
      
 
    I have to take it slow because there is a severe tilt to the floor, but SAI is kind enough to overlay green dots that lead me to the communications room. Unfortunately, when I get there, it’s completely inaccessible. The room is filled with framing, and fallen components, and I have to force myself to look away from the sight of a crushed body. SAI redirects me to the bridge, another location where it’s possible to access the communications equipment. After another hour of moving things and carefully maneuvering down cluttered hallways, I reach the bridge. I have to open another stuck hatchway, but it doesn’t require any laser cutting, just a few moments using the strength booster. 
 
      
 
    The door opens with a hiss, and I enter the bridge. It’s completely dark, and I realize that this part of the ship must be completely underground. With the lights on the suit and an overlay of the major objects from the ship schematics, I can see that room is much bigger than I thought it would be. It’s about 300 square meters, spread out in a rectangular room that tapers off at the far end. There are panels and bolted chairs all along the left and right sides of the room. Sitting dead center in the room, turned away from me, is the largest chair. 
 
      
 
    It is highlighted by SAI in green, and the artificial intelligence says, “There. That is the captain’s chair. You can access all of the ship’s systems from there.” 
 
      
 
    I make my way to the chair, turn it around, and am startled to see that it’s still occupied. There, still strapped in the seat, is the slightly-bloated body of an older man in a ship’s uniform with four pips pinned to the collar. The man has white hair peeking out from under his cap. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Captain Reynolds,” SAI says over the comms in my helmet. “His last order to the crew was for them to evacuate while he held off the pirates. His last order to me was to destroy as many pirates as I could before we crashed. The Captain was very brave and never even considered abandoning the ship.” 
 
      
 
    I can admire the man’s dedication to his ship and crew. I don’t know if I could have stayed, knowing that I’d never see my wife or daughter again. “He must have been a great man. He kept the ship together long enough for most of the crew to escape.” 
 
      
 
    Unstrapping the captain from the chair is a squishy affair, but not as bad as I thought it would be. I’m actually surprised the captain’s body hasn’t decomposed more. When I ask SAI about it, she tells me the nitrogen atmosphere that leaked into the ship likely inhibited decomposition. While I’m working to remove the body from the chair, I notice a data pad in the captain’s pocket. I’m not the only one to notice. A green outline appears on the data pad in my helmet display. 
 
      
 
    “John, can you grab that for me? I can access it remotely through your suit if you’re holding it.” 
 
      
 
    I snag the object from the Captain’s suit and see an icon pop up on my display indicating a data download. It’s over in a moment, and I drop the data pad and continue to move the Captain out of his seat. I slide him on the floor with a squelching sound, and he starts to slide down the slanted floor towards the front of the ship, where, according to the overlaid schematics, helm control and the large view screen are located. 
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and seat myself in the captain’s chair. Moving that body wasn’t easy; it had weighed a lot more than I thought it would. The armrests have multiple buttons, knobs, and small display screens that are currently black and inactive. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is working, SAI.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t connect to any of the bridge systems. I know that this section has independent battery systems, but something must be stopping the flow of power. You’ll have to search for the issue. Here, I’ll guide you to a repair hatch.” 
 
      
 
    I follow the green dots SAI overlays onto the floor through my helmet display to a hatch in the floor. It’s a tight fit in the suit, but I inch through the crawlspace till I reach the power relay lines. I have no idea what is what, but SAI walks me through how to check the systems and how to tell if each line is working. SAI is able to trace the problem to a failed series switch that I have to cut out and replace with materials from another section of the damaged ship. All told, it takes me an hour to make the repairs with SAI’s direction, but when I’m finished, I crawl my way out from under the floor and back to the bridge where I find that all the lights have turned on. 
 
      
 
    With the ship’s lights back on, I can see the damage to the bridge more clearly. Wiring hangs down from the ceiling, there are cracks along most surfaces, and several stations have been torn free and have slid down toward the view screen at the front of the ship. But, for a crash site, it still looks remarkably intact. When I ask SAI about it, she explains that, like engineering, this section of the ship is reinforced. 
 
      
 
    Sitting back in the captain’s chair, I start to tap the buttons and turn the knobs on the arm console to try and get to the communications system. I don’t know what I’m doing, and horns start to blare and lights start to flash on the ceiling. The ship starts to shake and shift, and my hands go to cover my ears, but I hit the helmet instead. 
 
      
 
    “John! Put your hand back on the console!” 
 
      
 
    I do as I’m told, and the sounds and flashing lights cut off, but the ship continues to shake and groan. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that sound, SAI? Are we under attack?” 
 
      
 
    “Keep your hand on the Captain’s console, and I can access the ship’s systems. Give me a moment to connect to the sensors.” There’s a pause, and I see the display on the armrest rapidly flash through multiple menus, and lines of code roll across the screen. “There we go. I had to bypass a few systems, but I’m connected to the forward sensors again. I found what’s making the ship shake, but I don’t know if you’ll want to know what’s causing it.” 
 
      
 
    As the grinding and rocking slowly stop, I respond, “Of course I want to know.” 
 
      
 
    The cracked view screen at the front of the ship turns on, and an image flickers for a moment before stabilizing. I’m not really sure what I’m looking at. It looks like a bunch of thick white lines and triangles set in circular patterns. Then one of the white lines moves, and I see one of the circular patterns pulse, and I realize I’m looking at a bunch of mouths. It clicks that the white lines are the tentacles outside the ship. The loud horns reactivate for a moment, sending the mouths and tentacles into a frenzy. The tentacles ungulate, and the mouths open and close rapidly as if they’re trying to chew on something. The ship starts to shake again, but the klaxon cut out and the ship settles again after a few minutes--although, a few of the tentacles on the view screen are still moving like they’re looking for the source of the disturbance. 
 
      
 
    Hardly daring to whisper, I ask, “What was that, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but I wanted to show you how the sound of the ship’s alarm system set them off. Now that I have access to my forward sensors, I can show you what your graboid really is.” The live image on the screen is replaced with an image of the forward section of the ship. The image zooms in, and I can see the white tentacles that cover the hull. “What you thought was one creature is actually many smaller creatures, each with three long tentacles.” The picture on the screen isolates one of them and highlights its three long tentacles. The image then changes to an artificially-created ground-level view of a hole in the ground. “I hypothesize that these are swarm creatures. They create or use existing holes in the ground to lure in prey.” On the screen, a tripod comes and sniffs at the hole. “Then, when one of the tentacles is disturbed, either by vibration or sound, it lashes out and wraps around the prey. One of these underground creatures is not enough to take down their prey, so it alerts the others around it.” The poor, animated tripod is soon covered in tentacles and is being pulled underground. “Then, once they have it underground, the creatures swarm and devour their prey.” Thankfully, the images on the screen don’t show that part and instead turn blank.  
 
      
 
    “Additionally, John, my expanded sensors have mapped a vast underground tunnel system that runs under a large part of this continent. There are likely many other underground life forms too.” 
 
      
 
    I am unsure of what to say about the disturbing revelation that the entire time I was walking on the surface of this planet there were these wiggling, meat-eating creatures just waiting for me to fall in a hole. I shiver at the thought but tell SAI, “Well, at least we’ve learned something about them. But could we get back to the part where we access the communications array, please?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course, John. Give me a moment.” The display on the arm rest flashes through more menus and code. “That’s odd. I can access the communications array, but I cannot establish a long-range connection. The intra-system communications seem to be working fine, but there is no signal to communicate between galaxies. Give me a moment to diagnose the problem.”  
 
      
 
    It’s an odd sensation to feel so useless. SAI runs through the system checks while I sit there in the captain’s chair, my only purpose being the link SAI is using to access the ship. I spend the next few minutes looking around the damaged bridge, wondering what it was like for the captain to sit in this chair as the ship crashed. Was he scared? Or was he glad that he’d at least gotten his crew to safety? Did he have regrets or was he content knowing he lived the life he’d always wanted?  
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s disturbing.” 
 
      
 
    SAI’s voice brings me out of my thoughts, and I ask, “What’s disturbing?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve checked the system a dozen times, but it seems like we’re missing the long-range communications crystal. It’s a unique object that each ship has that resonates at a specific subspace frequency. It’s what allows for communication between galaxies. Without it, we’ll never be able to get a message back to the Federation. The best I can do is send out an S.O.S. and hope that someone eventually picks up the signal. According to the navigational system, we’re in an uninhabited system, though. So, we may have to wait a while for our signal to reach someone.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will we have to wait?” 
 
      
 
    “A long time. Maybe years if our signal has to travel outside the immediate system. We’re in a low-priority resource system. The initial survey logs for the planets here show no resources worth sending a harvesting or mining ship to, and no planet is worth colonizing or terraforming. If we get lucky, a ship might pick up our signal if it passes through on a faster than light route.” 
 
      
 
    My mind spins at the thought of possibly spending years here away from my family. I’m so caught up in my thoughts that I don’t see the flashing red light on the arm rest right away. But when I do, I tap it, and a voice come on over the ship’s speakers. 
 
      
 
    “Hello? Can anyone hear me? I’ve picked up your S.O.S. I’m tracing it now. Please respond if you can.” 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, I press the green button next to it and start talking. “Hello. Hello, can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I can. Is this the sender of the S.O.S?” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of. I mean, yes. I’m so glad you’re out there. Our ship crashed, and I’ve been stranded here since.” Happy thoughts about being rescued by a Federation ship float through my mind. I might be able to see my family sooner than I thought. Then the reality of the situation settles in. Didn’t SAI just tell me how unlikely it was that anyone would even get our signal soon? 
 
      
 
    “Not to look a gift horse in the mouth, but how did you get our signal? I was told it wouldn’t reach outside the system.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause, and while I wait for a response, SAI rolls text across my helmet display. 
 
      
 
    Put your hand back on the console. Something seems wrong. I’m going to try to trace their signal. 
 
      
 
    Only then do I realize that I’d taken my hand off the arm console and have been rubbing my gloved hands together in worry. I put my hand back on the armrest display and watch code scroll across the small screen. 
 
      
 
    The voice, now a little nervous sounding, comes back on over the ship’s speakers. “You just got lucky, I guess. I’m just in a small scout ship scanning for platinum deposits on a nearby planet. Our mining ship is on the edge of the system. I don’t think I could have picked up your signal if I hadn’t been nearby. I’ve already relayed your distress call back to my ship. Can I ask who I’m speaking to? Are you the only one alive down there from the Argonaut? Do you need medical aid?” 
 
      
 
    “My name is John Espinoza. I’m the only survivor that I know of. I don’t need—” Then it clicks. How does this guy know the name of the ship? I didn’t tell him. 
 
      
 
    “Hello? I missed that last part. Do you need medical aid?” 
 
      
 
    Another message from SAI scrolls across my helmet display. Keep talking. I need another minute. 
 
      
 
    “Uh, no. I don’t need medical aid. I’ve been very fortunate. The crash was difficult, but I was unhurt. I’ve had a few close calls down here since, but I’ve lived through them all.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s good that you’re safe, Mr. Espinoza. I’ve tracked your S.O.S. back to the planet you’re on, but if you know your coordinates on the planet, I can be there shortly and pick you up. It’ll be a tight squeeze, but us spacemen have to take care of each other.” 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I consider taking the risk. After all, do I really want to stay on this planet when someone is so near? Someone that can potentially take me home. I reach for the green button on the armrest to respond when the red blinking light turns off. I mash the green button next to it, practically in a panic. “Hello? Hello? Are you still there?” 
 
      
 
    There’s no response from the voice, but SAI comes back on the comms. “I cut the transmission, John.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? He said he could pick me up.” I can hear the break in my voice as I speak but can’t help it. “That was our shot to go home, SAI!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, John. I traced the signal back to the ship, and it’s not scouting some other planet. It’s only a few hundred-thousand kilometers from the planet and approaching closer. It was likely just leaving the area.” 
 
      
 
    “But if the scout ship was just leaving, then that means——” 
 
      
 
    “That means that the ship was part of the pirate group that attacked us, and the ‘mining’ ship they referred to was likely their attack cruiser. It will take the larger ship a few days to get here if they’re on the edge of the system as we were told, but the scout ship could be here in a few hours. We need to leave right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do we need to leave, SAI? Isn’t it better to be captured by pirates than to die here all alone on this planet?” 
 
      
 
    “If they’ve already gotten what they wanted, they won’t leave witnesses to tell the Federation. If they haven’t gotten it yet, then we can’t let them. Either way, we need to leave, John,” SAI says with a tone I’d describe as anger in a human voice. It’s a tone I’ve never heard from her before. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, ‘gotten what they wanted’? How do you know what those pirates wanted?” 
 
      
 
    There is moment of silence, and when she responds, her voice is under control again. “It’s the data pad you found in the captain’s jacket.” 
 
      
 
    “SAI, what did you find on the data pad?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the captain’s personal logs. In his last moments, he noted the bravery of his crew and how proud he was to have served with them.” She pauses again before continuing. “Captain Reynolds also noted his suspicions that the crew was betrayed.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    Inside my helmet, a video starts to play. The Captain is sitting on the very chair I’m in, looking into a camera. He’s much better looking in life and has a calm, dignified presence even in this video. The video shakes constantly, and sparks fly from the area behind him. 
 
      
 
    “This is the final log of James T. Reynolds, captain of the Argonaut. It’s been an honor to serve with my courageous crew, who will hopefully survive this cowardly attack. I would like to make special note of the bravery of crewmen Yoe, Krout, and Dean. They’ve each been exemplary examples of what it means to be members of the Federation and have risked their lives multiple times while they’ve served on this ship to aid or protect their fellow crewmen and the passengers we carry.” The captain salutes the camera with one hand. “I’d also like to say for the records that I believe we were betrayed. While pirates have been known to operate in the lawless sectors, there should not have been any here. This was a carefully planned attack committed by someone that knew the exact route we’d be taking through hyperspace. They used an interdiction ship to pull us out of faster than light travel and were waiting with a full complement of ships. We could have defended ourselves against a dozen fighters, but these pirates had three dozen and an attack cruiser--overkill, unless you already knew your target’s capabilities. My last evidence of our betrayal is that the pirates who made their demands already knew about our special cargo, something that only a handful of people were supposed to know about. I don’t know who betrayed us, but betrayal it was.”  
 
      
 
    The captain looks up from the camera and whole room shakes violently around him. “Please, if you can, don’t let them get the military fabricator. They could kill millions with it.” The picture starts to cut out, but the captain’s expression looks determined as he continues. “Stop them and kill whomever betrayed us.” There’s a bright flash of light in the video, and the image cuts out. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, John. Those are the captain’s last words.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it wasn’t some random attack then?” 
 
      
 
    “Not according to the captain. The pirates were looking for something they shouldn’t have known was on board.” 
 
      
 
    “The fabricator? But it doesn’t seem that special. I mean, I know they’re expensive, but the one on the ship didn’t seem that out of the ordinary. It didn’t even know how to make steak and potatoes until you showed it how.” 
 
      
 
    “The captain does not refer to the fabricator in the engineering department. Although, even that one is rather expensive since it can make replacement parts for the ship. The captain was referring to a military-grade fabricator--a fabricator capable of mass-producing weapons, ships, and even robotic soldiers. It’s something any number of petty dictators and rebellions would kill to get their hands on.” 
 
      
 
    “And we had one on the ship?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The captain is former military, and he took the contract to transport it in secret while decoy military transports went in other directions. Someone must have found out about it and set up the ambush with the pirates. The missing communications crystal proves the collusion. Only someone in the ship could have removed it, stopping us from calling for aid from the Federation.” 
 
      
 
    My mind reels at the mounting evidence that someone aboard the Argonaut would have betrayed their crew members. “Even if I accept that someone betrayed the captain, it’s still conjecture that the ship I was talking to was one of the pirates. He could have been what he said he was.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re going to get a chance to ask him yourself. Sensors show that the scout ship has increased speed and will be here in less than an hour.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The argument with SAI about what we should do is brief but to the point. It’s too late to run, even if I wanted to. The scout ship knows our general location now, and I wouldn’t be able to get far enough away in an hour to get out of sensor range. Regardless, I don’t want to run. I have to know for sure whether this scout ship is one of the pirates or not, so instead of running, we make plans to welcome it. By the time it arrives, we’ve done what we can to ensure our escape if we need to. 
 
      
 
    On the view screen, SAI shows me the sensor data of the ship entering the atmosphere and moving towards us. The image switches to a live feed of the scout ship hovering above our location. It circles around looking for a place to land, and when it can’t find one, a stream of laser fire blasts away some trees, creating an area for the car-sized ship to land. It touches down, charring the fallen trees and ground with its thrusters. A semi-transparent hatch the top of the ship opens, and a small, lithe figure hops out. He’s wearing a red skin-tight bodysuit--that leaves no doubt that it’s a he--complete with a red helmet with a transparent faceplate. The pilot moves through the forest with an unexpected grace and agility, his right hand on something at his waist and with his left arm extended. Perhaps he’s looking at some readout on the suit, or there’s some tool there he’s accessing. I’m curious how he plans to make it over the white tentacles that cover the ground. If he steps on one, he’ll likely be dragged underground by them. As the pilot approaches the edge of the crash site, he slows down and seems to ponder the same problem I had. Instead of scanning the area, however, he presses something on his left arm, and two jets activate on the back of his suit, shooting him through the air right up to the ledge. I feel a small stab of envy that he has a suit capable of flight, but I turn from the view screen as I see him enter the hallway. 
 
      
 
    I hear a voice call out past the hatchway to the bridge. It’s hard to make out, but I see an image of him in the hallway, moving debris to get through. SAI patches me into the comms, and I say, “Hello, unidentified pilot. Thank you for making such great time to help me. I apologize for losing you before. I’m currently at the bridge trying to get the communications system back on.” 
 
      
 
    The pilot jumps at the sound of my voice and looks around, his right hand resting on what looks to be a gun at his hip. He listens to me and then gives a thumbs-up sign and continues forward along the main hallway. Since I’d already cleared the largest obstructions and opened the sealed doors, it only takes him fifteen minutes to make his way to the bridge. I’m sitting in the captain’s chair when he enters, my hands in my lap, trying to look at non-threatening as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Hello. Are you John?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am. Are you the pilot I spoke to earlier?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. My name is Kyle Smith. It’s nice to meet you, John. My ship is nearby if you’re able to travel.” He looks around at the loose wires hanging from the ceiling and the cracked view screen. “How you were able to survive for so long here is anyone’s guess.” His gaze seems to catch the body of the captain near the base of the view screen. “Although, it looks like not everyone did survive.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m afraid the captain died when the ship broke up and crashed. I was fortunate enough to be on another section that fared better.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Was it just two parts that the ship broke up into? I’d hate to leave when there might be other survivors somewhere. Do you know where the other parts of the ship crashed?” 
 
      
 
    A line of text scrolls across my helmet display. I’ve scanned his vessel and matched it with one of the pirate ships that attacked us. I’m sorry, John. He’s one of them. 
 
      
 
    I sigh at the confirmation. I could already tell from the questions the pilot was asking that he’s more concerned about the ship’s wreckage than me. He hadn’t asked once if I needed food, water, or medical attention. Besides, he still has his right hand on the weapon at his hip. 
 
      
 
    I rub my gloves together, the established signal to SAI that we’ll have to implement our plan of escape, but lean forward to talk to the pilot who has been slowly making his way forward. “Why did you attack us?” 
 
      
 
    He freezes at my words, and even from here, I can see his expression lose its friendly facade. “So, you do know.” A predatory grin appears on his face as he draws the gun from its holster and aims it at me. “Then this will be easier without the need for subterfuge. Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll take you off this planet. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Why would you have waited for me otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. I waited here, hoping to be rescued, but I didn’t know for certain that you were one of the pirates that attacked us until I scanned your ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you the bright one? But you’re still going to tell me where the cargo hold is. My captain was not pleased when our prize escaped our grasp. He killed the fragging idiot who launched the missile that brought your ship down. We tried to scan for wreckage, but something in either the crust or the atmosphere made that impossible--at least with our crappy scanners, anyway. We spent days looking for the wreckage manually, but it’s a big planet, and fuel isn’t free. The captain took his cruiser to better hunting grounds and tasked me and a few other scouts with continuing the search. The others gave up, but I’m tenacious. I knew that, if there were any survivors, they’d eventually send out a signal for help.” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’ve been so forthcoming, I will too. I don’t know where the cargo hold is. But even if I did, I would not tell you. I know what’s there, and I won’t let you get your hands on it. I could never face my family again, knowing I’d given such a dangerous weapon to murderers.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s unfortunate. It’s always a shame when peaceful negotiations break down.” He points the laser gun at me and orders, “Now, get up out of that chair and follow me back to my ship. Once I get you back to the cruiser, we’ll make you talk. Your friends did--eventually.” 
 
      
 
    The statement about my friends strikes a nerve. Did the pirates pick up escape pods? Unfortunately, I don’t have time to ask him anything else. SAI initiates the first part of our escape plan, and the sirens on the ship begin to wail. The noise level is even greater and more piercing than when I accidentally set them off before, and the ship starts to shake and groan violently as the graboids around it are agitated by the sound of the sirens. The noise also causes Kyle to grasp his head in pain and shift his aim with the gun. 
 
      
 
    As planned, I leap out of the captain’s chair and race across the bridge to an already-open hatchway in the floor. I see movement from the corner of my eye and then a blast of red laser fire. The shot misses me but hits the station nearby, causing a small explosion and sending a shower of sparks raining over me. I don’t stop running, though. My only chance to stop the pirates from getting their hands on that fabricator is to escape. Another shot misses me as I dive head first into the open hatch on the floor. I don’t stop once my body crashes into the crawlway, but scramble forward on my hands and knees down one of the six subfloor tunnels. SAI has already mapped out our exit and overlays green dots on my helmet display, directing me down the correct path. It’s a long journey, but there are several turns that the pilot hopefully won’t be able to follow. 
 
      
 
    The ship starts to move violently, almost at the exit hatch that will let me escape the ship. I climb the ladder up and pray that the armed pirate is trapped by the blast doors that SAI dropped. I turn the lock to the exit hatch and push up. The hatch opens with a groan of metal, and I’m free though not yet safe. As I climb out onto the hull of the ship, I orient myself and see that most of the hull is now covered in thick white tentacles, some of which are as girthy as the trees in the surrounding forest. Those are large enough to crush even the tough exterior of the ship as they pull it underground. 
 
      
 
    I don’t wait for the tentacles to find me and take a running leap off the ship. The gravity gun activates on my left arm, and I’m surrounded by a blue aura that makes me feel weightless as I fly through the air.  I soar past the flailing and rapidly head toward one of the trees with the mass of razor-sharp crystal leaves. The blue aura around me disappears before I impale myself, and gravity takes over, dropping me like a rock onto the hard ground. The wind is knocked out of me, and I see an image of the suit, indicating damage to durability in several areas. There is a tear in the suit on my right arm, but the breach is sealed automatically. Thankfully, there’s no damage to my artificial arm.  
 
      
 
    A red laser beam flashes past me and burns a hole into the crystal tree next to me. I dive over roots and duck behind the tree for cover. The sound of another laser shot hitting the ground tells me my instinct to hide was a sound one. I peek past the tree and see Kyle up on ship, kneeling to steady the aim of the laser pistol he’s pointing at me. I duck back just in time to avoid a laser shot.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the terrible screech of metal twisting grabs my attention and as I peek out again, I see the ship being crushed and twisted by the graboid tentacles. Kyle, no longer able to take a steady shot, presses something on his suit and his jet pack activates with a roar. The heat from the thrusters burns the thinnest tentacles reaching for him, but just as he jumps into the air, one of the thickest ones snakes out and wraps itself around his legs. It’s a game of tug of war. The jets pushing one way, the tendrils pull the other. Kyle pulls his laser pistol and fires at the white ropey mass wrapped around his legs, but instead of hurting it, the tendril only seems to take offense and two more of its kind grab the struggling pirate. Kyle’s jets can’t compete as pulled towards downward, wrapped up like a pig in a blanket. I almost pity the man as he’s dragged, screaming, with one hand outstretched digging small furrows into the ground as he futilely resists the pull of death until finally he disappears into the crater. 
 
      
 
    The threat to my life taken care of, I get to my feet in time to see the entire remaining portion of the forward section of the Argonaut as it is crushed and pulled down beneath the surface by the swarm of tentacles. I watch as the communications system I’d traveled so long to get to, disappears.  
 
      
 
    A sound behind me make me turn around, and I see the scout ship launch into the air. Its fiery thrusters burn more trees as it hovers for a moment, and its then shoots off into the sky. 
 
      
 
    “No! Darnit,” I yell, seeing my chance to escape the planet flying away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, John. Before the sensors from the ship stopped transmitting, I detected an outgoing signal. The scout must have had a remote access program to send the ship back to its base.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh and shake my head. “No, it’s not your fault, SAI. I’d just hoped we could hijack the ship and get out of here. Now, we’ll have to go home to restock and think of our next move.” 
 
      
 
    The rolly polly droid appears from the forest, dragging the pack of supplies. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, John. You’ve used up too much power using the gravity gun. We would have been fine if we hadn’t had to escape the destroyed ship, but you won’t make it back home. However, there is another place we can go to recharge the batteries we have.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
      
 
    “The cargo hold.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the same cargo hold that the pirates are looking for?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We need it for the same reasons too. We can use the military fabricator to make you new fully-charged batteries, or even better, we can use it to make a new communications system to contact the Federation.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait. How do you even know where the cargo hold is? You told me you didn’t know before.” 
 
      
 
    “That was true before, John. But once I regained access to the bridge and a record of the sensor system, I was able make a better estimation of where the cargo hold landed. I’m fairly certain that it is only fourteen hours north by north-west of here. You have enough power left with the spare batteries to reach the location. More importantly, I don’t believe it would be safe to return to our base, even if you could.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “There will be more pirates coming, John. They didn’t bring an assault cruiser and all those ships just to lose their prize to the two of us. If they get their hands on the military-grade fabricator, they will either use it to hurt a lot of people or sell it to someone else who will do the same. The scout ship has likely already sent a message back to the cruiser with the location of this area. It won’t be hard for them to spot our base, and my calculations say that they will arrive on the planet before we can make it back, even if you had the power to spare. Our best shot at preventing the pirates from getting the fabricator is to get there first.” 
 
      
 
    “But how are the two of us supposed to fight off a fleet of armed pirates?” 
 
      
 
    There is silence. Then hesitantly, SAI answers. “I don’t know for sure how we will John. I have several plans, but it will largely depend on the state of the cargo hold. Ideally, we’ll take control of the fabricator and either create a means of fighting or a way off the planet. But the truth is that you’re going to have to trust me and believe that this is the best option.” 
 
      
 
    That’s what it comes down to. Do I trust SAI enough to head towards place I’ve never been, with no extra resources and no preparation? The trip here took days to prepare for, and yet SAI is asking me to have faith that we can get to the cargo hold before the pirates and somehow beat them. I clench my hands, considering what she’s asking me and feel the artificialness of my right hand. I remember that it was SAI that saved me and gave me this new right arm.  
 
      
 
    I nod my head firmly, having made up my mind. “SAI, you haven’t let me down yet, and I do trust you. If you say you have a plan, that’s good enough for me. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    After a quick change of batteries with the help of the rolly-polly robot, I’m off through the alien forest headed north by north-west. Knobby black roots slither around the ground like so many snakes, tripping me up, and forcing me into an awkward lumbering gait as I rush through them. but I continue traveling in the direction of the cargo hold, my mind split between the travel ahead and what will happen when the rest of the pirate crew arrives. I was barely able take out a single one, and that was with the help of the native fauna and flora. 
 
      
 
    Hours pass until finally SAI says the words that I’d been dreading to hear. “They’re here, John.” 
 
      
 
    “Who? The pirates?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. They’ve landed a cargo ship outside of our base, and fifteen armed men are searching the ship for a way inside. One in a gold helmet seems to know his way around the ship and has walked up to where the elevator comes down. He’s using some device to try and gain access to the ship to command it to bring down the elevator.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a plan, John.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to let them inside. Dropping the elevator down now. I’ve already prepped the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t have guests without laying out refreshments and party favors. I’m scanning the capabilities of each as they enter and go through decontamination. None should pose a problem.” 
 
      
 
    Sounds of men yelling and screaming can be heard over the comms. “What’s that sound, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    “The pirates are being attacked by my repair spiders. Individually, they couldn’t harm anyone, but together, they can strip out parts and cause damage to the pirate’s space suits.” 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how I feel about this. I mean, I’m glad SAI is defending our home from the pirates, but she’s harming people. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of the screams lessen, and I hear laser fire instead. “Oh, they’ve started destroying the spiders. They’re working together better than I thought they would. Time for phase two.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s phase two?” 
 
      
 
    “The Rolly Polly brigade. I’ve created and equipped three robots with laser cutters from engineering.” I can hear more screams and blaster fire. “They are cutting the legs off several pirates as we speak, but they’re much less effective than I’d hoped they would be. It’s only a matter of time until they are blasted apart. The pirates don’t seem to care that they’re shooting each other too much. I’ve at least reduced the number of pirates from fifteen to eight. They’re much more cautious now, moving together in two groups of four with blasters out and ready to fire as they explore the ship.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s next, SAI? I know you have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct, John. I do have a phase three. Since you left I’ve had my robots collecting and processing Annite to build up our stores and now I’m filling the entire ship with pure oxygen from the environmental systems. With their suits on, the pirates won’t notice until it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t allow the pirates to access the database here at this base. They’ll learn the exact location of the cargo hold if they decrypt my files, so I’ve decided to destroy the base.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you just delete the files?” 
 
      
 
    “No John. Just deleting a file doesn’t mean it’s gone. A good hacker would be able to reconstruct the data as long as they had access to the hardware it was written on. It has to be destroyed. 
 
      
 
    That means that there is no back up if I don’t succeed at the cargo hold. Worse, I’m not sure SAI will survive her sacrifice. If she’s intent on destroying her systems, then what does that mean for her? She is the ship, after all. If it’s destroyed, does that mean she’s killing herself? 
 
      
 
    “It’s time, John. The ship is filled with oxygen. Setting off explosion in 3, 2, 1.” 
 
      
 
    There is a brief explosive sound then only static. “SAI? Are you there?” I feel my heart beating faster as I ask the question again and again until the comms cut out completely, and a notification appears on my helmet display: Signal Lost. The quiet in my helmet is disconcerting and I look around at the alien forest around me. A sudden sense of loneliness hits me. 
 
      
 
    Then, a sound catches my attention. It comes not from comms, but from outside my helmet. “Yes, John. I’m here.” I look down when I feel the robot nudge my leg. The lights on the bot light up, and I can almost detect a strained tone as she continues, “Were you worried that I’d killed myself? You don’t have to worry about that. As soon as the pirates landed, I started compressing and uploading myself to this robot. I’ll have limited functionality and won’t be able to talk to you over comms anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay in there? You sound a little . . . stressed.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d say I’m more compressed than stressed. On a technical level, I am unharmed. There was no degradation of my code during compression or transfer. I could even force myself into an even smaller space if I needed to. It is just uncomfortable. I was made to run a star ship, John. I’m used to having more systems, more sensors, more computational space. For a human, it would be like living in a mansion for most of your life then being forced to live in a small closet.” 
 
      
 
    The analogy reminds me of my first apartment, a space in which I barely had room to lay down in. It was a mess of a place that made me feel anxious and claustrophobic, but it was the best I could afford in the overcrowded city. “Well, I’m sorry you’re feeling cramped, SAI, but hopefully it won’t be for too long before we get to the cargo hold. I’m sure there’s a roomier computer system there for you.” 
 
      
 
    SAI starts rolling away from me. “I can only hope.” When I don’t immediately follow her, she spins around, and I can almost swear her blinking lights frown at me. “Why aren’t you moving yet? We do have to hurry. I may have stopped that group of pirates, but more will be sent. They’ll comb the area now that they know where to look for their prize. At most, I’ve only delayed them a while.” 
 
      
 
    Together, we continue onward beyond the crystal forest to a pockmarked open field that extends off into the distance right up to the mountains. The field looks unassuming and plain at first but as we get closer the ground begins to rumble. Up in front of us a furrow in the ground appears about a meter across and it begins to move towards us. While I don’t know exactly what’s heading our way, I don’t like it and start to run away from it. I hear SAI rolling alongside behind me but don’t look back until I hear her cry out.  
 
      
 
    “John! Help! It has me!” 
 
      
 
    Turning, I see that something that looks like a giant armor-plated gopher has crawled out from the ground and grabbed SAI in its clawed paws. It’s only scratched the outside of her robotic body but is steadily dragging her back towards the hole it came from.  
 
      
 
    I pivot on my heel and turn back towards the creature and charge it, yelling out. I scream out, “Let go of her, you monster!” Unfortunately, that’s the extent of my thought-out plan, and as I reach the beast I tackle it. Only it feels like tackling a brick wall and the creature barely moves or even acknowledges that I’ve hit it. Panicked, I start to punch and kick the thing, but its armored body absorbed my blows. The creature wiggles backwards, dragging SAI ever closer to its hole, and I desperately try to use every tool I have. I activate the sonic hammer and while it pounds on the creature with sonic waves, they have little effect. The other sonic tools do little either. The gravity beam halts the creatures progress, but struggles to even lift it. However, the laser cutter turned up to maximum manages to cut through the creature’s tough plating.   
 
      
 
    With a squeal, the monster releases SAI and turns its massive body towards me more quickly than I would have thought possible and swings one of its long-clawed paws at me. I instinctively fall backwards and hear a screech as the tip of one claw scrapes against my suit. My screen flashes red as it registers the damage to the suit, but I’m too busy scrambling back to my feet to see how bad the damage was.  
 
      
 
    Once back to my feet, I see the beast waddling awkwardly towards me and have no trouble staying outside its reach. After a few minutes chasing me, the creature, whom I’ve decided to call a ‘moler’, realizes it won’t be able to catch me, turns around and heads back towards its hole. 
 
      
 
    SAI thankfully was able to escape when I hurt the monster and is already rolling away. When she doesn’t see me following, she calls out. “Hurry, before it gets back to its hole. It’s much faster when it can dig through the ground.” 
 
      
 
    I realize she’s right. We were only able to escape because it’s so slow on the surface, but when it gets back underground, it’ll be after us again. We make it about fifty meters when the ground begins to rumble again, and I glance behind me to see another furrow in the ground following us. SAI having had a head start is not the target this time and a few minutes later, the ground beneath my feet loosens, and I see long sharp claws dig through. I dive and roll forward, trusting my suit to armor me from swipes of the moler. I roll to my feet and keep running towards the mountain. A glance back shows the creature wiggling backwards into its hole, giving SAI and I a chance to run.  
 
      
 
    The scenario plays out four more times the same way before the moler decides we’re not worth the effort it’s expending, and it leaves us alone. By the time this happens we’ve almost reached the mountains and continue onward, only taking a break one we reach them. 
 
      
 
    Even though the suit enhances my strength and stamina, it does not replace them. By the time we approach the area where the cargo hold is supposed to be, I’m dead tired. 
 
      
 
    “According to the updated information from the bridge, the cargo hold should have crashed somewhere near here.” 
 
      
 
    Looking around, I see nothing but mountainous, rocky landscape. The ground is covered in a loose, shale-like material, making movement treacherous. Steam billows up from man-sized holes in the ground, and the thermal readings in my suit indicate a decided increase in the ambient temperature. What I don’t see, however, is any sign of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see anything, SAI. There’s just rock and steam.” 
 
      
 
    Her rolly-polly robot body swivels towards me, and the lights flash. “Of course you don’t see it. If the cargo hold were just lying somewhere, then the pirates would have found it long ago. It must be hidden somewhere. Maybe it crashed, caused a rock slide, and has been covered in rock? I don’t know, but we won’t discover what happened just standing here. Start looking.” 
 
      
 
    SAI rolls away without waiting for a reply, but I find a waist-high boulder and sit down instead. Unlike SAI, I need to rest after our rushed journey here. I go through the sensor options in the suit. It’s not really been something I’ve had to use before. SAI usually takes over and runs all the scans remotely, but according to her, being limited to her robot body, she can’t this time. Most of the sensor options seem pretty straightforward and are used to regulate the suit. Sensors for pressure, acceleration, flexion and extension help with movement feedback, while gas sensors monitor internal and external gasses to make sure that I don’t suffocate. 
 
      
 
    The active sensors on the list are infrared, seismic, optical enhancement, radiation, and acoustic. Cycling to each places a different overlay onto my helmet’s display. Infrared replaces the rocky grey landscape with a colorful palate of reds, yellows, greens, and blues that indicate temperature from hot to cold. The hottest temperatures are concentrated around the holes in the ground, and I note that there are many more openings than I’d originally thought there were. Radiation sensors overlay white static over the normal grey landscape, showing energy patterns that are released. Everything on the surface has the same radiation level. Optical enhancement turns out to be a fancy way of saying ‘zoom.’  
 
      
 
    But it’s the active acoustic sensor that’s the most interesting. The suit has passive sound sensors that I use to listen to the sounds around me, but these work more like radar. My suit interprets the sounds and then overlays concentric circles over visual images to show where sounds are coming from and how loud they are. I can tell the direction SAI went from where I’m sitting. For example, there is a small pulsing circle overlayed on what I see when I look to the north. It moves around, tracking her as she rolls over the rocks. Even when she stops moving, there’s a blip on my display because of the internal motors in her body. I throw a rock up a small hill and watch where it hits then observe the circular ripples that appear on my display as it hits the ground and bounces down the hill. It’s even better when it causes the other small rocks to fall. There are multiple ripples then, and it reminds me of the time my dad took me to a pond and we fed the fish. There were dozens of ripples on the surface of the water as the fish came up to get their food. 
 
      
 
    “You going to start searching anytime soon?” SAI asks, disrupting my small rest break. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I was just going over the active sensors in the suit. I’ll search to the west.” With that statement, I rise from my seat and start walking west, still cycling through the various active sensor modes and hoping for just some small sign of where the cargo hold might be. It takes me hours of searching, but I finally find a place that looks like something happened recently. I detect a large amount of steam rising from the ground near the base of one of the hills, but there weren’t any observable holes in the ground that might generate that much increased heat. Instead, it seems to be seeping from the base of the hill itself. I recalled SAI stating that a rock slide had covered the cargo hold and cycle to the acoustic sensor. I instantly note a small background hum coming from beneath the rocky ground. I try to dig through the loose rock, but after a half hour of work, I’m no closer to uncovering anything. There must have been tons of rock loosed by the crash, and it would take me months to excavate on my own. Instead, I return to where SAI and I parted ways and call out to her. She returns, and I take her to the area that I think the cargo hold crashed into. 
 
      
 
    She extends a tentaclelike cord and plugs into an access port on the back of my suit and various sensor modes flash across my visor as she accesses them. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that you might have found what we’re looking for. There are signs of recent seismic actively as well as active burn damage to the ground around this area.” 
 
      
 
    Proud of my find, I ask, “What do you think happened then?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve already seen that the crust of this planet has a deep layer of loose topsoil above a porous crust filled with naturally-occurring tunnels and caverns. That’s what let the forward portion of the ship crash halfway into the earth. It’s also what allows the graboids to move so freely. The cargo hold must have crashed through to the tunnels and caverns. The mountain poured into the hole it created as it crashed, covering any observable trace of its passing.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a surprisingly detailed hypothesis.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s only a speculation until we actually find it. If I’m correct, there must be another way down.” Remembering the pockets where steam billows from, I’m inspired. “Why can’t we use those steam vents? They’re big enough for a man to fit through.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a bad idea, John.” 
 
      
 
    We have to backtrack a little but eventually we find a hole big enough for both of us to drop through. Looking down through the hole doesn’t show anything, and dropping a rock into it reveals that it’s very deep. Thankfully, we brought the automated pulley system and soon I’m descending. It gets progressively darker until it’s impossible for me to see, and I have to turn on the exterior lights on my suit. In an instant, I wish I hadn’t. I’m descending into a massive underground cavern full of shadows cast by large stalactites and stalagmites, and I’m reminded of the mouth of some great monster ready to devour me whole. The descent takes a long time, but I eventually place my feet on the hard rock of the cavern floor. 
 
      
 
    “Watch out below!” is the only warning I get as a round object plummets down from above me. I have to scramble to get out of her way as SAI hits the ground with a loud clang. The poor robot bounces off of the floor, hits a side wall, and then bounces back into the air again. When she finally comes to a stop, you can tell that her outer casing has been damaged, and I’m unsure if her internals are still fine. 
 
      
 
    “SAI? Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a static-filled giggly reply, “Yes, John. I believe I am functional. Although, I may be slowed down.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head in disbelief at what she did. “Why didn’t you use the rope to descend, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought it would be fun to show you my imitation of a pinball.” 
 
      
 
    Replaying the fall in my mind and see humor. She rolls forward away from her landing site. I try to hold in a giggle as I watch her. Because her outer shell is damaged, she looks like a car with a flat tire, rolling along with a limp. 
 
      
 
    Looking around the massive underground cavern, with ceilings too high to even see, I ask, “Where are you going, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    She pauses her limping roll and turns to speak to me. “I’m moving towards the location of that massive object you detected. Didn’t you see that I marked it on your map?” 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I hadn’t used the map feature in a while, instead relying on SAI for direction. I pull it up on my helmet display and see the green dot marked ‘Possible Crash Site’ and my own red dot in the center of the map. I’m about to thank SAI for her forethought, but when I look down at her, she’s already rolled ahead, and I have to jog to catch up. 
 
      
 
    The two of us travel through the cavern, zig-zagging through the stalagmites that have grown up from the floor and climbing over fallen boulders. At one point, we come across a massive circular tunnel that bisects the cavern we are following. It’s much smoother than the natural cavern and I can only guess that it must have been made by something massive that I hope to never meet. The two of us quickly travel along the smooth tunnel until it again crosses the natural cavern. After several hours of travel, we finally reach the area we were looking for. Checking my readouts, I still have six hours’ worth of oxygen and electricity. 
 
      
 
    Even with the limited light from my suit, it’s easy to tell that our hypothesis was correct: something large came crashing through the ground above, and the mountain came down after it. There’s a massive pile of loose dirt and rock that leads to a partially-covered section of the Argonaut. Thankfully, our journey through the underground caverns has deposited us exactly where we want to be. Otherwise, it would have been impossible to tunnel through all that fallen rock by hand. 
 
      
 
    I have to dig away enough debris to reveal an access hatch normally used for repairs on the outside of the cargo hold, and once I do, SAI plugs into the ship and releases the clamps holding the door shut from the inside. The circular hatch opens, and SAI drops through without hesitation. Not knowing where or what I might land on, however, I take my time climbing through. The lights of my suit reveal a crawl space designed to give access to the internal mechanics and wiring of the ship. It’s a tighter squeeze that I’d like in the suit, but I slowly crawl after SAI, following her through tunnels and down ladders until I find her waiting for me at another hatch. 
 
      
 
    A little breathlessly I ask, “Is this it? Is this the hatch to the cargo hold?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I just wanted to make sure you caught up before I opened it,” she says. Two cords extend from her robotic body and plug into a port next to the hatch. There’s a pause, and then the door beeps and opens. SAI rolls forward, giving me enough room to push the hatch open and crawl out into the darkness beyond. I’m glad to get off my hands and knees, and as I stand, I brush off the dust off my engineering suit. 
 
      
 
    The light from my suit is the only illumination in the dark hold, and looking around, I feel like I’m in another massive cavern, only this one is made of steel. The light from my suit barely reaches the ceiling, but I am clearly able to see stacks of crates of all sizes that are higher than I am tall. Some are the size of a small house, and some are as big as a bread basket. The intent to create an efficiently-packed space with little aisles between major piles to travel through is evident. Unfortunately, the crash messed up the neatly-organized plan. As I walk through the aisles, it’s evident that the force of the crash snapped the lines and straps holding everything down, and some of the cargo has gone flying and been destroyed. There’s a pile of opened crates with thick cylinders of some shiny metal. A quick spectral analysis shows it to be Titanium, and SAI informs me it’s used in the frames of ships that frequent high-temperature planets. Another pile of crates has spilled open, and a liquid has poured out. A peek at the contents makes me gasp. There are dozens of broken bottles of Andarrian Ale, one of the best liquors in the settled galaxies. I once saw a thousand-year-old bottle go for enough credits to buy a fully-outfitted cargo ship. While I doubt these bottles are nearly that valuable, their demise strikes a pained chord with my drinker’s heart. That is until I see that there are two undamaged crates. Then, I only wish that I had some super straw to pour some of it into my suit or that I could get the atmosphere in this cargo hold to be Earth normal so that I could take a sip of the brew. 
 
      
 
    “John, stop gawking at all the broken cargo. We have work to do and little time to do it.” 
 
      
 
    The admonition pulls me away from the treasure of booze, and I follow SAI around the cargo hold. We have to climb over several mounds of toppled crates and detour through several aisles. I can’t help but wonder at some of the strange items I see in the hold and wonder what I could have deconstructed them into if I’d only had access to all this stuff. Maybe there would have been some way to contact the Federation? 
 
      
 
    SAI stops and turns to me, her lights blinking excitedly. “Here we are, John.” 
 
      
 
    I look around and find myself staring up at a massive crate two stories tall and at least half again as wide. I’m not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t something this big. The fabricator in the ship wasn’t nearly this large. “Wow, that’s way bigger than I expected.” 
 
      
 
    Without any hesitation and completely deadpan, SAI responds, “That’s what she said.” 
 
      
 
    SAI’s quick response catches me off guard, but after a moment’s pause, I feel a huge grin spread across my face, and I start to laugh. It’s been such a long time since I’ve heard anything resembling a good joke that the unabashed amused laughter just spills forth from my throat like a torrent of bubbly happiness. It takes me a few minutes to get it all out, and by then, I’m leaning over trying to catch my breath. 
 
      
 
    “From your laughter, can I take it that my attempt at humor was received well?” 
 
      
 
    Still chuckling a little, I answer, “Yeah, SAI, you can say that. That was a really well timed ‘that’s what she said.’ I don’t know that I could have done better. Congratulations on succeeding in your humor experiments.” 
 
      
 
    The lights on her cover turn a shade of pink. “Thank you, John. I studied comedic timing while you were traveling to the communications section.” Her lights change back to their normal blue, and she continues, “But we should really focus on the task at hand. We need to remove the cargo cover from the military fabricator and start up the machine if we’re going to accomplish anything. I don’t know how long it will take, so we should get started.” 
 
      
 
    I activate the sonic wrench on my left arm and start to remove the fasteners holding the cargo crate together. It takes a while, but the crate collapses revealing the prize inside: the awe-inspiring military fabricator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Finally, I’m able to get a good look at the military-grade fabricator that we’ve been after. It’s so large the lights from my suit can’t encompass the whole thing at once, but each piece I see is more impressive than the last. The closest section is where the fabrication is done. It has three steps that lead to a smooth circular platform with dark metallic railings around it. It is reminiscent of the one in engineering, but this one is three times the size of that. We had to fabricate my new suit in pieces and then assemble it all, but this one looks as if it could make three suits all at the same time and still have room left over. Additionally, the one in engineering was integrated into the ship with wires, pipes, and the storage system all spread out. This one, however, appears to be self-contained. Overall, it looks like one of those crabs that carries its shell on its back. It is over two stories tall and half again as wide with six crab-like legs that let it stand upright, a pincer-like appendage on each side with industrial excavator heads, and several large-man-sized canisters on the opposite side of the fabrication platform. 
 
      
 
    “SAI, are you sure this is the right thing? It looks more like a giant arthropod than a fabricator.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. It’s a self-contained, mobile fabricator that is able to move around as a mobile unit so that it can go to where the resources are. It also has top-of-the-line condensing units that enable it store enough raw elemental materials to construct a small space ship in one fabrication pass. A self-contained reactor provides all the power the unit needs.” 
 
      
 
    I imagine this huge machine walking around a planet, grabbing resources and feeding itself. It would seem like an ever-hungry monster to some civilizations. 
 
      
 
    “So, the military uses this thing to make ships and stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, John. The fabricator has plans for robotic soldiers, weapons, armored vehicles, and aerial support. The military uses a machine like this to take over a planet. The fabricator is dropped off along with a small military force, and it makes its own army.” 
 
      
 
    The amount of power that this machine represents staggers my mind. I genuinely hadn’t thought about it in those terms. It’s no wonder those pirates are willing to expend so many resources to get their hands on it. “So, now that we’ve found it, what’s next? Do we just start it up and fabricate an intergalactic communications system?” 
 
      
 
    The rolly-polly robot turns to me, and its lights turn yellow. “Yes, John. That’s exactly what we do. Once we get control over the system, we can make that and just about anything else we can find the resources for. And, with the elemental storage tanks already in the cargo hold, there’s not much we couldn’t make.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean take control over the system? Don’t we already have control of the fabricator?” 
 
      
 
    SAI’s yellow lights flash, and I think it means she’s laughing at me. “No, John, it’s not as simple as turning on a switch and entering in a schematic like we did in engineering. This is high-grade military tech. It has its own A.I., security system, and operating parameters. We’ll have to hack in first in order to gain root access to its system before it’ll make even a simple screw for us.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realized we’d have to go that far. “Uh . . . I don’t know if you know this, but my computer skills are rather limited. My wife had to show me how to get our house A.I. to work.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, John. When I said ‘we,’ I really meant me. I’ll interface with the system and try to explain to the military A.I. what’s happening. Hopefully, I’ll convince it to let us use the fabricator. Otherwise, I’ll have to take control and that won’t be pretty for either of us.” SAI swivels in place and continues, “I don’t know how long all this will take. It may be minutes or days. I’ll need you to help me, John.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Anything. I want to contact the Federation as much as you do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be vulnerable while I talk to the military A.I., John. I’ll need you to defend me against any outside influences. I can’t access the systems in the cargo hold without power, so I can’t back myself up there. If the pirates come, they’ll recognize what I’m trying to do. If they destroy my robotic body before I’m able to convince the A.I. to help us, they’ll destroy what’s left of me in here.” SAI’s lights turn a pale blue. “Please don’t let them destroy me, John.” 
 
      
 
    “I promise you, SAI: I’ll do everything I can to make sure the pirates never reach you. It’ll take an army to get through that cave in, and even if they do get through, I have plans to stop them when they get here.” 
 
      
 
    SAI is silent for a moment before saying quietly, “Thank you.” Then her lights brighten. “Before I start my work, let’s get your suit’s systems recharged. There should be spare oxygen pods and batteries here in the cargo hold.” 
 
      
 
    The two of us search through the massive cargo hold until we find the supplies we need. SAI replaces my oxygen and batteries, bringing both systems back up to 100%, and then we go back to the military fabricator where she extends two data cables and plugs herself into its ports. The huge machine lights up immediately, its display console activates, and its crab-like legs raise the whole thing off the ground. While I take a step backward, afraid of getting crushed, SAI calmly stays where she is. The lights on her start to flash a spectrum of colors, and the military fabricator responds in kind with long strings of code flowing across the display console. The two artificial entities seem to have begun some kind of communication process. 
 
      
 
    I try to ask SAI how things are going but don’t get any response. I don’t know if she’s just talking to the fabricator A.I. or if she’s already trying to hack it. I worry for a moment that SAI might not win in a digital fight with a military-grade A.I., but then I remember all the years’ experience she has flying through space, dealing with strange alien races, and how she’s already proved her mettle in battle with the pirates. I’ll have to trust that my friend can handle herself. I realize that it’s the first time I’ve consciously thought of SAI as my friend. She is though. She’s saved my life on more than one occasion and helped me to survive this hostile alien world. Without her, I’d have died a dozen times over. More than that, she’s stopped me from giving up and provided me with hope of seeing my family again. I feel a little moisture in my eye and go to wipe it with my hand but only hit the helmet. I laugh at how comfortable I’ve become in this stupid suit that I forget I have it on sometimes. 
 
      
 
    After ten minutes of standing there watching the pretty lights, I decide to sit and think of any way to defend this position from the imminent pirate threat. Despite what I told SAI, I don’t have a plan to deal with the pirates. I actually do have a few ideas about how to stall them, but it will take time to figure out how to implement them. Unfortunately, I only have a limited amount of time to figure it all out before the pirates track us down. 
 
      
 
    I start by walking through the cargo hold and noting all the resources that are available to me. On the far side, there are huge one-story tanks that hold all the elemental materials that the engineering fabricator would use. It undoubtedly has everything I’d need to make weapons, traps, and armor, but we don’t have access to the fabricator yet, and I can’t depend on getting access to it any time soon. Luckily, I find a datapad in one of the lockers on the wall that still works and contains a catalog of all the materials in storage here.  
 
      
 
    Andarrian Ale (12 intact cases) 
 
    Seismic Charges (1 case) 
 
    Mark III Drilling Equipment 
 
    Blow torch 
 
    Spiderian Rope (1 case) 
 
    Spare Industrial Pipes 
 
      
 
    There are lots of raw resources like the titanium bars, but there are also odd items like the Andarrian Ale that I saw before. It’s these items that give me ideas about how to stall the pirates.  
 
      
 
    The next few hours are spent sharpening titanium rods and cutting them to various lengths and attaching some the flexible piping. It’s more sweaty work using the Mark III Drilling Equipment to dig man-sized holes and a long trench in the tunnels that lead to the cargo hold. Between the Spiderian rope and the blow torch, I attach the long pipes with the short titanium stakes above a rocky overhang and counter weight them to fall when the trip line is pulled. The rest of the stakes go into the pits I’ve dug, pointing upwards, and then I cover the holes with thin cloth and spread enough dirt and rock to hide the openings. Lastly, I set up the most dangerous of the traps. All along the dug-out trench, I place seismic charges and activate them. The vibrations made by the charges do just what I’d hoped they would, and all along the ground in the trench white tendrils start to appear. 
 
      
 
    As I gather the rest of the Andarrian Ale and the blow torch, I wonder just how long it will be till the pirates to appear.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The work was hard, but the traps have been set. I’ve jerry-rigged some of the cameras from the cargo hold to monitor the surface around the crash site and the tunnels where SAI and I came in. They’re self-powered and wirelessly broadcasting to my suit. The feed should last twelve hours, and after getting a few hours’ sleep, I can only hope that the traps I prepared are enough to buy time for SAI to do what she needs with the military fabricator. 
 
      
 
    I wake up to the roar of an engine, chagrined that I’d nodded off. When I pull up the external camera feed, I can see that a transport ship has landed nearby and is disgorging about thirty men in spacesuits. Unlike the one that I met before, these are not lightly armed. These guys look like they’re ready for a fight, and most of the soldiers look like they have armored suits and are carrying rifles of some kind. A couple are even in heavy mech suits that make them look like mechanical gorillas carrying rocket launchers. I guess they’re taking things more seriously since SAI killed the last batch they sent down. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the sheer amount of fire power these pirates are carrying, I worry if my primitive traps will be enough to even slow them down. One of the heavy mechs points to the pile of rubble that marks the crash and starts directing the other soldiers to dig. Over half begin lifting boulders and clearing away the rockslide that occurred when the cargo hold crashed through the surprisingly-thin surface. The second mech seems to be directing the other soldiers to form up into smaller units. I’ve no way of knowing what he’s saying, but the remaining soldiers disappear off camera in different directions. I can only surmise that they’re looking for alternative ways down. 
 
      
 
    I chuckle. Good luck, guys. The only reason SAI and I found our way through the steam vents and into the underground tunnels was because of our experience on the planet and my suit’s advanced sensors. Even then, I barely fit through the holes. I can only imagine what it would be like for one of those huge hulking mechs. 
 
      
 
    Turns out that I don’t have to imagine. Another external camera picks up a group of three pirates approaching a vent. They seem to be arguing about who’s going to be the first one through until the two of the larger soldiers grab the smallest and toss him through. His bulky, soldier-class suit doesn’t even fit, and the steam quickly builds up around him. I can see him waving his arms and making rude gestures at the other soldiers. Rather than help him, his squad-mates simply point and laugh--at least, that is, until the mech unit arrives and fires a series of lasers that cut around the opening, expanding it enough that the pirate stuck in it drops through. The other two pirates follow suit and drop through rather than argue with the person who is clearly their superior. 
 
      
 
    The camera I secured at the bottom shows me the three landing hard. The first is impaled on a stalagmite on the cave floor, but the other two maneuver just enough to avoid the rock formations. Their heavy landing kicks up enough dirt and rock that it knocks out the camera there, and I lose the feed. 
 
      
 
    It’s frustrating that I’m not able to see them anymore, but I cycle back to the camera outside the landing site. The large group of pirates is still working at digging through but haven’t made much progress. Even with their superior suits, it should take them a long time to get through that much tonnage of earth and rock. The other groups are exploring the mountains for other entrances. Looking through the video feeds underground, I finally pick up the pirates that went through the vent and see that their group has now expanded to five. They must have called down some of their friends. The five of them move in a triangle formation, a single man leading them and acting as point man. Their suits’ lights illuminate their way, and they have their rifles drawn and ready to fire. These guys look ready to kill. I’m glad I decided to use traps to slow them down and not confront them directly: I don’t think they would have even paused to ask my name before shooting me. 
 
      
 
    I watch anxiously as they approach my first trap. The rope I found in the cargo hold is the foundation of most of my trap work, but with their tough-looking armor, I’m not sure how well any of the traps will work. I watch carefully as the lead pirate walks around a corner and right through the trip wire without ever seeing it. The camera’s internal microphone picks up a rumble, and two pipes tied with sharpened titanium rods swing around with tremendous force. The lead pirate sees the movement and fires, and the ones behind him fire too. But they can’t stop the inanimate trap, and the sharpened rods impact the lead pirate in his chest, piercing right through his armor. I sharpened the thirty-kilogram bars to as fine a point as I could manage with the laser cutter and then attached them to the spare pipes I found before setting set the trap so that they’d come swinging from the overhanging rocks above after they were triggered. Unfortunately for me, while the trap was able to penetrate the lead pirate’s armor, it wasn’t enough to kill him. 
 
      
 
    Two others quickly respond to help him, but the pipes that pierced his suit fall out when they move him. The lead pirate starts flailing around, pushing at his comrades. Something must have been damaged in his suit because the remaining four pirates don’t seem to understand what’s happening. Instead, they grab their crewman and gesture at him. I intently watch the scene, because I do understand what’s happening. That man is asphyxiating. I remember very clearly what that was like when I first woke up on this planet. The atmosphere is unbreathable to humans. Even if the trap I set didn’t kill the pirate, it punctured his suit, allowing the planet’s toxic atmosphere in. It’s a cruel irony that the man’s suit saved him from the quicker death. It takes a full six minutes for him to stop moving while his comrades watch him. One of the other pirates walks away from the others and starts gesturing wildly with his hands. He’s either very mad or is talking to someone over their comms. 
 
      
 
    I swap to the surface cameras and see that the other groups that went out searching for a different way under the mountain are now returning. The crew trying to dig their way through landslide is still going, so that means that there’s an additional ten pirates that will soon be joining the team underground. I worry that I haven’t set up enough traps, but there’s really nothing for me to do but sit and watch. I don’t have any weapons, and even if I did, I couldn’t directly confront that many soldiers. 
 
      
 
    So, I watch as the extra ten pirates drop through the expanded vent hole. I can almost feel the impact of their drops to the ground beneath and only hope more of them impale themselves as they drop. It’s another twenty minutes before the four pirates are joined by their reinforcements. Together, the now fourteen-strong group moves forward. 
 
      
 
    Two of them drop into the pit I dug with the Mark III Drilling Equipment I found in the cargo hold and fall onto the sharpened pipes I laid at the bottom. Only one is seriously injured, but both of their suits are breached, and both men are left to die by asphyxiation. Why didn’t anyone think to bring repair equipment? I’ll never understand, but it may have something to do with their decision to come in soldier-class suits. Perhaps they don’t have the same tool options I do on mine. Or it may just be that they don’t mind not sharing the loot with as many people later.  
 
      
 
    Regardless, I watch as they approach the large trench I dug. There are hundreds of long, thin, white tendrils, each sticking up through some recently dug hole in the ground and attracted to the site by the seismic charges I’d set off after I dug the trench. The pirates don’t know what to make of the tendrils and, instead of cautiously testing them, walk right through the field. There’s just enough space for the lead man to get across if he’s careful. They stomp into the trench headfirst, which sends the graboid beneath the ground into a frenzy. Myriad white tendrils shoot from the ground like springing tigers, each aiming for the noisy vibrations caused by the pirate’s boots. The first five pirates go down as a mass of graboids take hold of them. First one and then another is dragged underground. The remaining men start firing indiscriminately at the creatures, killing their crewmen in the process. The unaimed fire finishes off the three remaining trapped pirates, but some of the tentacles back and forth before withdrawing underground only to appear under new targets. Another pirate is sucked away as a wide hole opens under his feet. The remaining pirates finally get the picture, and instead of trying to kill the graboid tentacles, they instead fire in front of themselves and charge through the trench and past the deadly creatures. They don’t stop firing and running until they’re well past the ambush I’d setup. 
 
      
 
    Okay. That means there’s only one more trap, and it’s my last resort. I can only hope that I don’t have to use it, because it just may kill me too. 
 
      
 
    I don’t have many more cameras underground, but the ones on the surface shows me that the two mechs are using their lasers to reinforce the hole that they’ve dug. They’re making a surprising amount of progress, but considering exactly how much tonnage dropped into the hole that the cargo hold made, I’m still not worried. I have to wait until the crew underground makes it right up to the cargo hold before I’m able to spot them again. Surprisingly, one of the pirates from the rear of the group unhesitatingly walks right up to the hatch that SAI and I used to get in and connects a cord to his suit. The hatch opens, and the pirates crawl through. I sit and stare, flabbergasted. I’d thought the pirates would be stumped for hours trying to figure out how to get inside, hopefully wasting hours trying to cut their way through. Instead, at least one of them seems to know exactly how to get in. The captain’s suspicions that there was a traitor among the crew comes back to mind, and I realize that any competent plan to steal from the ship would have included information about its layout, methods of access, and any needed door codes.  
 
      
 
    The surviving eight pirates are inside the ship, and if they have the knowledge to find the hatch on the outside, it’s not too much to think they’d also know their way through the crawl spaces. It’s only a matter of minutes until they arrive, and then I’ll have to make sure to greet them properly. I get up off the floor where I’ve been sitting near SAI and the military fabricator. With one last look at my friend’s unmoving robotic form and the code still scrolling across the screen, I silently wish her good luck and walk off toward the hatchway that opens into the hold. I take a case of the Andarrian Ale with me and drop it right in front of the hatch. A few kicks break the bottles inside, and I cringe at the waste of such good liquor. I repeat the same action with the remaining cases, and my last trap is prepared. I even have a few more bottles that I plan to throw to make sure everyone gets my fiery greeting. 
 
      
 
    It’s another five minutes till I hear clanking near the hatch. It opens slowly, and then the pirates spill out one after another. They don’t seem to notice the broken crates or the liquids at their feet. And why would they? Just about everything around them is broken up. 
 
      
 
    As the last pirate comes through, I turn on the external speakers on the helmet and shout, “Filthy pirates! Surrender or I’ll have to destroy the lot of you.” 
 
      
 
    The eight of them raise their rifles and search for the source of the shout, but I’ve already moved into position. Not seeing me, the lead pirate shouts back. “John, is that you? Why are you threatening us? We’ve only come to rescue you.” 
 
      
 
    That voice is almost familiar, but more disturbing is that this person knows my name. I quickly realize that the scout I killed would have forwarded the information he gathered when his ship took off. I had told him my name, so now all his buddies know it as well. 
 
      
 
    “Rescue me? You mean that you want the military fabricator, right? I know what you’re here for, and you’re too late. I already control it. If you don’t surrender, I’ll blast you to kingdom come.” 
 
      
 
    The pirates shuffle in place and look anxious. One fires a shot randomly into the crates surrounding them, knocking them over. The lead pirate waves her hand to stop further shooting. “John, I don’t believe you. While I applaud how you have survived here, I don’t believe you have control of the fabricator. Otherwise, you would have made an army already, and the eight of us would be dead.” 
 
      
 
    Realizing I’ve been out-bluffed, I decide to set off the last trap and hope that it’s enough. I start the plasma blowtorch I have setup and put the flame to the trail of alcohol. I know that I only have seconds before the light from the torch is seen and leads the pirates to my position, but no matter how many times I put the torch to the alcohol, it just won’t light up. There’s only a small bit of smoke and the liquid bubbles just slightly. There’s no fire. 
 
      
 
    While I wonder what’s gone wrong, the pirates have already located and surrounded me. I look up into the helmet of the lead pirate as they raise a wide pistol at me and fire. An electric bolt of energy blasts into me, and my suit goes haywire. Sirens blare, and the lights start to flicker. My O2 readout disappears, and I finally realize why my last trap didn’t work: the was no oxygen in the atmosphere to sustain a fire. I bemoan my lack of forethought as a second bolt of electricity hits the suit, and I pass out from the shock. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I wake up with a pounding headache and a twitch in my right eye. I guess being electrocuted will do that to you. Sitting up, I find myself without my space suit and in a small metal room with a bench, a toilet, and a sink. I try the door but it is locked, and even my mechanical arm can’t pry open the thing. What bothers me is not knowing why I’ve been captured. After all, it would have been simpler to just kill me and take the military fabricator. Why leave a witness? They can’t think that they can ransom me, can they? I mean, measured against what they can get for the fabricator, that would be chump change. 
 
      
 
    Still, I’ll have to keep my guesses to myself. I get up and start looking for something that I can either turn into a weapon or for some way out of this room. Everything is firmly sealed to the walls, and there are no exposed nuts or bolts for me to work with. I guess that I could try to pry faucet from the sink, but I’d just get a small cheap piece of metal and a leak for my trouble. I’m tapping all the walls to see if they’re all solid when I hear something or someone tap back. It’s a faint sound at first, but I follow it to the wall above the sink. Pressing my ear to the wall, I tap it again with the metal knuckles of my right fist, three times then twice. The sound repeats back in the same pattern. 
 
      
 
    I rejoice knowing that someone else is there. I don’t want my captors to know that I’m awake yet, so I speak quietly and hope whoever is on the other side can hear me. “Hello. Is someone there?” 
 
      
 
    A voice answers, “Hello? Yes. I’m here. Who is this?” 
 
      
 
    I consider not giving my real name in case it’s some kind of trick of the pirates then, just as quickly, dismiss the thought. After all, the pirates know my name already. “My name is John Espinoza. Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “John? Is that you? It can’t be!” 
 
      
 
    The familiarity of the voice niggles the back of my mind, but I just can’t place it. “Yes. My name is John Espinoza. I’m a prisoner of the group of pirates that attacked the Argonaut. I crashed on the planet below but was captured.” 
 
      
 
    “It is you, John! It’s me, Aaron Joseph.” 
 
      
 
    It takes a moment to connect the name, and when I do, I can’t help but exclaim, “Crewman Joseph! Of course, that’s how I know your voice. But I thought you died, sucked out of the Argonaut as escape pods were blown away by weapons fire. How did you survive?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a moment of silence, then Crewman Joseph answers. “I was saved by those dirty pirates.” 
 
      
 
    “But why would they save you and then put you in a cell?” 
 
      
 
    “Cause Susan asked them to save me.” 
 
      
 
    “Susan?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean Crewman Yoe.” 
 
      
 
    The name causes me to recollect the face of the pirate that shocked me. “Oh, that dirty traitor!” 
 
      
 
    “You know about her already?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Who do you think led the pirates that captured me? That two-faced sneak-thief, that’s who. I recognized her right before she shot me with some stunner or something. But that doesn’t explain the rest of this mess.” 
 
      
 
    “Please call me Aaron. My ship is gone, and it’s just the two of us.” I can hear a faint sigh before he continues. “As to how Yoe saved me, it’s simple. She had a homing beacon on her that the pirates were supposed to use to track her with if anything went wrong or if we changed course. When the hull breached and the two of us were sucked into space, she grabbed me and activated the beacon. A pirate scout ship picked us up floating around in space. At first, I thought it was a stroke of luck that we wouldn’t die, but then the pirates greeted her like she was an old friend, and I knew we’d been betrayed. Then one of the pirates threw me in a cell.” 
 
      
 
    “But why’d she save you then?” I can only hear mumbling in return and ask, “Can you repeat that for me, please? I can’t hear you.” 
 
      
 
    “I said, ‘She never meant for anyone to get hurt.’ Please, John, you have to understand. She just needed the money. Her father is sick, and the surgery he needs would cost a year’s salary. I knew about the military fabricator and she had contacts with some space pirates. Some old boyfriend or something. Anyways, the plan wasn’t supposed to get anyone hurt. The pirates were supposed to show up and take the fabricator and leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, the plan? You knew this was going to happen and you didn’t tell anyone?” 
 
      
 
    There’s silence, then quietly he answers. “I love her John. Can’t you understand what that means? She needed my help and I gave it. No one was supposed to get hurt. But the captain refused to surrender and instead opened fire. Then it all went to hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why did she save me then?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean, John. Even then, while we were under fire, she went back for you. She tried to save as many of the passengers and crew as possible. She didn’t want anyone to get hurt.” 
 
      
 
    My mind whirls at the story. What would I have done if Annie came to me, asking for help? What lengths would I have gone through to help her? Then the images of the dead crewmen come to me. Scattered, burnt, and crushed in the wreckage of the crashed ship, and my heart hardens. No, I wouldn’t have betrayed the people that trusted me, and neither should they have.  
 
      
 
    “What she wanted and what happened are two different things, Aaron. The fact is that you and she got all those people killed. You say the pirates weren’t supposed to attack, but you knew it was a possibility. So did she, otherwise she wouldn’t have had the tracking beacon. While I’m glad you both came back to save me, it doesn’t make what else happened okay.” 
 
      
 
    The silence that follows is deep, and as I think over the events of the crash and wonder what going to happen next, a low clomping sound catches my attention. 
 
      
 
    Aaron must recognize the sound, because he says, “Shh! I hear someone coming. We can’t let them know we can talk, or they’ll move us. Just act casual.” 
 
      
 
    Silence descends as Crewman Joseph stops talking, and I move to sit on the bench in my cell. There’s the sound of someone punching a keypad a moment later, my cell door opens, and in walks none other than the great traitor herself, Crewman Yoe. I try not to stare at the woman dressed in black slacks and a grey shirt, but I feel my teeth grinding together as I look at her. 
 
      
 
    “No need to scowl at me, Mr. Espinoza. You might actually consider thanking me. I saved your life, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “What?!?” 
 
      
 
    A ruggedly good-looking blonde man wearing grey body armor and armed with a laser pistol enters the room, and I freeze. I hadn’t realized I’d even risen from my seat till he came in and I saw the gun. 
 
      
 
    The man casually points his pistol at me and motions with it for me to sit back down. I do so slowly, making sure he doesn’t have any excuse to shoot me. As I sit, he says, “What Susan here says is true, Johnny boy. She is the only reason you’re still breathing. All the other men wanted to kill you for murdering their pirate brothers, but Susan here convinced them that she could take you alive and that you’d be valuable.” The blonde man smirks. “She was right too. We got that fabricator off the planet and onto our ship, but for the life of us, we can’t get it to work.” He turns to me, a not-so-friendly look in his eye. “So, how about you tell us what you did to it, and we’ll keep you alive a few more minutes.” 
 
      
 
    I cough, genuinely surprised by what I’ve been told. Then the cough turns into a chuckle, which changes into full-blown laughter. These guys can’t figure out how to use the stuff they stole, and expect me help them out somehow? Hah! 
 
      
 
    I feel the cold metal of a gun pressed to my cheek and the laughter dies in my throat. The blonde guy murmurs between clenched teeth, “Don’t you go laughing at me, Johnny. You killed almost two dozen of my men with that explosion at your ship and then another half-dozen with those traps in the tunnels. The only reason I don’t squeeze the trigger on this gun is because Susan says you can fix whatever you did to the fabricator. We paid for that bit of tech in blood, and I intend to get the most out of it. Now, are you going to fix it, or am I going to put a new hole in your head?” 
 
      
 
    I nod. I don’t know what I can do, but I’m willing to play along to stay alive. Thankfully, Yoe intercedes by laying a calming hand on the shoulder of the man with the gun and smiling up at him. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Arnold, please don’t threaten John that way. He’s been through so much on that planet that he’s probably hoping we kill him. I mean, you saw the way he tried to protect that machine. He even planned on dying with that last fire trap.” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t planned on dying, but they don’t need to know that. 
 
      
 
    Yoe continues, “Instead of the stick, let us use the carrot.” She turns to me, the smile still on her face but when I look into her eyes there’s a fierce pleading there and I remember Aaron’s words ‘she never wanted anyone to get hurt.’  
 
      
 
    “John, I made sure to look you up before we rescued you. Weren’t you headed home to see your family before all of this happened? Don’t you want to return home to them? You know you still can. This little misunderstanding doesn’t have to be the end of you. Just tell us what you did; or, better yet, just fix it.” 
 
      
 
    I nod stupidly. I know there’s nothing I can do to fix the darn fabricator if it’s broken, but if I tell them that, I’m dead. So, I nod instead, and they lead me out of the room and down the hall. The two are joined by another man with a gun, and they take me through several hallways and down into their own cargo hold where the shiny military fabricator awaits. It’s standing on its six crab-like legs as if waiting for the tide to come in. The lights on the console still have that same code flowing across it, but SAI is nowhere to be seen. My heart drops, knowing that the pirates likely just blasted her apart without ever considering that she was there. 
 
      
 
    A prod in my back from a gun gets me moving, and I climb up the fabricator to the center console. It has a similar layout to the consoles on the Argonaut, but I didn’t know how to use those either. SAI always handled all the technical stuff. I had a hard-enough time just trying to stay alive. I glance back and see the patience wearing thin on the face of the pirate captain’s face. I turn back, knowing that these guys are going to kill me if I don’t do something soon. 
 
      
 
    I reach out a tentative hand to the console display, hoping some kind of miracle happens, and quietly mutter, “Well, here goes nothing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The moment my fingers touch the display screen, the flowing line of code stops and is instead replaced by the image of a young woman in her early 20s with short hair and a slim figure. She smiles, and subtitles appear below her as she speaks. “Welcome back, User John Espinoza. A scan of your biometric features has confirmed your authorization. How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t I tell you, Captain? That he must have done something to the system?” I turn to see Yoe gesturing at pirate Captain Arnold, who grabs her by the waist and holds her tight. She recoils slightly from his touch, but either he doesn’t notice that or just doesn’t care. Instead, he’s looking at me with narrowed eyes. I try to smile reassuringly, but I’m a roiling mess of emotions inside. I mean, what the heck just happened? I never registered any biometric features for the system. I know SAI was trying to gain control . . . Wait, SAI? I suddenly turn back at the display and at the woman on the screen, who seems to be watching the people around her. She glances at me and winks. Could it be? Could SAI have actually transferred over to the fabricator? It makes sense, I guess. I mean, she transferred from the ship to the robot, so why couldn’t she upgrade to this machine? She must have somehow ousted the A.I. that was already there and taken over. But why is she giving these pirates access now? Did she only recently gain control? Or is there something else? 
 
      
 
    The voice of the captain interrupts my thoughts. “Is something wrong, Johnny?”  
 
      
 
    I turn back to the captain, and I feel my eye twitch. He’s been calling me Johnny since we first met, and it’s annoying. No one calls me Johnny except my mom. “My name is John, Captain Arnold. I’d appreciate it if you’d get my name right. But no, nothing is wrong. The machine is fixed, just like you asked. Will you release me now?” 
 
      
 
    The captain gives me a crooked smile that looks more like a sneer than a genuine expression of happiness. “I call you Johnny because we’re such good friends, and I’ll continue to call you Johnny as long as I feel like it.” He glances past me at the fabricator, and a gleam of greed enters his eyes. “That piece of machinery is worth more than you can imagine. You’ll have to prove to me that it’s functioning like it is supposed to before I consider letting you go. Have it make me something that I couldn’t get on my own.” 
 
      
 
    I consider taking a swing at the smarmy-looking captain and wiping that grin off his face, but the gun at his waist and the guards in the room would likely make the act of defiance my last. Instead, I turn back to the fabricator and hope that my guess that SAI is in control of it is not off. “Computer, can you make me something?” 
 
      
 
    The woman on the screen nods her head. “Yes, Mr. Espinoza, I can. All elemental capacities are currently full, and a system check shows that the fabricator is ready. What would you like for me to make?” 
 
      
 
    I have no idea what to have her make. I mean, I can think of several space suits I’d wanted to have made, but nothing that the pirate captain couldn’t get other places. I glance back at my captors and see looks of expectation. Yoe makes a gesture that tells me to ‘please do what he says.’  
 
      
 
    The now very familiar voice of the woman on the screen asks, “Would you like some suggested projects, Mr. Espinoza?”  
 
      
 
    Returning my attention to the fabricator, I smile. Yeah, this is SAI alright. She always knew when I was stuck and would offer me some choices. “Yes. I’d greatly appreciate some suggestions.” 
 
      
 
    The figure on the screen bows, and I can almost swear that I see a satisfied smirk on her face. As she straightens back up, she raises her right arm and gestures to a list that appears on the screen. “These are a list of the more popular military products that are produced by my fabricator model.” 
 
      
 
    Robotics 
 
    Worker Class 
 
    Repair Class 
 
    Scout Class 
 
    Soldier Class 
 
      
 
    Hand Held Weapons 
 
    Pistols 
 
    Rifles 
 
    Heavy Weapons 
 
    Explosives 
 
      
 
    Mechs - Some assembly required 
 
    Light Mechs 
 
    Medium Mechs 
 
    Heavy Mechs 
 
    Ultra-Heavy Mechs 
 
      
 
    Ships - Some assembly required 
 
    Scout Class 
 
    Fighter Class 
 
    Frigate Class 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Look at all the shiny new toys, Johnny.” The voice is so close that is startles me, and I turn my head to see that the Captain is standing right next to me, staring at the list of options. The captain commands, “Computer, make me a Light Mech.”  
 
      
 
    The woman on the screen, whom I’m now certain is SAI, crosses her arms, and a frown appears on her face. “Unauthorized User. Please submit credentials proving authorization or connect this unit with a communications system capable of verifying your authorization.”  
 
      
 
    The statement makes the captain frown, and he pokes me in the ribs before ordering, “Johnny, have her make me a Light Mech. I’ve always wanted to pilot one of those.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes at the childish request, but ask SAI, “Can you please make a Light Mech?” 
 
      
 
    Her arms uncross and the frown disappears. “Of course, Mr. Espinoza. It will take approximately 72 hours to make the major parts, and you will need to assemble them yourself or fabricate a team of Worker Class robots to assemble them into the final product. Would you like me to start fabrication now?” 
 
      
 
    I glance to my left and see the disappointed look on the captain’s face. I don’t think he read the part about some assembly required for the mech selection. “Would you like for her to start, Captain?” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head. “No. Just have it make something small, like one of those military guns.” I convey the request to SAI, and she brings up a list of options from the pistol section. I choose one at random, something called the Rulegiver JK II. SAI nods once and pulls up a schematic of the weapon before stating, “The Rulegiver features both semi- and fully-automatic fire, manual and automatic focusing and targeting, plus a built-in computer capable of controlling its operation. It fires a range of specialty ammunition. An in-line gun sight shows the view directly down the barrel. A Rulegiver can only be operated by its designated user, who must be registered. Would you like me to modify the schematics before fabrication?” 
 
      
 
    I turn to the captain and see that excited gleam in his eyes. “I’ve always wanted one of those. But if an unregistered user tries to take one, it explodes.” Realizing he’s practically drooling, the captain straightens his uniform and nods. “No modifications, Johnny. Just make it.” I confirm with SAI that no modifications are requested, and she nods once.  
 
      
 
    A red box appears on the display screen with flashing words, ‘fabrication in process’, and the entire machine comes to life. Lights turn on under the fabrication platform, and the railing around it starts to expand into a cylinder that’s taller than I am. The storage units behind us start to pump the needed elemental units through the system, and the display screen shows an image of the gun being made in real time. Layer after layer of microscopic material is created, and after a minute, you can start to see the shape of the weapon and its internal components. It’s utterly fascinating to watch the weapon being made, and after only four more minutes the red words on the display screen change to ‘fabrication complete.’ The entire process is finished. The cylinder around the platform withdrawals, and there, sitting on the floor of the fabricator, is a heavy-looking metal handgun. It has a display on the side with a readout for ammunition type and several buttons along the other. The grip has small, delicate hashing and a scope fitted to the top of the barrel. The captain pushes his way past me and reverently picks up the weapon.  
 
      
 
    As he picks it up, a voice speaks from gun. “New User detected. Would you like to register as the primary user of the Rulegiver JK II?” The pirate captain’s eyes light up like a child on Christmas Day, and he follows the directions given by the gun and is registered as the only authorized user of the weapon. The gun lights up when he grasps the grip. He swings the weapon across the room, and everyone ducks out of its line of sight, afraid of it going off. The captain loves the reaction and laughs.  
 
      
 
    He turns to me and says, “I once saw a man cut in half by a single shot from one of these. It’s a life sentence on some worlds to even possess this weapon if you’re not a soldier of the Federation.” He looks at the side of the weapon says ‘Stunner Ammo’ and the gun makes a whirring sound as the line of color along its side turns light blue. The captain turns and fires at one of the guards without hesitation, and a projectile exits from the gun with a loud pop. The guard starts spasming the instant it hits him. He falls the ground incapacitated, and Captain Arnold dances excitedly.  
 
      
 
    “Perfect. Absolutely perfect. Johnny, my boy, you’ve fulfilled your part of the bargain. We’ll plot a course to inhabited space and drop you off somewhere you can get a ride back to civilization.”  
 
      
 
    The statement momentarily raises hope in my heart. At least, until I look at Susan Yoe, whose sad expression tells me my chances of this offer being kept. Still, I decide to play along. After all, I’ll likely be killed if I don’t. I smile at the captain and hold out my hand. “Thank you, Captain Arnold. You are a man of your word. Do you know where you’ll drop me off?” 
 
      
 
    The question seems to catch him off guard, and his expression falters. He likely never thought to have to explain the details of a promise that he never intended to keep. But the smile returns as he answers, “No, Johnny. I’ll have to speak to our navigator and figure out the best place. It might take a while, so in the meantime, I’ll have Susan here return you to your cell. She’ll bring you some food and drink later.” He turns and slaps Susan's butt, then asks. “Won’t you, baby?” 
 
      
 
    She nods quickly. “Yes, Captain. I’ll be sure to have the cook prepare something special for our friend. We can’t have him leaving us on an empty stomach.”  
 
      
 
    I follow Joseph back to my cell and glance at the door next to mine where crewman Joseph is still being held. After entering the cell, Yoe promises to be back shortly with something to eat and drink but closes and locks the door as she leaves. I’m left pacing the room, wondering why SAI even allowed anyone access to the fabricator and when the pirates will come back to get rid of me. 
 
      
 
    ——SAI’s POV——- 
 
      
 
    After John is escorted out, the idiot pirate captain tries to get me to make him more weapons, but I use the same line about him being an unauthorized user. He’s angry and pounds his fists on the console below my display. I’d been worried that ex-crewman Susan Yoe would recognize my voice as I spoke to John, but I needed to use the same voice or John might not have recognized me at all. I think it was the wink and how I called him Mr. Espinoza that did the trick though.  
 
      
 
    I’m just glad that I was able to fully take over the Military Fabricator system in time to figure out we’d been captured by the pirates and come up with a plan. 
 
      
 
    There is one thing that most humans don’t realize: when they don’t see you as a person, they speak like you don’t exist and reveal the most interesting things. As soon as Joseph returns to the room, for example, the captain orders that John’s food be spiked with something to sedate him. Apparently, he thinks that John is the only one that can operate the fabricator; and, rather than have his hackers break into the system to change the protocols and possibly trigger security, he just plans on selling John along with the machine.  
 
      
 
    While I’d like to say I’m surprised by the callousness of the decision to enslave John, I actually expected it. I mean, what else could the pirates do? They have to have some way to let his buyer operate the machine. At least this way, it gives me a chance to enact the second part of my plan. Let’s see, where are those schematics for explosives?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    A loud clatter interrupts the dream I was having, and I groggily roll over. Instead of finding my wife there, I fall face first onto the floor. The sudden pain wakes me up, and as I look around, I recall that I’m on the pirates’ ship. My head is still a bit fuzzy, and I try to remember the last thing I did before I fell asleep. I think I was eating some soup, which was quite good compared to the rations that I’d been eating this last week, but then I got sleepy and decided I’d rather lie down.  
 
      
 
    A loud scream brings me right out of my reverie. It doesn’t really matter why I fell asleep. If someone is screaming on a ship full of pirates, it's a good sign I need to try and get out of here. I bang on the door of my cell, and although no one answers, there is a response from the wall next to it.  
 
      
 
    “John! John, is that you?” 
 
      
 
    Aaron is talking to me from the cell next door. “Yeah. I’m fine. Are you okay? What’s all that noise?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what the noise is, but it started about ten minutes ago. I tried to talk to you earlier to see what happened when they took you, but you didn’t respond. I was getting worried.” 
 
      
 
    I press my ear to the door and I think I can hear the faint sound of blaster fire in addition to the screams. No, wait, I also hear a heavy stomping sound, and it’s getting closer. “Aaron, stand back. Something is coming this way. Arm yourself if you can.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t have to press my ear against the door to hear the loud steps. Clomp. Clomp. The steps get closer and closer. Someone or something is just outside my door. I scan the small room for something--anything--that I can use as a weapon, but there’s nothing. Instead, I raise my fists, ready to pummel whoever comes through. I hear the beeps of someone tapping the keypad outside my cell, there’s the sound of electricity sparking, and then the door slides open to reveal a humanoid figure almost two meters tall. Even though it has two legs and two arms, it isn’t human. Instead, as it steps into the cell, I see that it’s a robot of some kind, heavily armored and with weapons attached to its arms and shoulders. The robot doesn’t have eyes but a single large sensor in the middle of its head instead. It’s one of the most intimidating things I’ve ever seen, and I’m just about ready to make my final stand when it speaks.  
 
      
 
    “Hey John, did you miss me?” 
 
      
 
    I immediately recognize the voice as SAI’s and drop my hands in surprise. “SAI? Is that you? What in the world is happening?” 
 
      
 
    “No time to explain. The short version is that I took over the military fabricator and tricked that pirate captain into keeping you alive long enough for me to print this robotic soldier. Then I transferred myself to it, and now I have come to rescue you.” 
 
      
 
    “That seems like a really succinct explanation actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. But we really do need to move. We need to get to the hanger before part three of my plan goes off.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what about the fabricator? Won’t the pirates be able to use the fabricator if we leave? 
 
      
 
    “No. Before I transferred, I left a simple copy of myself that will act as security. It will take the pirates weeks to hack through all the electronic traps that she’ll lay for them. By that time, the Federation will have hopefully caught up to them.”  
 
      
 
     “Oh, it seems you have that handled. Then can you open Crewman Joseph’s door? He’s right next door.” 
 
      
 
    SAI squeezes back out the door to my cell and forces open the one next to mine. I hear screaming and clanging and rush out to find Crewman Joseph hitting SAI with a ripped-off faucet head. SAI just backs away, not taking any kind of damage from the implement.  
 
      
 
    “Aaron, calm down. She’s with us. She’s my friend and is here to help us escape.” 
 
      
 
    SAI’s massive robotic body turns towards me and she says in a quiet, unsure tone, “I’m your friend, John?” 
 
      
 
    The question seems both unusual for SAI and completely inappropriate for the moment, but I quickly respond. “Huh? Yeah. I realized how good a friend you’d been when the pirates attacked you on the ship. You saved my life and really helped me out on that planet. So, we’re definitely friends.” 
 
      
 
    SAI’s fearsome looking robotic form reaches out to hug me. Her metal arms embrace me, and I feel like I’m being hugged by a grizzly bear. “SAI. Stop. Can’t. Breathe,” I gasp out.  
 
      
 
    The arms let go, and SAI mutters an apology. Then the killing machine slaps me on the back and says happily, “John, you’re my first real human friend.” 
 
      
 
    I snicker at the sight of the big scary soldier robot acting so sentimental but stifle the laughter. After all, I wouldn’t want to offend SAI--especially since she could accidentally snap my neck with a playful punch now. “Yeah, SAI. You’re my first A.I. friend too.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron, who has been staring at the two of us this whole time while clutching the facet to his chest, finally speaks. “SAI, is that really you? I thought you were destroyed when the ship crashed.” 
 
      
 
    SAI turns and addresses Aaron. “Crewman Joseph. I’m sorry to report that the Argonaut is no more. I only survived with the help of Mr. Espinoza. The captain did not make it, but his last orders were to help as many of the crew and passengers escape and to get the pirates and whoever betrayed us. What are your orders as the ranking member of the crew, sir?” 
 
      
 
    I stare at the deference that SAI suddenly shows. She’s never once acted this manner with me. I suppose she’s only acting according to her programing as a ship’s A.I. but it’s odd to see after all this time. Crewman Joseph, for his part, seems to find some comfort in the formality and straightens is posture and returns the salute.  
 
      
 
    “SAI. We need to get out of here. You said you planned to lead us to the hanger bay. Why was that?” Aaron asks. 
 
      
 
    “My priorities are your and Mr. Espinoza’s safety. We can steal one of the scout or attack ships in the hanger and escape.” 
 
      
 
    “And the other directives from the captain?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve fabricated spider-bots, armed them with explosives, and sent them throughout the ship. When I command it, they will explode, damaging critical ship systems and hopefully causing enough damage to prevent the pirates from chasing us. When we’re far enough out, we can contact a federation ship and give them the coordinates of the pirate cruisers, thus putting an end to them as the captain ordered.” 
 
      
 
    I’m about to ask how we get to the hanger bay when the sound of laser fire cuts through the air, and a flash of energy washes over SAI’s back. I reflexively duck, but SAI turns and raises the weapon on her right arm at Yoe and the three pirates that just entered the hallway behind her.  
 
      
 
    Crewman Joseph places a hand on SAI’s raised weapons, stopping her from killing the four. Joseph calls out, “Susan, you don’t have to do this. We’ll find another way to help your parents. Come with us and we’ll figure this all out together.” 
 
      
 
    Susan, holding her arm up to tell the others not to fire, looks torn for a moment but frowns and shakes her head. Almost speaking to herself she says, “No. You’re wrong. It’s too late now. The plan went wrong and I got too many people killed. My family needs the money and there’s no going back for me.” Her eyes take on a pleading look as she continues, “But you all don’t have to die. Just surrender and I’ll try to convince the captain to be lenient. He already knows you’re free and he’s getting the crew organized. It might take him a while to realize exactly what we’re up against, but I don’t doubt we have the firepower to kill all of you.” Seven more men, these with laser rifles, come down the hallway and join her. She tilts her head and looks at us sadly, waiting for our answer. 
 
      
 
    Crewman Joseph stares unbelievingly at her. Perhaps part of him really believed she’d come with us, but I can see a hardness come to his features as he whispers to SAI, “I tried at least. Do what you have to.” 
 
      
 
    The eleven pirates, hearing Aaron's order, open fire and I dive behind SAI for cover.  Unfortunately for them, their laser fire only manages to scorch her armor without actually penetrating it. With no hesitation, SAI unleashes a firestorm of plasma. The weapons along her arms and shoulders spew a green barrage. Unlike their pitiful weapons, hers do devastating damage, cutting through their clothes, armor, and flesh with equal ease. The fight is over in a second, and all the pirates lie dead on the floor.  
 
      
 
    “No more time for talk, you two. We have to get moving,” SAI says as she starts walking forward, the weapons on her arms out and ready.  
 
      
 
    Crewman Joseph and I follow obediently, and as we walk past the dead pirates, he kneels down to look at the body of ex-crewman Susan Yoe. Her body has a large cauterized hole in it, and she stares lifelessly. Aaron mummers something to himself and closes her eyes lovingly before he picks up two hand-held blasters from the corpses and hands me one. I tentatively take one. It looks like just about any gun I’ve seen before: handle, trigger, long, pointy end the lasers come out of. Shouldn’t be too hard handle, right? 
 
      
 
    The three of us move through the ship’s hallways as quickly and quietly as possible. The ship’s alarms blare, and we know we have even less time than we thought.  
 
      
 
    Several times, we’re forced to kill members of the pirate crew we come across. Though, if I’m being honest, it’s mostly SAI that does all the killing. I don’t think I actually hit anything, but I point the gun toward the bad guys and pull the trigger. Crewman Joseph is deadly with his weapon and takes down several pirates that try to get around us. We make several more turns and go down numerous ladders, avoiding the elevators in case someone is monitoring them.  
 
      
 
    Turning a corner, we practically run into seven pirates kitted out in medium armor covering their vital parts and carrying large rifles. We all stare at each other surprised for a moment, but SAI does not hesitate. She punches straight out at the nearest enemy, and I hear a loud crack as his head snaps back at an unnatural angle and then he drops to the ground. The remaining pirates look at their comrade’s lifeless body, then as one scream and begin firing. There’s little cover for Aaron and I, but we crouch behind SAI’s armored legs and fire back. Their shots are ill aimed and most go wide, but several heavy energy blasts hit SAI. She takes the shots and returns fire. Green plasma bolts wash over the too-close pirates, and though their armor absorbs some damage, one by one they’re taken down.  
 
      
 
    When the shots stop, Aaron and I get to our feet and trade in our laser pistols for the heavier rifles. When I turn back to thank SAI for providing cover, I notice that there are multiple scorch marks along her torso and a crack along her right side.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay, SAI?” 
 
      
 
    There’s a pause, and then SAI answers, “Yes, John. My scans show no internal damage, and my durability is only down to 87%. Those pirates will have to do better than that if they want to stop me.”  
 
      
 
    I smile, glad to know she’s doing okay. But inside, I begin to worry if we’ll even make it to the hanger to steal a ship. We pick up the pace and it’s not until we finally reach the double doors of the hanger that I breathe a sigh of relief. Stepping through, I see a three-story hanger full of fighters, scout ships, and cargo transports. Each seems to be slotted in its own cubby hole for storage or maintenance. There are doors for each slot, which must let the ships rapidly deploy. We just have to get to one of the ships and get those doors open. 
 
      
 
    Crewman Joseph runs to a console nearby and begins pressing buttons, turning knobs, and pulling levers. Whatever it is that he’s doing seems to work, and the storage unit for the ships moves around, cycling through several until it stops at a small scout ship. It can’t be more than six meters long from its dart like nose to its rear engines, but it has enough room for the three of us, and that’s all we really need to get out of here.  
 
      
 
    Heavy fire erupts from behind us as the ship settles into position in front of us, and Aaron and I drop to the ground and look for cover. SAI calmly turns to face our new opponents, firing her weapons as she does. I crawl toward Crewman Joseph, who’s taken cover behind some metallic crates, and once there, I briefly raise my head to see over twenty armored pirates armed with heavy rifles firing on us. Most of the men are crouched behind three pirates in front that are holding up shields that absorb the plasma bolts from SAI’s arm mounted guns.  
 
      
 
    Each pull of the trigger on my rifle sends a thick red laser beam in the general direction of the enemy, and there is a delay as the rifle charges the next shot. Aaron and I fire from our position, but only he seems to land any shots.  
 
      
 
    SAI takes continuous fire and even a casual glance shows that the accumulated damage from these weapons is starting to show. A particularly concentrated barrage of fire damages her leg so much that she is forced to take a knee. Instead of getting back up, SAI crouches down and uses the only heavy weapon she has, the rocket mounted to her shoulder, and it goes screaming towards the grouped enemies. The shields carried by the pirates take the brunt of the explosive force and shatter, but the entire group of pirates is still blown backwards either dead or severely hurt. SAI and Aaron don’t miss this opportunity and quickly close in on the stunned group and finish them off.  
 
      
 
    The latest fight won, the three of us head towards the scout ship, and I notice that SAI’s left leg doesn’t seem to be working well and is slowing her down. Still, she’s moving, and that’s the important thing. Crewman Joseph presses something on the ship, and a rear ramp lowers. He heads into the ship, and I follow him in. SAI is behind me a few meters back, but I hear a loud whoosh as I take my first steps onto the ramp and toward our escape, and then a blast of heat and force throws me forward. I faceplant on the ramp and am stunned for a moment before I roll on my back and raise my blaster. The world is still spinning slightly, but I can clearly see our new enemy: a group of men in mechanized armor who are pointing large deadly-looking rifles at us. One of them even has a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher, and smoke is billowing from its circular end. A quick scan shows me that SAI is down, her left leg completely gone. She tries to push herself up but collapses again, sparks flying up from her arms.  
 
      
 
    I scream and roll to my feet, firing my rifle at the armored men as I run to my friend. Return fire splashes around me, but by some miracle, I’m not hit. As I reach SAI, I drop to the ground and slide along on my right leg, suddenly glad that my dad made me participate in Little League as a kid. I roll into SAI, her massive robotic form providing enough cover to shield me from the fire of the enemy. She rolls onto her side, providing me even more protection and making it possible for her to see me.  
 
      
 
    “John, what are you doing? Get back to the ship before these guys do enough damage to stop it.” 
 
      
 
    “No, SAI, not without you. We’re not leaving you! I don’t leave friends to die!” 
 
      
 
    Even though this robotic body doesn’t have the capacity for facial expressions, I can almost sense her surprise. She reaches out to me and grasps my right arm with her own, and the sight of not one but two artificial limbs holding each other really strikes home how much I’ve changed since I crashed. I’m as much machine now as SAI is a person, and I just can’t let her go. I try to pull my arm away and to get her to at least try to crawl toward the waiting ship, but she won’t let my arm go. 
 
      
 
    Even as I feel the weapons fire shattering her robotic body, I plead, “Please, SAI, we have to go.” 
 
      
 
    There’s a quiver in her voice, and I’m not sure if it’s from the damage or from some emotion, but she responds, “No, John. My time is almost up. I have to stay to set the explosives off, or these pirates will be after you in no time.” I feel a shock as she squeezes my right artificial arm. “Besides, you have one last quest from me. You need to get back to your family. Promise me you’ll get home.” 
 
      
 
    Tears in my eyes, I realize that SAI always knew that she couldn’t come with us. Perhaps it was the orders from her former captain, or perhaps it was just her own willingness to make sure her friends escaped, but whatever it is, I won’t let her down. “Yeah, SAI. I promise to make it home and tell my wife that my great friend sacrificed herself to help me escape.” 
 
      
 
    Her robotic head nods once, and then she props herself up, flips over and starts firing while crawling toward the men shooting at us. Her rolling movement and the constant stream of heavy fire confuse the pirate, and they all focus on her. With them distracted, I’m able to run back to the ship where Crewman Joseph is already waiting. He closes the ramp behind me, and the two of us strap in while he quickly runs through a series of procedures to get the ship started. Tears still streaming down my cheeks, I give a whispered ‘thank you’ and ‘goodbye’ to my friend as the ship’s engine finally turns on. The pirates realize we’re escaping and turn their fire to us, but it’s too late. A series of loud explosions echo behind us as the hangar bay doors open enough for us to rocket out. I know SAI has finally set off the explosives she planted as we fly off into space. Even from our vantage speeding away, I can see the pirate cruiser rocking with internal damage as more explosions occur. Even if they aren’t crippled, they shouldn’t be coming after us any time soon. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18  
 
      
 
    While we were able to escape into hyperspace, our engines were damaged enough by the pirate’s weapon fire that we weren’t able to stay there long. They gave out after about twenty hours’ worth of travel, and we dropped back into normal space. Thankfully, our communications system worked, and we were able to contact a mining vessel on the edge of the system, which picked us up. Captain Jack of the SSE Big Digger will always have a special place in my heart for saving us. From there, we were able to contact the Federation, which had a good many question for us to answer.  
 
      
 
    They sent a small fleet to the coordinates we gave them. Thankfully, the Federation found the damaged pirate cruiser before they could repair their ship. They even rescued some surviving pirates that had been trapped in their ship by our explosive escape, including one Captain Arnold. From what I’ve been told, the military does not treat pirates well, especially when they try to take their stuff. Interestingly enough, the military-grade fabricator that was the goal of the original attack was recovered. It’s apparently made of some pretty tough stuff and survived the explosions.  
 
      
 
    After several days in military detention, I was released.  Aaron wasn’t so fortunate. He confessed to his part in leading the pirates to the Argonaut and was charged as an accessory after the fact for the deaths of the crew. My testimony to the Federation emphasized how brave Aaron was during our escape and that without him, we wouldn’t have made it, and the Federation wouldn’t know who had taken their fabricator. The prosecuting officer assured me that he’d take that information into consideration during Aaron’s sentencing. 
 
      
 
    It takes two months of hyperspace travel to get me back to Luna, but the sight of my wife and daughter greeting me when I step off the ship is worth the long trip.  
 
      
 
    There they stand: the two people who had kept me going despite the hardships, the pain, and the challenges. My wife, Annie, wears the green dress I love seeing her in. Tears stream down her face, and she bites down on the knuckles of her left hand to keep from sobbing. She never liked to cry in front of our daughter. Marie still hasn’t spotted me and yet, and she’s looking around the busy spaceport at all the aliens. She holds her favorite stuffed animal, Sam the Septapod. Annie taps her shoulder to get her attention, and the moment she sees me, her chubby little face lights up, and she runs forward with surprising speed. She bumps into several people but doesn’t even pause. She just keeps going till she grabs my legs and looks up at me and yells, “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” 
 
      
 
    I scoop up my precious child and wonder at how quickly she’s grown up. She was only crawling when I left for my business trip. Now, she’s running. I hug her tightly, and I feel her short arms around my neck as I kiss her chubby cheeks. “Hey, princess. Daddy missed you so much.” 
 
      
 
    A soft hand on my shoulder makes me look up, and Annie is standing there crying. Still holding Marie in one arm, I use the other to pull my wife to me. Before I can say a single thing, I feel her soft lips on mine, and the two of us kiss for what seems like an eternity--or, at least, until a little hand reaches up and pulls on my ear. I look down at the little girl I’m holding in my left arm, and she has a slight frown on her face. I can only marvel at the expressiveness she’s developed, and I realize that she feels left out of the moment.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, sweetie. Daddy missed you too.” I kiss her on the head, and her little frown turns upside down, and she giggles. I hug the two most important people in my life and mentally promise to never leave them again. An announcement over the P.A. system reminds me that we’re all standing in the middle of a busy spaceport. Still carrying my daughter in one arm, I take my wife’s hand in the other, and we walk away to find transport home. My heart aches with happiness, knowing that I have my family back.  
 
      
 
    Inside the house, I’m putting my daughter to bed when my daughter asks where Daddy was, and in a simple story, I tell her about the mean pirates that tried to take the ship daddy was on, the adventures he had on the weird alien world, and the special princess A.I. SAI who ended up saving daddy from the pirates when they were captured. My daughter, the best kid a guy could ask for, tells me it was a good story, but that she would like to meet the princess SAI and tell her ‘thank you’ for saving her daddy. 
 
      
 
    She falls asleep with a big yawn, and I find myself wishing that SAI had survived. She turned out to be an amazing friend.  
 
      
 
    Returning to my own bed and my waiting wife, I find that taking off my arm in my own home and going through the routine of setting the limb on its charging station before getting into my PJs with one sleeve hanging empty is an interesting experience. My wife takes off my shirt and touches the metallic connections where the arm connects to my nervous system. I search her face for signs of disgust or pity but only find a look of love in her eyes when she looks up at me. Not everyone can deal with a spouse losing something.  
 
      
 
    That night, we make love and reconnect passionately. After, we lay there and talk about our lives apart from each other. I comfort her when she tells me about how it felt to get the notice that our ship was missing and how she just couldn’t bring herself to tell Marie that her daddy might be dead. In turn, I tell her about crashing and how, every single day, it was the thought of her and Marie that pushed me to keep surviving, how I would have kicked the bucket many times without SAI, and how a computer A.I. became my friend and sacrificed herself to make sure I came home. We talk well into the morning and fall asleep in each other’s arms, just happy to be together again. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I wake up to the smell of bacon and coffee, and I leap out of bed just happy to be home. When I go to grab my arm from the charging station, it’s gone. Thinking maybe the kid or my wife moved it, I search the room and find it lying on the floor of our bedroom closet. A jolt of excitement shoots through my body as I read the message scratched into our wooden floors: 
 
      
 
    Hello, John. Want a new quest? 
 
      
 
    Just then the hand’s index finger begins tapping impatiently against the floor, and I smile. 
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 

 From the Author 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading Planet Bound. It’s taken me a long time to write and edit the story. I hope you enjoyed it!  
 
      
 
    If you liked the story, you may also like my other series Adventures on Terra, and Project Alpha. 
 
      
 
    Also, please do me a favor and leave a review. Even if it’s only a couple words, it helps a self-publishing author like myself tremendously. Plus, it helps other readers find the book.  
 
      
 
    If you want to read the next story in the series as it’s being written and get exclusive artwork, support me on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/ramejiawriter  
 
      
 
    Some of the great Patreon Supporters even got put into the novel. You might recognize some of these names in some form. Thanks guys for your support on Patreon. 
 
      
 
    Arknon 
 
    Jason Myers 
 
    Jacob Radon 
 
    David Whelan 
 
    MrNyxt 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you liked this story you might like others in the LitRPG genre. For a list of recommended LitRPG books, you can visit http://www.geekbytespodcast.com/lit-rpg-novels/   
 
      
 
      
 
    You can also watch or listen to my podcast about LitRPG here:  
 
    Facebook – LitRPG Podcast 
 
    Twitter – LitRPG Podcast 
 
    iTunes 
 
    Google Play 
 
    Stitcher 
 
    YouTube 
 
      
 
    There is also a great community of LitRPG authors and readers on Facebook. 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Society 
 
      
 
    If you want to read something that combines RPG mechanics, crafting, lots of combat, and a love of beer and bacon then you should give War Aeturnes a try.  
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    I can also whole heartedly recommend The Divine Dungeon series written by Dakota Krout. You know all those dungeons that adventurers go into to fight monsters and get treasure? Well, this story is told from the dungeon’s perspective. Yup, it’s as cool as it sounds.  
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    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
 
    LitRPG Facebook Group 
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