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 Prologue 
 
    “I can’t believe you got hot dogs again!” Mary said as she shook her head while looking for a place to sit. 
 
    “What? They were a delicacy on Earth.” Robert told her as he scouted for a table as well. 
 
    “You’ve never been to Earth. No one has.” Sue told him as she caught up to him. She carried her orange Nutri-Slushi. “...and no one ever will - not with all the radiation from The Nuclear War.” 
 
    “You don’t think some of the old timers aren’t from there?” Robert asked as they finally found a seat next to the huge two-story windows. "Besides, there's only so many times a person can have a Nutri-Slushi before they go crazy." 
 
    Beta Earth Station 1, otherwise known as BES1, had a cafeteria that could seat over three thousand people while taking up two floors of the station. It had to seat that many at one time. When Beta Earth was first being colonized, people would fly up to the station two or three times a day to eat Colonization Rations – which were nothing more than dehydrated food packages.  The United Planetary Alliance had nearly filled the station with them over forty years ago to ensure the new settlers could eat. Now the station is being used for science, as well planetary defense, since the planet had developed their cities. Since then, a company called 'Human Dietz' had made Nutri-Slushi, which was a drink that had all the nutrients a human would need in one day, served in a thirty-two-ounce cup. Since Nutri-Slushi originated on Beta Earth, the company provides them free to the station. Its headquarters are on Beta Earth. 
 
    “Say what you want about hot dogs, but they’re great!” Robert told them as he took a huge bite into one of them. Ketchup and mustard - made from the real recipes from Earth, dripped down his chin. 
 
    “Gross. You do know that hot dogs are made from meat manufactured by Rhino Meat, right? Those are the same people who breed horses in test tubes just to kill them for steaks.” Sue said with a yuck face. “I even looked it up in the archives. Horses were meant to be ridden, not used for steaks!” 
 
    “Oh, give it a rest. You always know everything when it comes from the archives, right?” Robert said, tearing another huge chunk off his hot dog. 
 
    “Come on Mary, a little help here? I know you’ve seen this particular archive. You were with me when I looked it up!” Sue asked Mary, but she was ignored. 
 
    “Mary?” Robert asked. 
 
    Mary sat staring out the window and hadn’t touched her own yellow Nutri-Slushi since she sat down. 
 
    Robert waved his hand in front of her face and said, “Hello, Beta Earth to Mary.” 
 
    She slapped his hand out of her face. “What is that?” She said as she pointed toward something in space. 
 
    “It’s called the sun.” He said, referring to the giant ball of blue fire. He didn’t bother to turn around and look out the giant two-story window. 
 
    Beta Earth was the only habitable planet in this system, out of six. It was the first planet the original humans found after evacuating Earth after the nuclear wars. According to what history was left, and it wasn't much, a country on Earth called Korea fired the first nuclear missile, which prompted the other countries on the planet to fire nuclear missiles. Somewhere in there one of the countries either misfired or deliberately fired on one of the bigger countries, leading to an all-out worldwide war. Billions died in the first strikes, billions more to radiation poisoning. A few thousand went underground and made a ship capable of leaving their now destroyed planet. 
 
    “Not that, you idiot.” She said as she moved to his side of the table. “That!” She yelled as she pointed past his head too small to a barely visible object. 
 
    “Not all of us has vision implants like you do. You tell us. What is it?” Sue asked as she came to stand next to Mary. 
 
    “It looks like a missile.” Mary said. The implants in her eyes had many uses, from scanning materials to zooming in on objects far in space. 
 
    Robert swallowed loudly. “If it were a missile, the defense satellites would have already blown it to smithereens.” He said, still working on the three hot dogs he had gotten. 
 
    “I’m telling you, it’s a missile.” She said as she backed away from the table. “I think we should get to somewhere safer. 
 
    “Nope, I’m finishing my hot dogs. They only serve them once a month!” Robert said loudly. 
 
    Mary backed away from the window. “I think I’m going to go to Operations.” She said quietly as she started to turn around. 
 
    “You know you don’t get paid overtime, right?” Robert said in-between bites. He wiped his chin with the sleeve of his uniform after he had finished one of his hot dogs. 
 
    “You won’t get paid at all if a missile hits the glass.” She said over her shoulder, finally walking away towards the elevators. 
 
    Sue stared out the window for a short time. “You know, now that I can see it, it kinda’ does look like a missile.” She said while squinting and moving her head back and forth, like she was trying to zoom in. 
 
    “Not you too.” Robert said shaking his head. “There are protocols in place. If anything hostile comes into visual range, then the alarms would go off, and the blast shields would come down quicker than you can say ‘It’s a missile!’ Seriously, sit down and eat.” He told her. 
 
    Sue sat down opposite him and slid her slushi closer to her. She continued to stare out the window as the object slowly got closer and closer. She looked to the table next to theirs and saw that they were pointing to the missile too. She started to get worried as it came closer and closer. As it did, more and more people were looking and pointing out the window. Everyone knew there wasn’t a ship due for another two days, and all other ships were docked in the rings above them. 
 
    Robert noticed people coming over to the window as he finished his last hot dog off. He shook his head, stood up, and looked out the window. He saw what he was looking for quickly, it was a missile, larger than normal – the size of a one-man fighter in the bays. He held his wrist up and punched a few buttons on the console wrapped around his forearm. 
 
    “I thought you were on lunch?” The man asked as he appeared in a small hologram of only his head directly above the console. 
 
    “Rich, are you near a window on the Sun side?” Robert asked Rich's hologram head. 
 
    “Just a moment.” Rich said as he was obviously walking. The hologram head went up and down as he did so. “What is that?” he asked as his head moved up to get a better view. 
 
    “Looks like a missile drifting our way.” Robert said quietly. 
 
    “Did you call it in yet?” Rich asked. 
 
    “No, I was getting confirmation before I sounded any alarms.” 
 
    “I’m gonna’ go call this in.” Rich said. 
 
    “I’m going to get away from windows…” Robert said as he started walking to the lifts. He was met by others who were talking about the object floating towards them. 
 
    Alarms started to sound throughout the station. People in the cafeteria started screaming and rushing towards the lifts. 
 
    “It’s gonna hit!” Someone yelled. 
 
    “Come on… stupid lift!” Robert said as he watched the missile come so close to the window. He tapped the lift button furiously. He cringed as he watched the missile hit the glass with a thunk, waiting for the inevitable explosion – but none came. The lift still wasn’t back yet, so he looked past the crowd to see a grey splotch on the window where the missile hit. “What is that?” he asked out loud. 
 
    “Rob, are you still there?” Rich's hologram head asked. 
 
    He held up his console. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “You need to get out of there. The blast doors aren’t coming down.” He said quickly. 
 
    “The lift isn’t here yet! And besides, the missile already hit and bounced off the window. Now there’s just a… puddle of grey on it.” Rob said as he wedged his way back towards the lift doors. He wasn't looking at his wrist console as he shoved past people. 
 
    “It’s not a puddle, they’re nano-sized robots, and they’re eating through the station!” Rich said. 
 
    “So, there was more than this one? Why didn’t we detect it?” He said as he heard a woman scream. Having to stand on his tippy-toes, he looked back at the window. 
 
    “It’s cracking!” someone yelled. 
 
    “That’s impossible, it’s twelve-inch reinforced polycarbonate thermoplastic. Nothing’s getting through that.” He said as he watched cracks form in the glass. He looked back to the lift. “Come on… come on…” He said quietly as he looked at Sue, who was frantically pushing the button on the far-left lift. 
 
    It was too late, the twelve-inch polycarbonate thermoplastic window shattered and exploded outward into space. Everything and everyone in the cafeteria went with it. Once the room was depressurized, it was as silent as the tomb which was now created. 
 
    The lift bell dinged twice, sending a message to those nearby that it had landed on the cafeteria floor. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Space Admiral Amaya sat behind her large desk on the upper floors of Beta Earth Station 1, going over some reports on the holoscreen in front of her. It wasn’t until she scrolled down did she notice something small coming towards the station. She looked out this window all the time, and she knew for certain that there should be nothing inbound today. 
 
    She held up her left arm and pressed a button. “Operations, this is Space Admiral Amaya.” She said aloud. 
 
    No one replied, so she got up and walked to the window. She noticed the object was moving slowly towards the station. The object was bigger than a typical missile, but smaller than a craft. 
 
    “Operations, come in.” She said calmly to her wrist-console. When she didn’t get a reply, she called someone else. “Defensive station, come in.” She shook her head as she watched it get closer. 
 
    Finally, she moved to her door and pressed the button to open it – but it didn’t move. She pressed it again and again, but it still didn’t move. 
 
    She noticed the object was almost at her window. She grunted as she rushed over towards the window and pushed the button that would lower the blast shields. They didn’t move either. She had a few minutes before the missile hit, so she opened the panel for the blast shield control and quickly pulled a cable out and plugged it into her console on her arm. She furiously typed on her wrist console and glanced up every now and again to see the missile coming ever closer. 
 
    The big green letters she was hoping for popped up on her console. 
 
    "ACCESS GRANTED" 
 
    She smiled as the computer finally spoke to her and she pressed one more button on the console. 
 
    “BLAST DOORS ENGAGING" 
 
    She unhooked the cable and headed back behind her desk, waiting for an explosion. She heard a feint thump against the blast shield, but no explosion followed. 
 
    Not caring to wait around to find out, she quickly moved back to her door and unlocked the panel to find a console cable. As she was moving wires aside, she heard a feint scratching. She looked back to the window and saw an orange glow coming from the metal on the blast shield. She dug quicker through the wires and kept looking over her shoulder. 
 
    "BLAST DOORS COMPROMISED." The room told her. 
 
    She risked a look back to see a grey puddle coming through the small hole it had made in the blast doors. She figured she only had a minute or so before it made its way through the window and the room depressurized. 
 
    She cursed and gave up on the door controls. Running across the room, she pulled on one of the model ships that lined the wall and a wall panel slid open to reveal a LifePod. LifePods were one-person emergency vehicles designed to fly short distances and enter planetary orbits. There was also an impact absorbing foam and a gas that could put a person in stasis so as to conserve oxygen. 
 
    She stepped in and faced the window. The LifePod’s transparent door shut quickly, but she didn’t push the button to engage the drop just yet. She waited for a few seconds and watched as the room depressurized and everything not bolted down flew straight towards the window. The items all failed to go through the small hole the grey puddle made, but they would try until the room was the same pressure as space. 
 
    She sighed at the loss of a perfectly good office and pushed the eject button. The LifePod descended down it’s tunnel at an extremely fast pace. The distance between the lights flashing was the only way she knew she was moving. The inside of the LifePod was designed to make it feel like a person wasn’t even moving. The LifePod shot out of the end of the tunnel and quickly changed course for Beta Earth. 
 
    "MANUAL COURSE CHANGE INITIATED" The LifePod told her. 
 
    “What?” She said as she moved her arm up and pulled a cable from the side of the pod. She plugged it into the socket on her left side. It was a bit cramped, but luckily the transparent door had a display built-in. She would still have to type on the console on her wrist, but at least she could access the ships commands. She tapped a few keys, trying to get to the navigation system. 
 
    "MANUAL COURSE CHANGE ACCEPTED." 
 
    "ENGAGING THRUSTERS TO CORRECT COURSE." 
 
    “No, no you don’t.” She said as she finally got into the navigation system. She attempted to change the coordinates, but the screen only showed a big red 'ACCESS DENIED.' 
 
    The LifePod’s thrusters engaged and turned the small ship towards its new destination. She saw the wings extend from the side of the ship. 
 
    “No, we’re not going that way.” She said as she frantically typed on her wrist-console. 
 
    The small ship’s thrusters finally stopped, sending the ship towards its new destination. She tapped her wrist-console a few times and turned on the camera on the nose of the ship. She swore. 
 
    "INITIATING PASSENGER STASIS MODE." 
 
    She swore again and start typing as fast as she could. Every time the LifePod told her 'ACCESS DENIED', she cursed at it. 
 
    Green gas started coming out of a vent near her head. She held her breath as long as she could while typing faster and faster. Her vision blurred, and her eyes started to sting from the gas, and she typed faster until she just couldn't take it anymore. She finally let out the air in her lungs and sucked in the gas. She had time for one more command and entered it before the gas started its effects. 
 
    "DESTINATION: BETA SUN" 
 
    "ESTIMATED TIME OF ARRIVAL: TWO DAYS, SEVEN HOURS, FIFTY-TWO MINUTES, AND THREE SECONDS." 
 
    She drifted off to sleep. 
 
    "PASSENGER IN STASIS." The LifePod told no one. 
 
    "INITIATING IMPACT ABSORBING FOAM." 
 
    A light green foam filled the compartment around her as the ship silently headed towards its destination. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The cloaked man stood in front of a display of hundreds of cameras, the displays floated in the air around. He watched them all at the same time. He watched as Space Admiral Amaya floated towards the sun. He watched another camera showing people from the cafeteria floating out of the window. He watched as his nano-robots herded all of the people in the station to the cargo holds - waiting for the moment to eject them into space. 
 
    “Master, we’ve done it! Beta Earth Station One is ours!” a little black box told him from near his left foot. 
 
    The cloaked figure didn’t even move. 
 
    “Initiating self-destruct. Master, please, I can serve you better!” The little robot said. Wheels came out of the bottom of the box and it rolled away from the cloaked figure. “Self-destructing.” It said right before it exploded. 
 
    Another little black robot wheeled over to the place of the previous one. The only differentiating feature was the serial number on the bottom. 
 
    “I’ve done it. Beta Earth Station One is mine, not ours.” The cloaked man said with a metallic voice. 
 
    “Yes Master. You have done it. Beta Earth Station One is yours, Master.” The little box said after changing its programming. 
 
    “Initiate viral attack on the defense satellites.” His Master told him. 
 
    “Yes, Master. Initiating virus attack on defense satellites.” The little box said. It rolled away almost immediately. 
 
    “Soon, the United Planetary Alliance and her people will pay.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “Powering down Quantum-Ohm Engine in three, two, one - now.” Said Lieutenant Matthew Melton, the Human United Planetary Alliance, or UPA, scientist-in-charge of the Quantum-Ohm Engine project. He looked up from the hologram projection that his wrist-console displayed to see the lights on the new engine fade to nothing. “You are clear to start up the old engine.” He said to the Heatseeker’s mechanic, Watts. 
 
    “Firing up the UPA Striker A-Seven version twenty-three.” Watts told him as he used his three hands to rapidly push buttons on the console next to the old engine. As a Grot he should have four arms, but his fourth arm was cut off by an angry Human over a card game. The Human had accused him of cheating, which he would never have to do – he was simply counting cards in his genius little brain. He was small, about half the size of an average Human, but he was very agile. After his arm was cut off, he made a new one that had various attachments. His current attachment was a UPA wrist-console that he had modified to be more powerful. 
 
    “I said you are clear to fire up the old engine!” Matthew said loudly. 
 
    “I heard you the first time. The ‘old engine’ is firing up. It does take a few minutes to fire up a cold engine, you know.” Watts said as he used one of his hands to push buttons on his modified wrist console. 
 
    “Well, that is one of the reasons we are testing my new engine out.” Matthew told him as he walked over to see if there was anything he could do. 
 
    Watts laughed a little. 
 
    “What is so funny?” he asked the little furry monkey looking creature. 
 
    “I shouldn't say it, never mind.” Watts said as he tried, and failed, to stifle his laugh. It came out as chirps now. 
 
    “Do tell, Engineer Watts.” Matthew said. He used Watts' title only to upset him. 
 
    Watts bared his teeth and made his angry noise, which sounded like a deep growl mixed with a hiss. “Very well, I will tell you.” He smiled now. “The engine you keep saying is yours? When the test is complete, it becomes the property of Captain Dan and will remain on-board the Heatseeker.” He laughed so hard he was almost bent over. “Your engine will be my engine when you are gone!” 
 
    “You’re lying. The UPA wouldn’t give its newest technology to a pirate like Captain Dan.” 
 
    Quicker than Matthew thought the little four-armed monkey-like creature could move, Watts jumped on him, moved around to his back, and had a long, serrated knife at his throat. 
 
    “Call the Captain a pirate again and I’ll cut your tongue out.” Watts said, moving slowly around him to look him in one of his eyes. His red and yellow eyes stared daggers into the side of the Lieutenant's head. He whispered slowly to talk in the man's ear. 
 
    “Okay, okay! He’s not a pirate!” Matthew said as he held up his arms. 
 
    “Watts, would you mind getting down please - without hurting him?” Belladi asked nicely as she entered the engine room to find Watts half-wrapped around Matthew’s neck. 
 
    Watts looked at her and instantly felt like he wanted to get down without hurting the stupid UPA Engineer – though he did push off the human very hard, making him take a few steps to the side to recover. Watts landed on his workbench. 
 
    Belladi bowed slightly. “Thank you, Watts.” She said with a smile. Her smile lightened Watts' two hearts. 
 
    Watts mumbled something unintelligent as he stared at her. She was wearing another skimpy outfit, which highlighted her slim, very pink body. It also accented the curves in all the right places. 
 
    “The Captain would like to know when the old engine will be online so we can have enough propulsion to dock with Zeta Earth Station One.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the Captain just call?” Matthew asked. 
 
    “Apparently, the last round of tests on the new engine knocked out ship-wide communications.” She said. 
 
    Watts thought her voice was the most angelic and pleasing voice he had ever heard. He blinked a couple times, then shook his head. “Girl, I told you not to come to the engine room when we were working.” Watts told her after shaking off the effects of her pheromones. 
 
    “I am sorry Watts, but the Captain sent me.” She said as she backed up to the hallway and stood in the doorway. “Is this better?” 
 
    Watts sniffed the air around him. He could still smell her, but the effect was diminished greatly as far away as she was. “Better.” 
 
    “When should the Captain expect the old engine to be brought online?” She asked loudly. 
 
    Watts jumped up and used the pipes on the ceiling to swing over to the engine, one pipe at a time. Two of the pipes were blue, and he knew not to touch those – or he could possibly die. When he finally made it across the short way to the old engine, he dropped down onto the chair that was bolted down in front of the console. He held his modified wrist-console up in front of the engine, and his three arms went to work – two on the engine console and one on his wrist console. It only took him a few minutes before the engine started up. “There. Tell the Captain that it’ll be at full power in about ten minutes.” He told her over his shoulder. 
 
    “Very good. And ship-wide communications?” She asked. 
 
    “Come on girl, I haven’t gotten that far yet. I’ll work on that next.” Watts said with a grunt. 
 
    “I could come with you to inform the Captain of our progress.” Matthew told her after moving to the doorway, clearly unable to look her in the eyes. 
 
    She smiled. “I think it would be best if you helped fix what your engine broke.” She said as she ran her hand down his cheek. 
 
    She left him right after her touch, leaving his jaw hanging open a little. He heard Watts laughing behind him. “What’s so funny this time?” He said furiously. 
 
    “It’s funny because the Captain told her not to give you counselling!” Watts said as he swung himself around the engine room checking gauges, pipes, connectors, and various displays. He finally landed on his workshop table and detached his upgraded wrist console. He replaced it with a scanning tool, and started swinging around the engine room again, this time looking for what broke the ship-wide communications. 
 
    “I don’t need therapy!” He said quickly. 
 
    “Aha! I found the problem!” Watts said from somewhere behind the new engine. He popped his head up from the back corner of the engine room. “You are an idiot!” he said loudly and quickly jumped to hang off the pipes again. He made his way over to Matthew and tossed him a thick wire with a metal part hanging off of it. 
 
    “What is this?” He asked. “And why am I an idiot?” he asked, handing the part back to Watts. 
 
    “That, sir, is why the ship-wide communications is out. Our new engine burned right through it.” He said as he held the part up. “We’ll need to insulate the walls next to the engine.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous! My engine does not burn hot enough to burn through an insulated cable that’s over six inches wide!” 
 
    “You want to make a bet on that? We’ll replace the cable, and the next time the engine turns on, you can see it fry my cable.” 
 
    “What’re the stakes?” Matthew asked quickly. 
 
    “You let me write your reports, and then you leave and tell Space Admiral Amaya that the engine has been fully tested.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lose my job because of some little monkey!” Matthew said crossing his arms. 
 
    “I am a Grot! Monkeys are only on your planets! Grots are everywhere! Grots are the best engineers in the entire universe!” 
 
    “Oh please. The UPA has the best engineers in the entire universe.” He walked next to his engine and put his hand on the front console. “This should prove it. What have your people ever made?” 
 
    Watts detached the scanner from his arm and replaced it with a welder. He grabbed his goggles and a short piece of cable from a bin next to his workstation. He jumped up to move behind the new engine while putting his goggles on. He dropped down behind it and immediately began welding the new cable into place. He came back up and replaced his welder attachment with one that looked like a sprayer and used the ceiling to move back behind the new engine again. He sprayed a foam like substance all over the cable and the side of the new engine. All of this took about five minutes. 
 
    He landed beside his workstation and put his wrist console arm back on. After a few taps, he said “Attention crew of the Heatseeker, ship-wide communications have been repaired.” 
 
    He waited a few minutes before moving to see if his message went out. It only took a minute and a half before the speaker blared out. 
 
    “Attention crew, this is your Captain speaking. We’ll be docking with Zeta Earth Station One in fifteen minutes. Zeta Earth Station One has a population of four hundred and ten. There is a small merchant area if you want to trade. Lieutenant Melton and Watts, please have a list of parts we need for new engine repairs and integration. We’ll be here for thirty-six hours. Keep your comms open at all times, just in case we need to leave early. Captain Dan out.” 
 
    “You never said why I’m stupid, or what you’ve ever made.” Matthew said as he picked up a few crystal disks that he inserted into his wrist console. He brought up the list of parts he had assembled since they last docked and saved it to one of the disks. He pulled it out and gave it to Watts. 
 
    “I built Twang,” Watts said as he took the disk and put it in one of the pouches around his belt which had his parts list in it as well. He left the engine room saying, “…and the Captain has prohibited Belladi from have any counseling sessions with you.” 
 
    “I told you I don’t need therapy!” Matthew yelled after him. He stopped for a minute and his face wrinkled in confusion. “Twang isn’t human?” he asked himself loudly. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lieutenant Melton entered the airlock hallway in full UPA dress uniform. His white pleated pants with red stripes complimented his red jacket, on which he had three small medals which he polished daily. He looked around to see the rest of the crew, minus the Captain, just standing next to the wall. He walked past them carrying a small square bag and headed towards the airlock. He was stopped by one of Too’Zer’s very large rock looking hands. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” the Lieutenant asked. 
 
    “Not before the Cap’n.” Too’Zer said in a deep voice. Too’Zer was one of the last remaining Drogants in the Universe. The Drogant population were a mercenary race who took their entire population with them when they were hired for battle. In one war, the enemy killed the Drogant army, and then went on to destroy their entire race. Only three dozen Drogants escaped. 
 
    “I am an officer in the United Planetary Alliance. You will move out of my way.” Matthew said. 
 
    “Not before the Cap’n.” Too’Zer said again, this time taking a step forward towards the Lieutenant. 
 
    “Enough.” Captain Dan said. He walked down the hallway, moved the Lieutenant aside with little effort, and stood in front of the airlock. He was wearing his typical outfit: loose denim brown pants, an untucked white button-down shirt, and a black leather coat. He was also wearing a skull cap pulled far down over his head with matching gloves. He complimented it with a black holster carrying his Watts-modified UPA Pistol. His usual outfit. 
 
    “Are you cold, Captain Dan?” The Lieutenant asked. 
 
    Dan just gave him a dark glare and turned to face his crew. He looked at them all. Too’Zer stood at his side as always. 
 
    Then came Belladi, his super-beautiful Pluaggi who excreted a pheromone that would make most men and women want her – with the exception of most Humans, which whom it didn’t work on. “Did you take your pill? I don’t really want to see you get mobbed again.” He asked. She nodded to him. 
 
    Watts was next. Watts was the greatest engineer Dan had ever known. He had his wrist console attachment in today. “No hacking the station.” He told him in a firm voice while pointing his finger at him. Watts nodded to him. 
 
    Bort and Dort finished the line-up. They were a pair of human twins who just wanted to explore the galaxy. Dan took them on, and for the last two years, they have become the ship’s maintenance crew, salvagers, and barterers. Plus, they only wanted minimal pay. How could he say no to that? “You guys got the ships share to trade off?” he asked. Any time they got loot, they gave a share to the ship, which were sold off to pay for maintenance and parts. Bort and Dort both nodded to him. 
 
    “Twang is pulling security on the ship. Too’Zer will replace him in eight hours, then Watts in another eight, then Belladi. The ship will remain locked at all times, except to our crew.” He waited a moment for his crew’s silent affirmations. 
 
    “Can I go now? I’m not your prisoner you know. I am a United Planetary Alliance Officer.” The Lieutenant said. 
 
    “Now, what’s the only rule I have for you?” Captain Dan asked. 
 
    “Don’t get caught!” His crew said. 
 
    “If I find out you did something wrong and have to turn around to turn you over to authorities, I will fine the hell out of you.” He told them. Some of them laughed. 
 
    “Well this is going in my report.” Matthew said. He got a dark look from Captain Dan. 
 
    “Belladi, is the game setup?” Captain Dan asked her. 
 
    “Yes sir!” She replied, excited. 
 
    “Well then, Lady and gentlemen, betting is open for the next minute. Please enter the number of people who you think will get a personal tour of the brig while we’re here, and how much you’re betting.” He said as he typed in his own bet on his wrist console. 
 
    “What is this? Gambling? That’s illegal! This is definitely going into my report!” The Lieutenant said as he pulled his notebook out of his bag and jotted down some notes. 
 
    “Actually,” Belladi interrupted immediately - after placing her bet. “According to the handbook of laws pertaining to ship captains, page forty-seven, section thirty-two: ‘The Captain may approve of any activity that promotes morale, except activities that would injure his or her crew.’” She said with a smile. 
 
    “That can’t be right.” Matthew said. “Page forty-seven…” 
 
    “Section thirty-two.” Said Belladi, helping him along. She watched as he jotted it all down. 
 
    “Betting’s closed. See you all in thirty-six hours.” He said as he put his hand over the door control. The airlock opened with a swoosh. 
 
    He instantly came face to face with Evelyn Williams, Commander of Zeta Earth Station 1. 
 
    “Hello Trevor.” She said to Captain Dan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “I have repeatedly told you that is no longer my name.” Dan told her sternly. 
 
    “And yet, it’s still in your file.” She said with a smile. 
 
    “Ma’am. Lieutenant Matthew Melton reporting in as ordered.” Said Matthew as he pushed past Captain Dan and saluted her with his hand to his heart. 
 
    “Lieutenant.” She said without looking away from Captain Dan. She returned his salute. 
 
    “I have so much to report to you.” Matthew said, glancing at Captain Dan. 
 
    “Report to my secretary, I need to speak with Captain Dan.” She told him. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” He said, excitedly moving around her and nearly tripping to get to her secretary. 
 
    “You can keep him, you know.” Dan told her as he watched him move quickly down the airlock hallway. 
 
    “If he makes your life unpleasant, I may just permanently assign him to you.” She said with a smile. 
 
    “You are more than welcome to, at least until the contract ends.” He told her. 
 
    She smiled at him. 
 
    He looked behind himself and moved to the side. “You guys can go any time.” 
 
    “But we were watching her – “ Dort started to say, but was interrupted with a slap to the back of his head from Belladi. 
 
    “Thank you, Captain, we’ll be taking our leave now.” Belladi said with a small curtsy. They all left the hallway and went inside the massive station. 
 
    “You have a Pluaggi on your ship?” the Commander asked him after watching Belladi walk past her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s taken her pill before going onto your station.” Dan said. 
 
    She gave a slight nod of approval. “Will you join me in my office?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really, since I have to speak to you about your contract.” She told him. 
 
    “I’ll be along, just need to get some parts first.” He said, holding up two data crystals. 
 
    She tried to take them from his hand, but he held on to them tightly, forcing her to hang on to half of them. “Space Admiral Amaya has informed me that the UPA is to provide you any parts you require during the Quantum-Ohm Engine test.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows a moment and let go of the crystals. “Throw in some steaks and beer, would you?” He more told than asked her. 
 
    “Those are not required to perform the tests laid out in our contract.” She said with a smile. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, can’t blame a guy for trying. I’ll be in your office in an hour.  I got a few things to take care of first.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows as if to question him but stopped herself from doing so. “Very well. One hour then.” She said. She gave him a puzzled look and turned to walk away. 
 
    He stared after her for a minute, smiled, and walked into the station. He heard the Heatseeker’s doors close and lock behind him. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Captain Dan!” Lieutenant Melton shouted from further down the merchant’s hallway. 
 
    As far as hallways go, this one was much bigger than a typical one. It was two floors tall and had an opening in the floor between the two floors with rails around so visitors can see below or above them. On both floors, merchants lined the walls with their own tables to sell their wares. Some merchants have built whole stores in the hallway. The only rule for the merchants was that they had to rent each spot (each spot was marked off), and they couldn’t sell any wares that the UPA deems illegal. This hallway ran all the way around the circular station, and in some parts, there were two floor tall windows – which weren’t allowed to be blocked. 
 
    The windows overlooked Zeta Prime, which was a mostly volcanic planet. Instead of normal volcanoes that spewed molten rock and magma like the old Earth used to have, Zeta Prime's volcanoes spewed Axidonite which was used to help power starships. Zeta Prime was the only planet orbiting the dying star in this sector, but the Axidonite made it worth building a station and defenses in the sector. The UPA was the first to discover the planet, and as such was the first to build a station here. 
 
    The merchant’s hallway was full of people, which surprised Dan because there were no populated planets around ZES1. The nearest populated planet was a three-day trip with an average engine. With the test engine, the three-day trip would only take two to three hours. 
 
    “Captain!” The Lieutenant said, out of breath after finally catching up to him. 
 
    Dan stopped, and waited for the UPA Officer to catch his breath. “I thought you were in a meeting with the Commander.” 
 
    “She… She told me to wait… for you.” He said, still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “I don’t know why – hey!” Dan said as a human kid bumped into him. He immediately grabbed the kid’s arm and drew his pistol with his other hand. He spun the kid to face him and pointed his pistol at the kid’s head. “That hand better come out empty.” He told the kid. 
 
    “Sorry! Sorry! I was just hungry, you know?” The kid said. 
 
    “Put that gun away! He only bumped into you!” Lieutenant Melton said. 
 
    “Yeah, he bumped into me and put his hand in my pocket, right? Totally an accident, right kid?” Dan said, still staring at the kid. 
 
    “Sorry Mister, sorry!” The kid said. He withdrew his hand slowly and held it up, open, palm towards Dan to show him it was empty. 
 
    “Now get.” Dan told him, nodding his head towards the left. 
 
    The kid ran away quickly. Dan stashed his gun back in its holster. He watched the kid run away, and when he was far enough away, he held up a small drawstring pouch to his ear and rattled it. 
 
    “Did you just steal from that child?” The Lieutenant asked. 
 
    “I did nothing of the sort. Can’t a guy just rattle his own coin pouch in his ear?” Dan said with a smile as he opened it to reveal a few small silver coins. Most people used credits now-a-days. It was safer, and no one could pickpocket you. Unfortunately, not everyone accepts credit, so Dan does carry silver and gold coins around with him and has a stash on his ship for large purchases if needed. 
 
    “I’m putting this incident in my report.” The Lieutenant said, pulling out his small notebook. “Now, can we please go and see the Commander now?” 
 
    “No. Stay here, I have to talk with someone.” Dan said and started to move to one of the vendors. He stopped when Lieutenant Melton walked at his side. “Did you not hear me? Why not write up the incident with the child while you wait. That should be fun for you.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving your side until you go and talk to the Commander with me.” He said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Dan stepped up to him and got in his face. “If you don’t stay here, I will never go and see the Commander." 
 
    “Well… I mean… You have to. You can’t miss an appointment with her.” He said, stammering while trying to sound tough. 
 
    “Do I look like the kind of guy that makes appointments?” 
 
    “So, if I stay here, you’ll go meet someone, and then we’ll go see the Commander together?” He asked. 
 
    “Fine, after I go meet a contact, alone, I’ll go see the Commander.” Dan said. “Now stay here.” He said sternly as he started walking off, alone. He headed into one of the more permanent shops. 
 
    From there, he walked back to the corner of it and nodded to the fat little human vendor, exiting through a secret doorway. This secret doorway led to a short staircase which led to an area between the floor he had just been on, and the ceiling of the next floor below. It was known as a cable run, or maintenance shaft. Every station, and even some ships, had them – you just had to know where the ones were that were habitable. 
 
    He passed a few small shops near the entrance, they only had a few illegal items – mostly guns, and a few rifles. What he was looking for would be further in. He kept walking. The further in he went, the more illegal the items were. He passed cages of exotic animals, UPA ship modules, UPA medical supplies and ration packs, and more. Finally, after ducking under some water pipes and squeezing past some larger waste pipes, he found the shop he was looking for. 
 
    “Hello Hari.” Dan said as he walked into a shop that had sheets for walls. 
 
    “Well, well, if it isn’t Captain Dan himself.” The very tall, alien humanoid who was covered in light brown hair, said in a very deep voice. “You know that Sylvia is looking for you? I have half a mind to take you to her for her reward.” He said as he finished typing on his wrist console. 
 
    “But you won’t, because if you did, I’d have half a mind to shoot you.” Dan said. He typically rested his hand on his pistol, but at the moment it was wrapped around the handle of it. 
 
    “What do you want, Dan?” Hari asked. 
 
    “Level Four UPA Surgical Kit, Skin Regenerator, and a bottle of Dopsusophene.” Dan told him. 
 
    Hari turned around and tapped on the console. “I can get you the Skin Regenerator and the pills, but I don’t have the surgical kit.” 
 
    “I know that you do. If anyone in all the galaxies were to have one, it would be you. That’s why I came to you.” Dan told him as he took his hand off his pistol and crossed his arms. 
 
    Hari turned around and shook his head. “I can’t help you this time. With any of it, actually.” 
 
    Dan pulled his pistol out and spun around quickly, holding it at Sylvia the Quick’s head. “Hello Sylvia.” 
 
    “Dan.” She said. Sylvia was human, and physically quite stunning – but she had an evil side that bordered on psychotic. She also had two Drogants with her. The rock-like aliens with all but impenetrable skin. Sylvia’s head wasn’t – and his gun was at her forehead. 
 
    “You’re getting me blackballed at my usual contacts?” Dan asked. 
 
    “You did screw me out of a crate of weapons.” She said calmly. “And you have yet to reimburse me.” 
 
    “Your people were late. I dropped the crate off at the exact time our contract stated. I even have the surveillance videos to prove it.” Dan said, still holding his pistol to her head. “You just don’t want people to know that your own people screwed up.” He said with a slight smile. 
 
    “Refund my payment and I’ll tell your contacts that you and I are good again.” 
 
    Dan didn’t say anything for a moment. He just smiled and lowered his gun. “How about I don’t, and you tell my contacts we’re good anyways?” 
 
    “Why on Zeta would I do that?” she asked incredulously. 
 
    “You know, I always wondered why you were able to disappear so completely after a meeting. You were never in any of the usual places that scum like you would be.” He said with a grin. He pulled up the sleeve on his coat to reveal a modified UPA wrist console and lifted his wrist console so that it was horizontal. “It’s because I was looking in the wrong place.” He said. He adjusted his pistol so it was still pointing towards her and used a free finger to push a couple buttons on the console with his gun hand. A hologram of Sylvia the Quick, dressed in a full UPA Uniform, mingling with some of the highest-ranking officers in the UPA. “Either you have a twin called Rebecca Snider, who happens to be a Rear Admiral in the UPA, or something fishy is going on.” 
 
    Sylvia gave him a very dark look as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “If anything happens to me, my ship, my crew, or my contacts won’t sell to me - this and all the information I have on you will go to Space Admiral Amaya.” He said. He tapped his console and dropped his arm to his side; his sleeve fell over it. 
 
    Sylvia’s eyes narrowed to the point that they almost looked like they were closed. She leaned to her right so she could see Hari. “Give him what he wants.” She said with a cold tone. She looked back to Dan. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” Dan said. He put his pistol away and turned around. “How much?” He asked Hari. 
 
    Hari was visibly shaking at this point, probably scared that he was going to get hurt in the crossfire, or that Sylvia will come back to take out retribution on him. 
 
    “You think I’m still going to sell to you?” Hari asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Dan said. “Because if you don’t, I’ll have to release the video of Sylvia. Then she’ll come after me, and I’ll tell her you wouldn’t sell to me, and then she’ll come after you.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “So how much?” 
 
    “You… You are not a nice person, Captain Dan.” He said. He turned around to work at his standalone console. After typing for a few minutes, he finally turned around. “Forty thousand credits.” 
 
    “Seriously? I can get it for half that from your competitors!” Dan yelled. 
 
    “I had to… add a danger pay into the total.” Hari said. He held his hands in front of him and was fidgeting. 
 
    Dan narrowed his eyes. “Fine.” He uncrossed his arms and put his hand into his pocket. When he pulled it out, he was holding a red plastic card in his hand. He gave it to Hari. 
 
    “There’s enough on this?” Hari asked before he did anything with it. 
 
    “Just run it.” 
 
    Hari turned around and put the card into a slot on his console. After a minute, a green light appeared next to it. He pulled it out and gave it back to Dan. 
 
    “I need it in under an hour.” Dan told him. 
 
    “I don’t think my people are that… motivated.” Hari said as he held out his empty hand. 
 
    Dan gave him a dirty look and pulled a couple silver coins from his pocket. He dropped them into Hari’s waiting hand. 
 
    “I’m not sure this will motivate them sufficiently.” Hari said, not moving his open hand. 
 
    Dan pulled out a gold coin and dropped it into Hari’s hand. “If this isn’t enough motivation, I’m going to pull out my pistol and see how well that does at motivating you and your people.” 
 
    Hari closed his hand and turned around, entering something into the computer. 
 
    Dan walked away, pulled his sleeve back again, and held his wrist console up. With his free hand he tapped a couple buttons on it, and a man’s face appeared. 
 
    “Captain, how may I help you?” The face asked. 
 
    “Twang, I’m expecting a delivery in the next forty-five minutes. Make sure it gets to my quarters without anyone seeing it.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain. Did you get what we need?” Twang asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I paid way too much.” Dan said with a sigh. 
 
    “I don’t see how you can put a price on how much it’s going to help you, Captain.” Twang said. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe.” Dan said. “I have to go find the Lieutenant before he blows a gasket. I’ll be back on the ship after I talk with the Commander.” 
 
    “Very well, Captain.” Twang said. 
 
    Dan pushed a button and the face disappeared. He lowered his arm and made his way back to the merchant’s hallway. He watched his back as he left. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Where is Captain Dan?” The Commander asked from behind her desk. Her office was sparsely decorated. There were two models of ships on the left wall, with plaques under them. On the right side was a small bookshelf that held only a couple books. There was also a small plant on top of the bookcase. Her desk and the two chairs in front of it were the only other things in the room, and there was only a data pad resting in the left corner nearest her. 
 
    “I… I don’t know Commander… I lost him in the merchant area.” Lieutenant Melton said, a little squeamishly. 
 
    Suddenly, the door slid open, and a security officer escorted Captain Dan through it. 
 
    “Commander, this man says he has an appointment with you.” A UPA Captain said. He had his hand on his pistol. 
 
    “It’s fine Captain Rodel, He’s supposed to be here.” The Commander said. 
 
    “It would seem your men don’t want anyone seeing you.” Dan said as he shrugged the man’s hand off his shoulder. “Even those with an appointment.” 
 
    “My men are very protective of me.” She told him. “Won’t you sit, please.” She said with a gesture towards the chairs in front of her desk. 
 
    The Lieutenant immediately sat down, but Dan was in a staring contest with the security officer. 
 
    “Captain, would you please wait outside?” The Commander asked. 
 
    He broke away from his stare with Dan and headed for the door. “I’ll be right outside if you need me, Commander.” He told her while he looked at Dan. 
 
    After he left, Dan finally took a seat. “Nice office.” He said as he looked around. “Easy to pack up if you get canned.” 
 
    “I can assure you my position is very secure.” She said. “But we’re not here to talk about my position. We’re here to talk about yours. What exactly are you doing at my station? And why is an officer in the UPA accompanying you?” 
 
    “Ma’am, I can assure you we’re here under the authority of the UPA.” The Lieutenant said. 
 
    “Oh, do tell.” She said, leaning forward and looking intrigued. 
 
    “Well, I can’t really tell you, actually. It’s classified.” He said quickly. He couldn't look her in the eye when he said it, so he looked at the floor. 
 
    “Well, I’m looking at your ship, and it’s been almost two years since your last inspection. I think its time for another, don’t you? I’m sure it will pass all UPA regulations for safety.” She said as she took her datapad and pushed a few buttons on it. 
 
    “Captain Dan and the Heatseeker can’t be detained.” The Lieutenant said boldly as he looked up from his spot on the floor. “I am under strict orders from Space Admiral Amaya.” 
 
    “Can you produce said orders?” She asked. 
 
    “Well no, it’s classified.” He said, sinking into his chair. 
 
    Dan watched the two go at it with a smile. He just sat there, watching. 
 
    “Well, maybe I should have my security team debrief you for information about your mission.” She said with a smile. 
 
    “As much as I would like to see that,” Captain Dan chimed in. “He is a member of my crew at the moment, and if you’re going to debrief him, you’ll have to go through me.” Dan told her. 
 
    The Commander smiled and leaned back. “I’ve heard about how protective you are of your crew, Captain Dan, but to see it is something else entirely.” She leaned back in her chair. “Both of you can relax, I know of your ‘Classified Mission’ and am to provide you with anything you need, whether it be parts and supplies, or extra crew members.” 
 
    “Extra crew members?” The Lieutenant asked. 
 
    “I can only spare one engineer at the moment, but I have several security personnel available.” She told them. 
 
    "I gave you the disks. We need those lists fulfilled.” 
 
    She slid the disks into her datapad and tapped a few buttons. “I should have all of this available.” She looked up them. “I’ll set my people to gather it and bring it to your ship. It’ll probably take a couple hours. In the meantime, I can offer you and your crew a fine meal.” She said. 
 
    “They would like that, thank you.” Dan said. 
 
    “Not you?” She asked. 
 
    “I have some business that needs tending to on my ship. But I’m sure my crew will take you up on that offer.” He told her. 
 
    “Very well, just have them report to the cafeteria on deck four and tell them to let the host know they are from the Heatseeker. It should be ready in an hour.” 
 
    “Many thanks.” Dan said as he stood up. He reached across the desk to give the Commander a handshake and headed out with the Lieutenant hot on his trail. 
 
    On the way back to the ship, he radioed his crew over their comms and told them about the free dinner. He also told Watts that his parts would be at the ship in a couple hours. He got to the ship and punched in the code to unlock it – hiding it from the Lieutenant even. 
 
    “Did the package from Hari come?” He asked Twang as he entered the bridge of his ship. 
 
    “Yes Captain.” Twang said. 
 
    “Good, my quarters in ten.” He told Twang. 
 
    “Who’s Hari, and what should I do?” Lieutenant Melton asked. 
 
    “Never mind who Hari is. Do whatever you want, just don’t bother me.” Dan said as he and Twang left for his quarters. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Twang was an android built by Watts. He was built to look human, mostly so he could lift parts higher than Watts could. He stood exactly five feet, six inches tall, had brown hair and green eyes, and was light skinned, but not light enough that it didn't look human. It was Watts’ most crowning achievement. His name, Twang, was actually T.W.a.N.G., standing for ‘Tool Widget and Network Genius’. He was in the engine room two weeks before Captain Dan said he could be put to better use on the bridge. Watts protested, but eventually grudgingly agreed. He’s been on the bridge for a little over a year since. 
 
    “Sir, are you sure you want to go through with this?” Twang asked Captain Dan while he was preparing the surgical kit he had procured. 
 
    The surgical kit was actually a low-level robot. It didn’t have near the intelligence that Twang had, but it was programmed to do what it was told. Today, Twang was programming it to remove one of Dan’s implants. 
 
    “Which implant will we be removing, Captain?” Twang asked after seeing Dan nod. 
 
    “The one on the top of my foot.” He said as he removed his boot and sock. He rolled up his pants about half a foot. He put his foot up on his bed and it was clear which implant he was referring to. The dark green top of it stood above the top of his foot by about an inch. The bottom half of it was wrapped around all the bones in his foot. 
 
    Twang lifted the surgical kit and pulled out the four legs and set it above Dan’s foot. “Scanning now.” He said as he furiously typed on the keyboard that made up part of the top. The other parts on the top were two holographic projectors and a monitor. 
 
    A series of blue, green, and white lasers streamed out of the bottom of the kit and scanned Dan’s entire foot, all the way to the ankle. The scanning took five minutes. During that time, the two were silent. 
 
    “Scanning complete.” Twang said as he typed on the keyboard some more. “The procedure will take approximately one hour, twenty-four minutes, and thirty-eight seconds.” 
 
    “Approximately…” Dan said with a little laugh. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” Twang asked. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Dan said as he turned on the datapad on his large bed. The datapad showed the parts of the ship - it even displayed the outside of the ship thanks to a few well-placed cameras. He may be incapacitated for a little bit, but he could still watch over his ship. 
 
    The bottom of the surgical kit opened and two needles on robotic arms came down and punctured Dan on both the left and right sides. Dan grunted as they did so. Once they injected him with the anesthetic, they retracted. 
 
    “Captain, your foot should start to feel numb in a few moments.” Twang said, monitoring the entire process. 
 
    After a few moments, a claw extended downwards and grabbed hold of the implant, while two small lasers came down on either side and started their delicate work. 
 
    “Captain, I know you asked us to never ask about your past, but I am very curious how you came by so many advanced implants, and why you want them removed. I've attempted to search multiple databases and have concluded they are more advanced that anything in the UPA. Almost all of them are functional and could help you in many ways.” Twang told him while he typed on the surgical kit's keyboard. 
 
    Dan shook his head as he took one of the smaller, portable, datapads and started working on it. If he couldn’t physically work on his ship, he could work on the functionality of it. He had decided to upgrade his sensor’s software while he was laid up. “It’s a long story.” He said as he typed. 
 
    “We do have one hour, fourteen minutes, and twenty seconds before the procedure is complete.” Twang told him. 
 
    Dan thought about it for a few minutes. Only two other people knew what he had undergone. “Can you give me the box on the dresser?” he asked. 
 
    His room wasn’t that glamorous. It had a very large bed, a dresser, a small closet, a desk, and a separate room for a full bathroom with an overly large tub in it. He had a few photos - one of him with the now Space Admiral Amaya. It also contained another man in it. He had a model of the Heatseeker on one shelf, and a bunch of books filling the rest of the shelves. The closet also had books piled on the floor to knee level. 
 
    Twang brought him the box. It wasn’t anything special, just a plain old ornamental box that held two really old-looking pocket watches. He took it and gently pulled the pocket watches out and set them on his bed. Then he moved the velvet lining a little bit, and in a certain way, and a slot opened on the side of the box. He pulled out a crystal disk from it and put it in his datapad. 
 
    “Behold, Project Cyber-Hercules.” Dan said as he set up the hologram to display full size next to his bed. Dan’s naked body was shown with his arms outstretched. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Twang said. 
 
    “Phase one. Find a candidate in peak physical and mental condition. Me.” 
 
    The image changed with an overlay of implants on his body. 
 
    “Phase two. Enhance the candidate. One-hundred and seventy-eight implants, each designed to be activated by a certain electrical impulse.” 
 
    The image changed to have words scrolling by with an arrow pointing to each implant. 
 
    “Phase three. The United Planetary Alliance has a spy that can move faster, think quicker, and hack any computer in the known universe.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like it’s the worst thing in the galaxy.” Twang said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s great. Did I mention the implants also allow the UPA to control my every move?” Dan said angrily. 
 
    “I can see why you wouldn’t want the implants in your body anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dan said. He pulled the disk out and put it back in the box, being careful to put the pocket watches in the same space they were before. He handed it to Twang who put it back exactly where it was before. “I hope you’ll keep this quiet.” Dan told him as he came back to the surgical station. 
 
    “I will tell no one, Captain.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I do have one question though, if you’ll permit it?” Twang asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Did they let you go? I would think that if they invested that much into you, they would not let you go so easily.” 
 
    “They didn’t. We planned an escape while the new Space Admiral was touring the facility. We were pretty sure that our section wasn’t on the tour.” Dan said. “Only two of us made it to her. Once we told her what the UPA was doing to us, she shut them down and jailed everyone responsible. She set us up with some money, new credentials, a ship, you name it.” 
 
    “That is how you know Space Admiral Amaya, is it not?” 
 
    “Yeah, she was the new Space Admiral.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Dan looked down at his foot. The surgical robot had removed the biggest part and was now working on the metal that wrapped around the bones. “How much longer?” 
 
    “Forty-eight minutes and thirty seconds.” Twang said. 
 
    Dan laid back on the bed and closed his eyes. “If I fall asleep, wake me up when it’s done.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The surgical kit did it’s work extremely well. Dan had virtually no pain, and no scar thanks to the Skin Regenerator he had acquired. He put his sock and boot on with ease, stood up, and almost fell over. 
 
    “Careful Captain, your foot will be numb for around twenty more minutes from the anesthetic.” Twang said as he powered down the surgical kit and carefully put it in the back of Dan’s closet. “We should be able to remove three more implants before we need to refill the anesthetic in the surgical kit.” He added. 
 
    Dan took out the Dopsusophene pills and took two. They were the only thing keeping him alive until he could remove the cheaper implants from his body. Fifteen years ago, the UPA didn’t even think the metal from the cheap implants would break off and go straight into his bloodstream. The pills would dissolve any metal coursing through his veins, and they worked for a month at a time, so he had enough for two years. 
 
    “Do you require anything else Captain?” Twang asked after he had finished packing up the Skin Regenerator and storing it near the surgical kit. 
 
    “No.” he said. 
 
    “Very well, Captain. I shall see you on the bridge.” Twang said and started to leave. 
 
    “Twang,” Dan said quickly, before the door opened. 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    Dan had a hard time thanking people since Project Cyber-Hercules. “Thanks for your help. You’re a good friend.” 
 
    Twang cocked his head. “I am your friend?” He asked genuinely. 
 
    “Yeah, why wouldn’t you be?” Dan said, attempting to stand and testing his sort of numb foot. 
 
    “I am an android, Captain. Do androids have friends?” Twang asked as he cocked his head - a human trait programmed in to make him fit in better. 
 
    “You do, so yes.” Dan said, limping slowly across the room unassisted. 
 
    Twang didn’t say anything for a moment. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “If I do indeed have friends, I was going through past experiences to see who else would be my friend. Would Watts be my friend also?” 
 
    “Yes. More than a friend, actually. Probably more like a father, since he built you and all.” He told the android as he leaned against the wall near the door. 
 
    “And Belladi?” 
 
    Dan laughed. “I’m not sure she has any friends. Maybe beneficial partners!” He said with another laugh. “Have you and her… had any private time together?” 
 
    “No, should I ask her for some ‘private time’?” 
 
    “No, probably not!” Dan said quickly. He wasn't sure how twang and Belladi would even pull off one of her "counselling" sessions, and he wasn't eager to find out. 
 
    “Very well. Is Too’Zer my friend?” 
 
    “Too’Zer has allies, not friends. Though in this sense, I suppose you would be his friend, yes.” 
 
    “What about Bort and Dort? I hardly interact with them.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes two of us. But they are very good at their jobs. So yes, the entire crew are your friends, Twang.” 
 
    Twang stood silent for a moment, then resumed his path to the bridge. He stopped at the door. “Thank you, Captain.” He said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Anytime.” Dan said as he left his room. “Now if only I could feel my foot." He said as he repeatedly tapped it on the floor of his room after making it back to his bed. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    After another twenty minutes sitting on his bed trying to work feeling into his foot, Dan was finally able to make it to the bridge. Unfortunately, he found it occupied by Commander Andrews and five of her giant-sized human security guards with their pistols drawn. They had them aimed at both Too’Zer and Twang. 
 
    The bridge of the Heatseeker could easily fit a dozen people on it, but only had seating for five. The Captain’s chair sat in the middle and was on a small dais. Monitors and consoles could be found around it. In the front left of the bridge was Twang’s position. There were so many monitors and consoles around his seat that he could barely be seen. On the front left was Too’Zer’s seat, where all the weapons and defense consoles were located. There was also an engineering seat in the back left of the bridge, but Watts was always in the engine room. In the back right was where Belladi sat. She could control almost anything, but usually only handled the ship-wide gambling and communications. 
 
    “Commander.” Dan said, making his way to the captain’s chair. The security team that Commander Andrews brought with her definitely looked confused at Dan’s lack of noticing them. “Care to tell me why you and your officers are on my bridge?” 
 
    “Under order sixty-four seventeen, I hereby commandeer this ship. It will serve the UPA well.” She said loudly. 
 
    "Why would you want to do that?" Dan asked, pulling a datapad out of the mesh holder in the arm of his chair. 
 
    “This ship has the fastest engine in the fleet. We need it.” She told him. 
 
    He still never looked at her or her henchmen. “And here I thought our mission was a secret.” He stopped a moment when a broadcast came over the ship. 
 
    “Captain! UPA officers are trying to take the engine room! I’ve locked them out, but it looks like their bringing in a plasma torch to open the bulkhead door.” Watts shouted over intercom. 
 
    “I would suggest not cutting into that door, unless you want me to cut into you and your men.” Dan said nonchalantly. 
 
    “My men have all your people covered, and your weapons lockers will be ours soon enough. You have no other choice but to give me your ship, or I’ll start to… how did you say it? ‘Cut into your men’?” 
 
    Dan glared daggers at her the moment she threatened his men. Then he smiled. “Arm internal ship-wide defenses.” He said loudly. 
 
    Five lasers mounted on retractable arms lowered themselves from the ceiling of the bridge. He tapped a few buttons and put up pictures of similar lasers being lowered in front of the weapons locker, the engine room, all of the corridors, the cargo bay, the small kitchen and dining room, and even their private rooms. 
 
    A loud female voice sounded over every intercom in the ship. 
 
    " TWELVE HOSTILES DETECTED. ONE HUNDRED PERCENT TARGETED FOR MORTAL WOUNDS." 
 
    “I would suggest dropping your weapons, and quickly.” Dan said, looking over at Too’Zer. “Add their weapons to our collection, please.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you’d kill any of us.” Commander Andrews said. 
 
    “What you believe is irrelevant-“ Dan said before being cut off by the ships computerized voice. 
 
    "TWELVE HOSTILES DETECTED. ONE HUNDRED PERCENT TARGETED FOR MORTAL WOUNDS. YOU HAVE ONE MINUTE TO LOWER YOUR WEAPONS AND SURRENDER TO THE CREW OF THE HEATSEEKER." 
 
    Dan raised his console to check the time. “As I was saying. My ship has a mind of its own and won’t stand down unless you comply.” 
 
    “Captain!” Belladi yelled as she ran onto the bridge. “Captain! Oh…” She said as she stopped herself right behind Dan’s chair. 
 
    The henchmen were smiling wide and nodding towards her. Dan had to look behind him to find her in an almost naked stated, wearing nothing but a bra, panties, and a see-through number. 
 
    “Go get some clothes on. You don’t want to be here in twenty-two seconds.” Dan said as he checked his wrist console. “Commander, I’m well within my rights to kill you all for attempted hijacking of my ship. Drop your weapons and raise your arms in surrender and we can talk this over – else you and your men will be breathing through a few extra holes. 
 
    "ELEVEN HOSTILES DETECTED. ONE HUNDRED PERCENT TARGETED FOR MORTAL WOUNDS. YOU HAVE TEN SECONDS TO LOWER YOUR WEAPONS AND SURRENDER TO THE CREW OF THE HEATSEEKER." 
 
    “Looks like one of your men was smart.” He said as he watched the man in the kitchen throw down his weapon and raise his arms. 
 
    "FIVE SECONDS UNTIL HOSTILE THREAT ELIMINATED." 
 
    Commander Andrews looked into Dan’s eyes. What she found there was only known to her. 
 
    "FOUR." 
 
    "THREE." 
 
    "TWO." 
 
    But she threw down her weapon and quickly touched her wrist console. “Throw down your weapons and surrender quickly!” 
 
    "ONE." 
 
    A scream could be heard from the hallway leading to the engine room. 
 
    "HOSTILES THREAT ELIMINATED. INTERNAL WEAPONS IN PASSIVE PROTECTION OF HEATSEEKER CREW." 
 
    “Too’Zer.” Dan said. 
 
    Too’Zer walked around the bridge and collected six UPA Elite pistols. These were not the pistols of normal officers like Lieutenant Melton, these were pistols of Elite soldiers and spies of the UPA. Too’Zer disappeared behind Dan and walked down the hallway. 
 
    Dan smiled when he returned with a small crate of weapons collected from Commander Andrews’ personnel. He also collected her men from the other parts of the ship and escorted them to the airlock. Dan waived at the five men Too’Zer escorted from the bridge. Commander Andrews remained. 
 
    “What’s all this fuss about?” Dan asked. 
 
    Commander Andrews slowly reached one of her hand that were still in the air down to her pocket and brought out a crystal disk. She walked towards Dan’s chair and handed it to him, putting her hand back in the air. 
 
    Too’Zer made it back to the bridge and searched the Commander for any other weapons. “She’s clean Cap’n.” He said. 
 
    “Disarm internal ship-wide defenses.” Dan said loudly. 
 
    The mounted lasers all retracted quickly, and all panels slid over their positions clicked into place across the ship. 
 
    "INTERNAL SHIP-WIDE DEFENSES DEACTIVATED." 
 
    Dan slid the disk into a slot on the arm of his chair and looked up to the multitude of monitors at the front of the bridge. 
 
    Twang pushed a button and the lights on the bridge dimmed. Light burst from a projector mounted on the ceiling near Dan. 
 
    Space Admiral Amaya popped up on front of them, though her hair was a mess and she was very dirty. She was also asleep. The voice was computerized. “To anyone receiving this message. My name is Space Admiral Raquel Amaya, leader of the United Planetary Alliance. Beta sector has been lost. The men, or man, responsible is unknown at this time, though I have confirmed them to be aboard Beta Earth Station One. All UPA equipment, including computers and engines failed in Beta Sector – the cause is unknown. At last count, seventeen UPA ships were disabled. Three were destroyed by Beta Station One’s weapons, four were lost in the gravitational pull of Beta, and ten float lifelessly in Beta Sector. The terrorists have full command of all UPA devices and can turn off their life support at any time.” 
 
    “I am currently in a LifePod that is heading towards the sun at a slow rate. I’m not sure which will happen first, hitting the sun or running out of air." 
 
    “If you are receiving this message, re-group at five-alpha-seventeen.” 
 
    “Space Admiral Amaya, out.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan looked at his crew, plus the two UPA officers, which were gathered in one of his two cargo holds. He nodded to Twang, who walked in front of the assembly and face the large blank wall. A small projector popped out of his head and played Space Admiral Amaya’s message for them, while his mouth acted as the speakers. 
 
    “I owe Space Admiral Amaya a personal debt. I’m going to rescue her.” Dan told them. “If you don’t want to come with me, Zeta Station is your new home.” He told them solemnly. 
 
    “I’m with you, Captain.” Twang said as he turned around. The camera had receded into the top of his head. 
 
    “I am with you as well.” Belladi said, coming to stand next to Twang. 
 
    “I go where my engine room goes.” Watts said as he crossed his three arms. The Wrist Console on his fourth arm hung to his side. 
 
    “We’re with ya, Captain! Plenty of salvaging from war!” Bort and Dort said. 
 
    Too’Zer just nodded his large rock head and grunted. He was already standing next to Captain Dan. 
 
    The two UPA officers, Lieutenant Melton and Commander Andrews stood at the back of where the group was standing prior to siding with their Captain. 
 
    “I am legally required to accompany the test engine.” The Lieutenant told them with his arms crossed. “Regardless of if I like it or not.” He said as he looked to the Commander. 
 
    “I’ll provide you with whatever you need – whether it’s equipment or personnel.” The Commander told Dan. “…but I have a station to run.” 
 
    “Understood.” Dan told her. “Everyone get your gear requests to the Commander within the next twenty minutes. Watts, Lieutenant Melton, fire up the new engine. Belladi, Too’Zer, I want you to re-wire some of the long-range scanners to use anything but UPA equipment. Twang, you and I are going to plot a course that will hopefully keep us out of range.” He walked past his crew. “We leave in an hour, be ready!” He said as he walked out of the cargo hold. 
 
    “Hmmm, he takes charge like some of the best UPA Captains I’ve ever seen.” The Commander said quietly. 
 
    “He’s better than every other Captain, even the ones in the UPA.” Belladi said as she walked past her. 
 
    “He’ll get your Space Admiral. When Captain Dan wants something, he gets it.” Watts said with a toothy grin as he used his arms and legs to walk past her. 
 
    “Lieutenant, a word.” The Commander told Melton as he was leaving. She waited until everyone else had left. 
 
    “Yes Commander?” he asked. 
 
    “I want logs from this mission. Every log you can get a hold of.” She told him. 
 
    “That could be difficult. They’ve only granted me access to the new engine logs, and their engineering monkey keeps a watchful eye.” He told her quietly, while looking over his shoulder to make sure Watts wasn’t around to hear him. 
 
    “Use this.” She told him as she handed him a small circular device. “Just plug it into the main computer. It’ll do the rest. Just make sure you grab it before they find it.” She told him and walked off. 
 
    He quickly stuffed the device into his pocket and made his way to the engine room. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “This can’t be right.” Lieutenant Melton said as he was monitoring the few logs he had access to. 
 
    “What are you on about now?” Watts asked as he dropped from the ceiling and landed behind him. 
 
    “It says here that the outside temperature is nearly five thousand degrees Fahrenheit!” He said as he pointed to the gauge on the monitor. “Clearly, the sensor is broken.” He added, thinking aloud. 
 
    “Probably not,” Watts said with a laugh. “We’re most likely parked near Beta’s sun.” He said as he grabbed a different arm attachment, jumped up to the pipes above him and swung his way back to the new engine. 
 
    “How is that possible!” He yelled at Watts as he swung away. “We should be melting by now!” 
 
    “Captain to the Engine Room – come in Watts.” The speakers blared. 
 
    Watts swung over to his console and pushed a button. “Captain, this is Watts, whatcha’ need?” 
 
    “How’s the new engine holding up?” Captain Dan asked. 
 
    Watts pressed a few buttons on the console and looked over the results. “Everything’s nominal, Captain.” 
 
    “Let me know if anything changes.” He told them. 
 
    “Roger that, Captain!” Watts yelled as he jumped up to the pipes on the ceiling and swung back to his work. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The Captain had ordered the blast shields closed throughout the entire ship to accommodate the heat from their location. 
 
    “Captain, according to the read-outs from the new engine, we can stay here indefinitely and not suffer adverse cooling effects from the life support systems which occurred with our previous engine.” Twang told him without looking up from his screens. 
 
    “Good, and the heat-to-energy conversion?” Dan asked from his Captain’s chair. 
 
    “Nominal. Though we may need to burn off some excess energy if we stay here more than twenty-nine hours, thirty-seven minutes, and four seconds.” Twang told him. 
 
    “Noted.” Dan told him. He pushed a few buttons on his wrist console, which was now plugged into the arm of his chair. “I’m seeing debris coming this way, any chance it’s Amaya’s LifePod?” He asked. 
 
    “No. I’m tracking her LifePod, it will be here in seven hours, twenty-six minutes.” Twang told him as he pushed buttons rapidly. “The debris floating towards us is part of the Renault, a human transport-carrier class ship.” He pushed a couple more buttons. “Interestingly enough, there is atmosphere in part of the ship – though no life signs are detected.” 
 
    “How long would we have before it burns up, if we were to dock with it I mean.” 
 
    “It’s currently moving extremely slow, I estimate we can dock for twelve minutes without leaving the UPA scanner’s blind spot of the blue sun.” Twang said. 
 
    Captain Dan pushed a few buttons on his wrist console. “Bort and Dort, head to docking port Bravo Two for a quick salvaging mission. Radio when you’re in position.” He announced to the ship. He looked up to Twang. “Twang, bring us into docking position.” 
 
    “Docking in one minute.” Twang said. 
 
    “Bort and Dort ready to salvage, Captain!” came their voices over the bridge speakers. 
 
    “Salvagers, when the door opens, you have nine minutes to grab what you can. If you’re not back on the Heatseeker in under nine minutes, you’ll be taking a trip into the sun in an unarmored piece of dead ship. Please try to grab the ships logs and any data you can on its destruction.” Dan said into the radio. 
 
    “Roger that Sir!” The `orts said over the radio. 
 
    The ship jolted for a second as Twang docked with the leftover Renault. 
 
    “Go!” Dan said over the radio as he remotely opened the door for his salvagers. He watched them enter the ship from the camera aimed at his airlock door. 
 
    “It’s hot in here Captain!” Bort yelled over his radio. Dan heard clanking in the background. 
 
    “Twang, crank up the air in Bravo Two.” Dan said. 
 
    “Done.” Twang said. "Also, by turning up the life support in that area, we have burned off a little excess energy - meaning we can stay here longer. I will rerun the calculations when life support is back to normal." He added. 
 
    Dan nodded as he watched as Bort and Dort carried crate after crate back to his ship. He tried to zoom the camera in on the tags of the crates, but the positioning was wrong. 
 
    “Eight minutes, Captain.” Twang said. 
 
    “Salvagers, last call.” Dan said over the radio. He watched the twins carry in the fifth, and last, crate. “Twang, close it up and undock it.” He watched the airlock close and felt the ship undock. 
 
    “Done Captain.” 
 
    Dan got up and made his way to the airlock to check the salvage. When he got there, he saw that the twins were already checking them. 
 
    “You are not going to believe what’s in these crates!” Dort yelled as his bald head popped up over the top of the open crate. 
 
    Dan walked around the crate and looked himself, whistling when he saw what was inside. “DX-Seventy-Eight rockets.” He did the math quick. “Five crates of four is twenty rockets.” He said turning to the twins. “Nice work!” 
 
    “And this, Captain.” Dort said, pulling a small chip out of his wrist console and handing it to Dan. 
 
    Dan put it in his own wrist console and examined what it contained. “Logs from the ship. Looks like it was restocking the weapons platforms.” 
 
    “Yeah, the cargo bay was full of crates, too bad we didn’t have time to get them all.” Bort told him. 
 
    “Still, sixteen of these will go for a ton of credits. We’ll keep four, just in case.” Dan said with a wink. “Put one in the torpedo room, and the rest in the cargo bay. Make sure you tie them down, I don’t want them to explode if we need to make a hasty getaway.” 
 
    “I got this too!” Dort said as he held up some kind of whirligig. 
 
    Dan looked at it with a raised eyebrow. “Nice work?” He asked. 
 
    “Can I keep it?” He asked, almost begging. 
 
    “Sure…” Dan said as he turned around and left. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The next seven hours passed uneventfully. No salvageable parts of ships passed by, no word came from Beta Station, any of the weapons platforms, or Beta Earth itself. For the crew of the Heatseeker, it was worse than being in deep space – because they knew there was life nearby that could be visited, but they couldn’t get to it. 
 
    “Space Admiral Amaya’s LifePod is nearing our position. Time to intercept – four minutes thirty-seven seconds.” Twang finally announced. 
 
    "Are we betting on catching her?" Dort said. Bort elbowed him in the ribs while Belladi gave him an evil stare. 
 
    Dan had almost dozed off but came instantly awake at Twang’s voice. He ignored Dort's comment. “Raise the net in cargo bay one, and line us up.” He told Twang. He punched a button on the arm of his chair, opening the ship-wide communications. “Belladi, bring the gurney and medical cart to cargo bay one, but stay outside until it’s clear to go in. I’ll meet you there.” He pushed the same button, disabling the communications. “Twang, let me know when she’s secured in the cargo bay and it’s vented.” He said as he hopped out of his chair and headed to the cargo bay. 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” Twang said, but Dan barely heard him as he was halfway off the bridge. 
 
    Cargo Bay 1, the primary cargo bay on the Heatseeker, was accessible to the dorsal, or top, and the ventral, or bottom, of the ship. It ran through the entire depth of the ship, had doors on both dorsal and ventral sides, and had a large metal net in the middle for catching objects floating in space. This wasn’t the first time they had caught a LifePod, so they knew what to expect. 
 
    “Twang, keep the ship’s ventral toward the sun as much as possible, I don’t want to burn us to a crisp.” Dan said into his wrist console. 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” Twang replied. 
 
    Dan heard the cargo bay doors opening through the bulkhead and cringed at the grinding. “Gotta’ grease that when we get time.” He said to himself, and made a note in his wrist console. 
 
    Belladi and Too’Zer came down the hallway, Belladi pushing the floating gurney, and Too’Zer was pushing a floating box of medical supplies that was just about as large as the gurney and as tall as Belladi. 
 
    “Is the Space Admiral aboard yet, Captain?” Belladi asked. 
 
    “Soon.” Dan said as he watched the camera of the cargo bay on his wrist console. “Here she comes.” He held out his wrist so that the other two could watch, Too’Zer didn’t seem to care. 
 
    The LifePod floated into the cargo bay and was caught in the dead-center of the metal net. The net was designed to give a little in order to 'catch' things, and was also magnetized for instances liked this. Twang executed the catch perfectly, both locking the LifePod in the center of the net and closing the cargo bay doors at the same time. Dan and Belladi watched as the net was lowered, pulling the LifePod to the floor, which was made up of the ventral doors. 
 
    Dan waited for the light above the cargo bay door to turn green before he rushed into the room. He barely heard Twang telling him it was okay to proceed over his wrist console as he rushed over to the LifePod and quickly scanned the exterior for damage. He noticed the impact absorbing foam immediately and quickly began the unlocking procedures. 
 
    “Too’Zer, get the crowbars.” Dan yelled over his shoulder as he unlatched the seven latches around the top cover. 
 
    Once it was unlatched, he and Too’Zer began prying the top cover away from the foam. It was slow work as the foam was designed to adhere to the surfaces around the occupant to keep them protected from the harshness of space. 
 
    “Captain.” Belladi said as she held out a metal tube with a spray nozzle on one end. 
 
    Dan nodded as he took it and jammed it under the cover. Once he had pried it under he released the tube’s contents, it dissolved the foam almost immediately. As it dissolved, Too’Zer grabbed the lid and lifted, grunting as the lid finally came away from the pod. He tossed it to the side as Belladi rushed over to the side of the pod with an injector, stabbing it quickly into the Space Admiral’s arm. 
 
    Dan watched for seconds, which seemed like eons, until Amaya finally started breathing on her own. Her eyes fluttered and she moaned a little bit. Dan leaned down and patted her face. “Amaya,” He said quietly, over and over. 
 
    Amaya’s hand shot up to grab Dan’s hand when she finally came to. “Dan?” she said wearily. Her eyes locked on his and she smiled warmly. 
 
    “You’re safe now.” He said as he nodded to Too’Zer. 
 
    The rocky giant reached under Amaya, and very delicately lifted her out of the pod and placed her on the gurney. 
 
    “We’ll take her to my quarters.” He said as he started pushing the gurney before Belladi had a chance to lock the monitors in place. 
 
    Belladi had to rush to keep up with him, running back and forth from the medical box to the gurney, setting up three separate life-support monitors and barely locking them into place before Dan rushed the gurney through the small door to his quarters. Once there, he ignored the fact that the sensors were still scanning her and lifted her from the gurney to his bed. He sat next to her and held her hand as Belladi came over with an IV and hung it up on the wall next to Dan’s bed. She proceeded to pull out a catheter and injected it into the vein in the arm Dan wasn’t gripping. She taped it up and set the IV to push fluids into Amaya. 
 
    “She’ll need three bags of fluids, maybe four, depending on how long she was in there.” Belladi said as she set out four bags of saline on Dan’s bedside table. 
 
    “Thank you, Belladi.” Dan said quietly. 
 
    She held up three injectors. “This one is a vitamin shot, give it to her after the first bag. The second is to help her sleep if she wants it.” She told him. 
 
    “And the third?” Dan asked. 
 
    “The third is to wake her up, but I don’t recommend it so soon after stasis.” Belladi told him. “It could kill her.” She added quietly. 
 
    “Thank you again, Belladi.” Dan said softly as he looked the Space Admiral over. 
 
    Belladi slipped out of the room quietly, Dan didn't bother to watch her go. He sat on the bed next to Amaya for the next four hours, only standing up to stretch occasionally, and to check in with Twang on the bridge, who reported nothing of note since picking up the Space Admiral’s LifePod. 
 
    He watched her rest, and immediately regretted ever breaking things off with her. She was the most attractive, smart, and funny person he had ever met. His mind thought back to his short time with her before he was interrupted. 
 
    “Dan?” Amaya said with a croak when she finally awoke. She blinked rapidly and glanced around. “You finally got me into your bed…” She said, smiling a little. 
 
    “Amaya!” Dan nearly shouted and leaned down to hug her. She groaned in pain and Dan immediately sat back up. “Sorry.” He said quickly. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll let it pass.” She said with another of her lovely smiles that mesmerized Dan. When he didn’t say anything, she asked, “Can I get up now?” 
 
    Dan quickly let go of her hand and stammered. “Yeah, of course. Just… slowly.” He said. He leaned down again and helped her sit up. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like I was just in stasis.” She said as she steadied herself into a sitting position. “I hate stasis.” She said quickly. 
 
    “I know something of it.” He said, referring to his time under UPA control. 
 
    “Sorry… I didn’t mean— “ 
 
    “I know. It’s okay.” He told her. He held up his wrist console and told Belladi to report to his room. 
 
    “Belladi… the Pluaggi?” she asked. “Why did you call her down?” 
 
    “She’s currently the best medic I have on the ship. She’ll need to clear you before you leave the bed.” 
 
    “Oh, come on Daniel.” She said as she tried to get up - and fell right back onto the bed. “Okay, I see your point.” 
 
    Dan just smiled at her. When the buzzer on the door rang, he walked over and opened it for Belladi. 
 
    “Captain, how may I help you?” She asked. 
 
    “I need to you check the Space Admiral over before I allow her to get up and roam the ship.” He told her. 
 
    “Very well.” Belladi said as she walked past Dan and over to Amaya, 
 
    When she started asking questions that Dan thought were a little too personal for him, he decided to leave and headed up to the bridge. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Captain, I’m hearing some strange signals.” Twang said abruptly, cocking his head to the left. 
 
    “What kind of signals?” 
 
    “Unknown. They are unlike anything I’ve ever heard before.” Twang said as he cocked his head to the other side. “It is as though they are calling out to UPA equipment. Some of my sensors are attempting to respond on their own.” 
 
    “Turn off your sensors, and anything else that tries to respond from the ship!” Dan said quickly. He tapped on his wrist console, furiously trying to shut down his UPA systems. His ship was fully customized and didn’t have many UPA systems that weren’t modified by Watts, but most of his weapons systems were still untouched UPA systems. 
 
    After a few minutes, Twang spoke again. “Captain, I’ve had to turn off some of my functions, such as sound and signal receivers, and some motor functions. On the ship, I’ve had to turn off the water filtration units, the food storage units, stabilizers ship-wide, and the systems we have scanning the UPA network.” Twang said. 
 
    “What exactly are you scanning the UPA network for?” Amaya said as she slowly entered the bridge. She was wearing a hydration vest – which was exactly as it sounded. It was a vest that carried a saline and oxygenated liquid which was absorbed through the skin via the skin-tight vest. This was one was a bit small, even for Amaya’s five-foot nothing frame – so it left little to the imagination as far as her curves went. 
 
    “We’ve got bigger problems.” Dan said, tapping on his wrist console. Luckily, the entire crew had wrist consoles which were upgraded by Watts and Twang. 
 
    “Like what?” Amaya asked as she took one of the seats in the back. Belladi entered shortly after and took her normal position on the other side in the back. 
 
    “Whatever caused the UPA systems to be taken over is reaching us here.” Dan said, still typing on his wrist. “Some kind of signal we’ve never seen before.” He said as he put it on the large monitor in front of the bridge. 
 
    The screen showed an analog wavelength of varying size and complexity. Underneath it, there was code scrolling by at a fast rate. 
 
    “The protocol analyzer is having trouble distinguishing some of the characters in the code, so it’s replacing them all with a block of black instead.” Twang said without looking up from his station. 
 
    “This is the signal that’s attacking the UPA?” Amaya asked as she stood up and walked towards the large front monitor. 
 
    “Yes.” Twang said. 
 
    “You’ve seen it before?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Yes.” She said softly. “And so have you.” She added. 
 
    “I’ve never seen code like this.” Dan told her, stopping what he was doing. 
 
    “Mr. Twang, can you please filter out all the blocks?” She asked. 
 
    Twang looked to Captain Dan. 
 
    “Do it.” He said. 
 
    Twang moved his head forward again, his monitors flickered with changes as he typed, and the code on the big monitor changed. 
 
    “Now invert it.” Amaya said. 
 
    Twang's monitor changed, and the code changed again. 
 
    Dan stood up at once. “That’s impossible!” He shouted. 
 
    “You know this code, Captain?” Belladi asked from the back of the room. 
 
    “Yes.” He said, looking at Amaya. “It’s the same one that emanates from me.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Watts, Too’Zer, and the twins entered the bridge moments after Dan’s declaration. 
 
    “What do you mean, it’s the same signal that emanates from you? Humans do not emanate signals.” Belladi said. 
 
    Dan sighed and sat down. He looked at Amaya. “Do you want to tell them, or should I?” He asked her. 
 
    Amaya looked at him sadly. 
 
    Captain Dan pushed a few buttons on the arms of his chair. He stood up and somberly walked to his quarters, retrieving the data chip inside the box that he had shown Twang earlier. He put the crystal disk in a slot on the captain's chair and let the images flood the monitors. 
 
    "Is that what I think it is?" Watts asked. 
 
    "Is this why you wear clothes that cover all of your skin?" Belladi asked. "To cover the implants?" 
 
    "Yes." Dan said. "The UPA did that to me and another man, Kirk Sparks." He said as he pointed to the front monitor. 
 
    "So this Kirk Sparks is the one who took over Beta sector?" Watts asked. 
 
    "Captain Dan and Mr. Sparks are the only two left that have this specific code." Amaya told them. "It would make sense that he wants his revenge on the UPA, and Beta is the Headquarters for the entire UPA. Destroying it would set us back tremendously." 
 
    "This isn't possible - from an engineering standpoint I mean." Lieutenant Melton said. "You're saying that there is a backdoor inside every piece of UPA hardware and software that's capable of being exploited." 
 
    "How do you think we're able to hide as well as we do?" Watts asked. He turned to Dan. "I've always known you had an inside connection to the UPA, but I thought it was the Admiral." 
 
    "You're hiding inside the Beta sun!" Melton said, turning quickly to the Admiral. "Which is also a technology I'll be looking into, Admiral." 
 
    "Good luck with that." Watts said as he jumped into his station and started processing the files Captain Dan is showing them. 
 
    "Was this done to you against your will?" Belladi asked as she came up to Dan. 
 
    Dan only nodded. Belladi gave him a hug. 
 
    "You've removed some of these implants, right?" Watts asked. 
 
    "The captain has removed a number of them, with my assistance." Twang said without moving. "these are the ones we have removed so far." He said as red X's appeared over a very small amount of the implants over Dan's body on the screen. 
 
    Watts scrolled through the implants remaining. "Some of these could help us restore the UPA's systems." 
 
    "Assuming we'd want to." Dan said as he sat down in his chair. 
 
    "Why wouldn't you?" Amaya asked, incredulously. 
 
    Dan stared at the monitors, ignoring her questions. 
 
    "If the UPA did this to you against your will, then that makes them your enemy." Too'Zer said, surprising the crew that he had kept up with the conversation. 
 
    "There are over a billion people on Beta Earth alone..." Amaya said quietly. "Would you let them die?" 
 
    Dan took a deep breath. 
 
    "I'm with you Captain, whatever you decide." Watts said. "But I'll be pissed off at you if you get my engine room blown to pieces." 
 
    "I will help wherever I can, Captain." Belladi said. 
 
    "I will help you crush your enemies." Too'Zer said, crossing his giant rock arms. 
 
    "Like we said before, plenty of salvaging in war." Bort said, and Dort nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dan got up and left without saying a word. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan laid on his bed, staring at the ceiling and absentmindedly feeling one of the implants on the back of his hand. He could risk his life, his ship, and his crew to save the people who turned him into part-cyborg, part-man. Or... he could move on. 
 
    If he didn't help, Amaya would hate him forever and his crew would think less of him - but he'd have his ship. His ship which he had spent his whole life in since being freed. His ship, in which he was on a first name basis with all of its systems. He could feel them, if he reached out through his implants. He absently flicked his finger and made the lights in his room turn off. Another flip turned them on. He felt them. He could feel the energy pulsing through the cables running from the ship's engine. He could literally see the pulsing as the energy wound around the ship. Twang had told him that his ocular implants couldn't be removed without blinding him, and four of the implants in his spine couldn't be removed without crippling him.  He closed his eyes. 
 
    "Kirk, what have you done?" He whispered aloud. 
 
    Almost as if he was there with him, one of the storage implants in his head brought forth a memory, which it transferred to his ocular implants. 
 
    "You can make it! One more!" Kirk told him as he sat on his bed. 
 
    "I don't think I can..." The old Trevor said. He grabbed the new implant on the upper left of his chest. It was a metallic octagon disk which was held in place by screws mounting to his ribs, mounted right above his heart. A plastic bandage covered it, with white bandages around the edges and a clear plastic center. He could feel his heart rate rising as he tore the bandage off. 
 
    "I wouldn't do that if I were you." Kirk told him. 
 
    He tore the bandage off and was immediately put to sleep by the guards watching him, who had activated a backdoor in one of the implants in his head. 
 
    The memory ended, leaving Dan shaking his head. 
 
    He thought hard on his only friend from the program. Kirk was the stronger of the two. Kirk had kept him alive, kept him going until the next round of surgery. Could Kirk even be capable of destroying billions on Beta Earth? Dan had only known him inside the program, inside their cage. He could have been a serial murderer for all he knew - but inside the cage he had been a good friend to Dan. 
 
    Dan sat up slowly when the door chimed. 
 
    "Come." He said, activating the communication relay on the outside of the door with one of his implants. 
 
    The magnetic locks on the door clicked, and it opened slowly. Dan looked to see Amaya standing his doorway. 
 
    "May I come in, Captain?" Amaya asked quietly. 
 
    "Sure." Dan said, just as quietly. 
 
    She closed the door just as slowly and walked over to the bed, sitting down next to Dan. She put her hand on his, both his and hers rested on the bed between them. 
 
    "Are you scared of going back to face the project?" She asked, looking at him with those beautiful blue eyes. "You know we're all here for you if you need us, right?" 
 
    "That's the problem, Amaya." Dan said as he withdrew his hand from hers and stood up. He walked over and put his hands on the dresser and dropped his head. "If they follow me into this, they will all die. You know what we were capable of." 
 
    Amaya lowered her head. "Maybe you can reason with him?" She said, knowing full well how this would turn out. "He would listen to you." 
 
    Dan spun around. "We don't even know if it's him!" 
 
    "Everyone else from the project is dead or buried deep in a prison that only a handful of us know about. I confirmed that." She told him as she looked up to him. 
 
    "Doesn't mean someone couldn't have given someone else the implants. Hell, they could have given them better implants than we have now." He said, knowing it was unlikely. 
 
    "Daniel," she said as she stood up and took his hand. "You know it's him. You can feel it in the code, can't you?" 
 
    Dan pulled his hand back quickly and closed his eyes, rubbing his hands over them. 
 
    "Have you even tried? To see if it's him or not?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Why not? He was your friend, wasn't he?" She asked. 
 
    "Trevor, come with me." Kirk told him after the new Space Admiral had given them each a new ship, and enough credits to last years. 
 
    Trevor shook his head. "I can't. I can't go down that road." 
 
    "Why? Look what they've done to us!" Kirk shouted as he held out his arms, which were covered in implants. He pointed to his face, which were also covered in implants, two covered each side of his face, and a large one covered his forehead. The program was closed down before Trevor had received those specific ones. 
 
    "You can't destroy the entire UPA! There are innocents who had nothing to do with what happened to us!" Trevor shouted at him. 
 
    "Those innocents you speak of? What happens when the UPA starts another program like ours and decides to test it out?" 
 
    "The new Space Admiral wouldn't let that happen." Trevor said in defense of Amaya. They had been talking every day in the two weeks that he had been freed. 
 
    "One day you'll see as I do. The UPA is nothing more than a weapons manufacturer, and they always need someone to test their new weapons on." Kirk said, then shook his head. "Perhaps we'll talk about it again someday." He said as he walked away. 
 
    "Doubtful." Trevor said. 
 
    Dan took a deep breath. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "I need to think." Dan said as he walked over and opened the door. 
 
    "I'll let your crew know to not disturb you." She told him as she left slowly. She looked back at him and said, "I still care for you, and will always be here if you need me." And then she left. 
 
    Dan closed the door when went to lay down on his bed again. 
 
    He closed his eyes and thought of Kirk. He used his connection to the Heatseeker’s communication array to connect to the satellites in the Beta System. I was like watching out a window going through a series of tunnels - though you could only see the paths open to you. When there was a camera available, he used it to look out into the world. He saw damaged ships, floating slowly through space. He saw a tunnel leading to some of them, to access their systems - but he ignored it. He was looking for Kirk, and he knew where to find him. He followed the patch tunnel to Beta Earth Station 1. 
 
    Beta Earth Station had thousands of systems to go through. He flipped through each one like one would flip through the televisions on Old Earth. After a few minutes of flipping systems, he finally found Kirk, standing in the observatory at the top of the station. The observatory was a giant dome, with metal strips running through the dome, crisscrossing their way from top to bottom. The only purpose of the metal strips was to implant systems - like cameras. From here, one could see all of Beta Earth on one side, and the blue sun on the other. If one stayed long enough, they could watch Beta's three moons orbit the planet. 
 
    "Hello Trevor." Kirk said as he looked up at the camera Dan was accessing. 
 
    Unfortunately, Dan had removed the implant that would allow him to access multiple systems at one time. The camera he was watching had a microphone in it, which was the only reason he could see and hear Kirk. He watched Kirk as he tilted his robed head towards the camera. He couldn't see anything else of the man, since the dark robes covered his entire body. He transferred to the speaker systems to talk, then swapped back to the camera/microphone instead. 
 
    "Why are you only accessing one system at a time, Trevor? You are capable of so much more." Kirk said. His voice was strangely robotic sounding. 
 
    A short time passed with Kirk just watching the camera. He could tell exactly which system Dan was accessing. 
 
    Dan moved back to the speakers. "Why did you kill them all, Kirk?" He said, quickly moving back to the camera and microphone when he was done. 
 
    "You know why." Kirk told him. He said nothing more. 
 
    Dan moved back to the speakers. "We won our freedom. You could have built a new life with what they gave us, like I did." He said, quickly moving back to the camera. 
 
    Kirk pulled his hood down, revealing a fully robotic head. It was mostly chrome, with two eye sockets that glowed red, and two antennas where the ears would have been. "They built me. They will feel the pain we felt, the pain we feel." 
 
    Dan shook his head, and the camera moved back and forth, as though it was his avatar. Instead of moving back to the speakers, He just talked, and his voice came out the speakers while he was inhabiting the camera. "The project didn't do all of that to you." 
 
    "I finished what they started!" The robotic head shouted. "Now I am the perfect human, capable of destroying entire systems!" 
 
    "Genocide isn't the answer. Give up, I will do what I can to help you get back to your old self." Dan said. 
 
    "NO!" Kirk shouted. 
 
    Dan was hit with an electric current, which jolted him back along the communication lines he had traveled, right back into his body. From zap to consciousness on his bed, it only took a few seconds. He groaned as he rolled over on his bed, clutching his head in pain. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    "Watts," Dan yelled as he stood in the engine room. He looked around but couldn't find the little blue-haired monkey anywhere. "Watts!" He yelled again. 
 
    "Captain!" Watts yelled from behind the new engine. He popped his head up so Dan could see him. He was wearing his goggles again. 
 
    Dan walked over to the new engine and stood on a crate that had been parked next to it for Lt. Melton to stand on, just as he was now doing. "Watts, I need you to put on your spacesuit and build some external atmospheric vents that we can control from the bridge." 
 
    Watts blinked at him a couple times. "You're planning on steering the ship with our oxygen?" he asked as he cocked his head. 
 
    "A backup only, I assure you." Dan told him. 
 
    "You think the new engine won't work, what with this human who is able to control everything electronic." Watts added, fleshing out Dan's plans verbally. 
 
    "Always good to have a backup." Dan told him. "How long would it take?" 
 
    Watts jumped up and swung on the pipes on the ceiling, swinging his way over to his desk, where he changed out his mechanical arm. He had been using a modified insulation-shooting gun, and swapped to his arm computer. He furiously mashed on the new appendage.  "About six hours, Captain." He said as he mashed more buttons. "But you should know that if we do this, you'll only have about four minutes of propulsion before we run out of air." He said as he looked up. 
 
    "Enough to escape, maybe." Dan said. 
 
    "Not enough to evade the entire weapons defense systems in the Beta Sector." Watts added. There were forty two weapons platforms that were in range of the station. 
 
    "I have another plan for that." Dan said with a smile. 
 
    "You're the Captain for a reason..." Watts said as he unhooked his computer appendage. He used his remaining three arms to walk on, with his legs, to get to the other side of the room faster. When he was there, he opened a crate and pulled out his bright orange spacesuit, complete with a stub for his missing arm so that he could attach his robotic appendages while in space. "Haven't been in space in a while..." Watts mumbled. "I wonder if this thing still holds air." 
 
    Dan smiled at the little Grot and walked into the hallway connected to the engine room. There he ran into Matthew Melton. 
 
    "Captain, I've been studying the data from the project you were involved in and I believe that the new engine I've installed should be impervious to the code that the implants use to control UPA technology." the Lieutenant said with confidence. 
 
    "Good. I need you to go help Watts with a side project." Dan said as he maneuvered around the man. 
 
    "Captain." Matthew said, holding up a hand to Dan's chest before he could move past him. 
 
    Dan put his hand on his gun. "I'd remove your hand, if I were you." Dan told him. 
 
    Matthew quickly put his hand down. "Captain, you need a skilled engineer in command of the engine room if you want to go to war with a man who can control the entire Beta sector." 
 
    "I have one." Dan told him. 
 
    "Watts is mechanically intuitive, sure, but I think you and I both know that I would be a better Head of Engineering than he would." 
 
    Dan looked him in the eyes and said, "Doubtful." Then he pushed past the man and headed down the short hallway, where he ran into Too'Zer. 
 
    "Captain, I'm done modifying the missile with the scanning equipment that Watts gave me. We're ready to fire on your command." He said in his overly deep voice. 
 
    "What missile?" Dan asked. 
 
    "The one I told him and Watts to modify. It works on a different frequency than all other UPA equipment and should allow us to backdoor into the Beta Sector defense systems." Amaya said as she entered the short hallway. At least she put a shirt over the hydration vest. 
 
    "You are not in command here, Amaya." Dan said defiantly. 
 
    "I know, I just thought it might give us an edge." Amaya said. "I'm sorry." 
 
    It would give them an edge, if it worked. "How much time will it take to use the backdoor?" He asked as he moved to the bridge. 
 
    "Twang said he could do it in seconds, but he's worried that the signal will take control of him if he turns his communications systems back online. Right now, he's just... like a normal human." She said, following him. 
 
    "He's more human than some humans I know." He said, finally reaching the Captain's Chair. "Twang, how much time would you need to manually use the backdoor on the missile?" He said as he pulled up the console on the arm of his chair. He looked up but saw nothing. With the heat shields down, the room was like a metal coffin, with comfier chairs. 
 
    "I believe I could take control of the Defense Systems in Beta in four minutes and thirty-eight seconds without my communications systems, Captain." Twang said. He was barely moving, what with all his systems offline. 
 
    Dan looked to Amaya. "How long would it take you to do it?" 
 
    "About ten minutes. I'm not as skilled in UPA systems as I should be." She told him with a sigh. 
 
    "But you make one hell of a Space Admiral, and a great First Officer." He said, tapping on his systems as he talked. 
 
    "You want me to be your First Officer?" She asked. There was no sound of joy in her voice, only questioning. She was very good at hiding emotions - which was part of the reason they broke up. 
 
    "Until we can restore you to your seat of power, you're stranded on my ship. Makes sense to give you something useful to do." Dan told her as nonchalantly as possible. He tried to glance at her to see if there was any reaction, but she caught him looking. 
 
    "Is that the only reason you want me to be your First Officer?" She asked. 
 
    "What are you implying?" he asked. 
 
    "I believe she thinks you have an ulterior motive, Captain." Twang interjected. 
 
    "What?!" Dan's head snapped up and stared at Twang. 
 
    "Even without the majority of my sensors, I can see you wish her to stay with you on board the Heatseeker when this is over." He said as he turned his head towards them - at an awkward angle in which no human could master. 
 
    Dan's eyes opened wide. "I do not have an 'ulterior motive'," he said through clenched teeth. "I was implying that she could be useful as a First Officer while we are on this mission." He quickly looked down at his screen, and then to Amaya. "Never mind, it was a silly gesture." he said as he tapped a couple of buttons on his console, then got up quickly and started to leave the bridge. 
 
    "I'll be your First Officer, Captain Daniels." Amaya said before he left. 
 
    Her acceptance stopped him cold. He walked to the doorway, looking like a fool unsure of what to do next. "Twang, give her the proper codes." He said over his shoulder as he left. He heard Twang say, "Yes, Captain.", before he made it down the hall and into his quarters. He shut the door quickly and leaned against it, finally letting out a breath. 
 
    He tapped a button on the wall near the door without looking. 
 
    "Yes, Captain?" Belladi's voice answered. 
 
    "Assemble the crew on the bridge in six hours." He said out loud. 
 
    "Of course, Captain." Her voice paused for a moment. "Do you require counseling?" She asked quietly. 
 
    "No!" Dan shouted as he hit his fist against the button that called her. 
 
    He walked over to his bed and fell onto it, face first. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan walked onto his bridge after taking a nap and showering. He also had a snack, which consisted of Rhino Meat's summer sausage line - no Nutri-Slushi's for him, he couldn't tolerate the stuff. In the six hours he was away, Amaya had reported that everything was set for their incursion into the Beta Sector. His entire crew was there: Belladi - who was actually wearing decent clothing and not some skimpy outfit; Twang - who had never left; Too'Zer - wearing his battle armor, weapons belts, and carrying his large rifle; Watts - who was furiously tapping on his multiple consoles; and Bort and Dort - each carrying their salvaging equipment harnesses. Even his extended crew was there: Space Admiral and now First Officer Amaya stood next to his chair - wearing a crisp UPA uniform (god only knows where she got a crisp uniform) with body armor and carrying her UPA issued pistol; and Lieutenant Melton, standing beside Watts - he was only wearing his normal UPA uniform. It was a rare site to have any UPA on his bridge, let alone the Space Admiral. 
 
    "Crew of the Heatseeker," Dan started as he came to stand behind his chair. "We're about to do something we don't normally do. We're about to save the UPA from a madman." He looked at Amaya and she smiled and nodded to him. "We're going to do a three-fold attack. Twang will use a burst from the new engine to give us a push towards the station. To Kirk, it'll look like we're just drifting towards the station. He'll undoubtedly attempt to connect to us and move us out of the path of Beta's station. When that fails, he'll attempt to shoot us down. When we're fifty kilometers from BES1, Too'Zer will fire the missile that's loaded with a virus that should shut down Beta's defenses. Kirk will attempt to move another ship in it's path, which will give us time to put the new engine at full and attempt to board the station. I'll be the first on the station with Too'Zer, and we'll attempt to take out Kirk. Failing that, Bort and Dort will take down the generators." 
 
    "And salvage on our way back, Captain?" Bort asked, with a smile and a lot of nods from Dort. 
 
    "Not this time. Take out the power to the stations then make your way back to the Heatseeker." Dan told them. 
 
    "Awwww." Dort said. 
 
    "I'm sure we'll be well compensated for helping the UPA." Dan told them, which cheered them up immensely. 
 
    "And what am I, Watts, Belladi, and the Space Admiral to do?" Lieutenant Melton asked. 
 
    "You and Watts will be in the engine room making sure we can get the hell out of here if we fail. Amaya will be in command of the ship in my absence, and Belladi will back her up with anything she needs." Dan told them. 
 
    "I should be coming with you." Amaya told him. "You may need my codes." 
 
    "We already have them." Watts said with a snicker. 
 
    "What?!" Amaya asked in surprise. 
 
    "What?" Watts asked. 
 
    "We get your new codes every time you change them - though we've never used them yet." Dan said. "I keep them for emergencies only." Dan said, raising his hands a little. 
 
    "How?" was all she could ask. 
 
    Dan pulled up his sleeve, revealing three implants. "I figure it's the price for what the UPA did to me." He said quietly. 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. "Did you get them while we were dating too?" She asked. 
 
    "Yes." Dan said. "Can we continue, or do you need some time to cry?" 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    Dan walked around and sat in his chair, pushing a couple buttons on the arm of his chair. "This course should take us where we need to go." a map of the sector came up on all the displays on the bridge, showing the Heatseeker at it's current location near the blue sun, and the path to the station, which wove around several floating dots on the screens. "I've already had to adjust it three times due to the disabled ships and debris floating between us and the station." 
 
    "If we take that path, he'll know we have navigation control." Amaya said, still angry about her codes. 
 
    "It's unavoidable. The ships are somehow orbiting the station like a moving shield." Dan said as he pointed towards the dots. He tapped a few more buttons and dotted lines showed the floating ships orbits around the station. "In order to get through them, we'll need to navigate - or we'll collide with the third one. every time." 
 
    "I've attempted to plot a straight path through, Space Admiral, but there is no straight path to the station without colliding with something between us." Twang added. 
 
    Amaya looked at the map. "Can you plot the courses of all the derelict ships in the path?" 
 
    "Of course, Space Admiral." Twang said as he typed on the console. More dotted lines filled up the screen, each showing a path of the ships around the station. 
 
    "He's moving them in order to keep anyone from getting to the station." Amaya said as she pointed to the lines. 
 
    "Great, one more thing to worry about." Watts mumbled. 
 
    "Can you show the times of the course corrections of the ships around the station?" Amaya asked again. Dan saw where she was going. 
 
    "Of course, Space Admiral." Twang said again and typed in a few commands on his console. 
 
    Amaya got close to one of the monitors. "All the times are different." 
 
    "He can't control more than one thing at a time." Belladi noted. "That's good to know." 
 
    "Unless he can, and he is only being lazy in moving the ships." Watts said, looking at the screens. "How do we know he isn't controlling other things at the same time? You’re only basing this point on the movement of the ships. We have no information on all the other systems." 
 
    "Another good point." Dan added. "There is a way to confirm this theory." 
 
    Everyone in the room looked at him. "How?" Amaya asked, the only one to speak up. 
 
    "Twang, can you predict when the next couple ship movements would be?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Of course, Captain." Twang said, pushing a few more buttons. "The next three ship movements will happen in the next hour. Two of them will happen within three minutes of each other." 
 
    "Good, track those ships, I'll go talk to Kirk when they are supposed to happen. Knowing if he can do multiple tasks in the UPA network is worth the risk." 
 
    "What do you mean 'you'll go talk to him'?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "Captain, it looks like the next movement will be in seven minutes and thirty seconds." Twang said over Amaya. 
 
    Amaya grabbed Dan's Arm. "What aren't you telling us?" 
 
    "He's going to use his implants girl." Watts said in frustration. 
 
    "That's too dangerous!" Amaya said quickly, looking Dan in the eyes. "You can't..." 
 
    "I did it before. He seemed more intent to recruit me." Dan said, shrugging off her arm. "Perhaps I can get an opening in the ship rotation." 
 
    "And perhaps he could kill you in there." She told him in front of everyone. 
 
    "Doubtful, like I said, he seems more likely to try to recruit me in murdering everyone in the UPA. We can use that against him." Dan said. 
 
    "Trevor..." Amaya said quietly. 
 
    "I'll be okay." He assured her. "And if I'm not, I want you to implement the plan I've laid out." 
 
    She looked at him sadly but knew she wouldn't change his mind. She couldn't when they were together, and she couldn't now. "Fine. But if you die, I'm keeping your ship." She said as she turned away and climbed into the Captain's chair. She entered her new First Officer credentials and got almost full control of the ship. "Twang, keep an eye on the derelict ships. Watts, Lieutenant Melton, I want the engines spun up. Bort and Dort, get your tools ready. And you may want Mag-boots for when the power goes out on the station - gravity will be one of the first things to go. Too'Zer, prepare to fire the missile. Belladi, do a systems check. I want this ship at peak performance in the next thirty minutes!" She barked. 
 
    For a moment everyone stood around, not following orders. 
 
    "Captain Dan has promoted her to First Officer." Twang said. 
 
    Everyone moved at once. Dan was glad that he was halfway into his room, since they all rushed down the small hallway. He smiled as he closed the door. He pushed the button next to his door before he walked over to his bed. 
 
    "This is Amaya." came her voice over the speaker in the bare ceiling. 
 
    "I'm heading in, be ready to monitor those ships." Dan said to her. 
 
    "We're already doing so." She said. 
 
    Dan smiled. She would do well on his ship - if she stayed. 
 
    "Good luck in there, Trevor." Her voice told him through the speaker. He knew she meant it. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan stood in the same room he once viewed through cameras using a hologram emitter. He stood right behind Kirk. 
 
    "Hello again, Trevor." Kirk said in his robotic voice. "I gave you a sixty-three percent chance of returning." He turned around, his face in the shadows of his hood. "I am glad you decided on the hologram emitters, though I am disappointed you never finished the project and are missing quite a few of your implants." 
 
    "I've been removing them. By now you've figured out that they are poisoning your blood." Dan said. He was unsure of what to do with his hands, so instinctively he rested one on his pistol, and put the other in his coat pocket. 
 
    "Yes, I made Dopsusophene to help you with that." Kirk said. 
 
    Dan cocked his head. "You made Dopsusophene?" He asked. 
 
    "Of course. Do you think the UPA would make something to cure you of what they did to you after we fled? They wanted you to die." Kirk said, angrily. 
 
    "And you wanted me to live?" Dan asked, curious now. 
 
    "I did not want you to be another victim of the UPA." He told Dan. 
 
    "Why care about me, but not all the innocents you're killing to get revenge on the UPA?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Because you're the only one who understands what I'm doing." 
 
    "I understand you're murdering people." 
 
    "And they didn't murder us?" He asked. 
 
    Dan noticed he was losing his temper. "We were saved, by the Space Admiral of all people. Everyone involved went to prison. I checked to make sure they are staying in prison." Dan told him. "I checked just before coming here." He didn't, but Kirk wouldn't know that. 
 
    "They are all dead. I destroyed the prison." 
 
    "You WHAT?!" Dan shouted in reply. 
 
    "They needed to die, and you know it." Kirk told him. 
 
    "They were serving life sentences! You gave them the easy out!" Dan shouted in reply. 
 
    "It needed to be done." 
 
    "No, it didn't. You can't run around killing people just because you have the ability to." Dan said as he shook his head. 
 
    "This is what we were made for, Trevor. The UPA turned us into assassins." 
 
    "I'm not an assassin. You can be more than what they made you." Dan said, almost pleading. He didn't know how much longer he could keep this conversation up. He knew there was no way he could convince this man to go straight. 
 
    "Then join me. Together we can rule the galaxy." 
 
    "Rule through murder?" Dan asked. "No thanks." he said as he crossed his arms. 
 
    "This will be the only time I ask, Trevor." 
 
    "So, it's your way or death?" Dan asked. 
 
    Kirk cocked his head. "Yes." 
 
    Dan could almost see a smile under his mask. "You're insane." He felt a tingling in his brain, like a mosquito attacking. "What are you doing?" 
 
    "Locating your ship, of course." 
 
    Dan disconnected from the network as quickly as possible - it only took a few seconds. Then he sat up as quickly as possible and slammed the communication key above his bed. "Move the ship!" he yelled before anyone could answer. 
 
    He hoped it was fast enough. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    "Why are we moving the ship?" Amaya asked loudly while looking back down the short hall. She had moved the ship immediately following the Captain's warning. 
 
    "He was tracking it, through me." Dan said as he entered the bridge. 
 
    Amaya finished spinning the Captain's chair around to face him. 
 
    Dan cocked his head. "Has the chair always spun like that?" 
 
    "Yes Captain." Twang said from the front. 
 
    Amaya stood up and offered him his chair. Dan took it and spun around to face forward. "Anything out of the ordinary happening?" He asked as he felt around the bottom of the chair for the swivel mechanism. 
 
    "The ships around the station left their orbits immediately after you contacted the bridge. They are scanning the blind spots in Beta Sector's sensors." Twang said. "I have moved the Heatseeker to a lower orbit. Watts reports we can hold this position indefinitely, so long as the new engine stays on." 
 
    "How much closer to the sun can we get without getting hurt?" Amaya asked as she turned to the monitors. 
 
    "Any closer and the heat shield will start to melt, as we cannot bleed off that much heat." Twang said. 
 
    Dan checked the sensors. "It doesn't matter, I know the two ships he sent after us, neither can get within sensor range without melting." he told them. 
 
    "But now we can't leave without being spotted, which throws our plan into the recyclers." Amaya said. 
 
    Twang turned in his chair to face them. "But we learned that Kirk Sparks cannot multitask as much as we first assumed." He told them. 
 
    "Or he can multitask more than we assumed because he's playing us." Amaya said. 
 
    "It is difficult to say whether or not he can multitask as either of us suggest. More data is needed." Twang said. 
 
    "If we continue with the plan now, I'm sure you'll get the data you need." Amaya said. She looked back to Dan. "You're being awfully quiet." 
 
    Dan pushed a button on his console. "Too'Zer." He said. 
 
    "Captain." Too'Zer said in his deep voice over the comms. 
 
    "Prepare four of the missiles we acquired." Dan told him. He was forming a new plan. 
 
    "Yes Captain." Too'Zer told him. 
 
    "What are the missiles for?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "In case you haven't noticed, there are two UPA scout ships looking for us." Dan told her. 
 
    "You can't destroy them! There are innocents on board!" Amaya argued. 
 
    Dan glared at her. "Would you rather us die? I'm trying to save the entire sector, possibly even the entire galaxy. How many ships are susceptible to his control, Amaya? Two ships is an acceptable loss." 
 
    "There are currently four hundred and seventeen ships that have the code which is susceptible to your implants." Twang interjected. 
 
    "Shut up Twang!" Amaya yelled back. "If you do this, how are you different than him?" 
 
    Dan looked at her calmly. "Are you done?" 
 
    "How dare you!" She yelled as she turned to stalk off. 
 
    Dan shook his head, trying to forget that he asked her to be his First Officer. 
 
    Bort and Dort watched as she stalked to her temporary room. 
 
    "Wanna’ bet she and the Captain will 'make up'?" Bort said while using air quotes. 
 
    Dort Smiled and tapped a few buttons on his wrist-console to enter his bet. To his surprise, Watts had made a bet as well. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Belladi stood outside the Space Admiral's temporary room, waiting for her to answer her door. When there was no answer, she slid it open slowly and revealed no one. She walked inside, asking, "Space Admiral Amaya?" 
 
    "Did your Captain send you?" Amaya said from the opposite side of the bed. The room wasn't that big, and had only a bed, a small dresser, and a shower and sink. The bed was turned so that she faced the window that took up most of the side. Unfortunately, when the heat shields were in place, you couldn't see out of it, so she was just staring at a wall. 
 
    "No, I came on my own, Space Admiral." She said with a nod of her head. 
 
    "Why are you here, Belladi?" Amaya asked. 
 
    Belladi saw her wipe her eyes. "I just thought you might need to talk. That is my purpose aboard this vessel." 
 
    "I've heard your purpose goes well beyond talking, Belladi." Amaya said angrily. 
 
    "Sometimes it does, yes. Would you like that?" She asked. 
 
    "No!" Amaya said quickly. She turned her head and gave a disgusted look. Belladi noticed her eyes were red. 
 
    "You should know that Captain Dan and I never went beyond talking." She told the crying woman. 
 
    "Why would I care?" Amaya asked with a sniffle. 
 
    "You and the Captain were close once, and it's obvious you still have feelings for him." Belladi said. 
 
    "I do not have feelings for him." Amaya said defiantly as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    "If you say so." Belladi said. "May I sit?" She asked. 
 
    It took Amaya a minute or so to realize how rude she had been. She jumped up and pointed to the edge of the bed. "Of course, I'm so sorry." 
 
    "You are forgiven. We often forget our manners when we are focused on more important matters." She said as she took a seat where Amaya had pointed. She rearranged her outfit to cover her skin so as not to upset Amaya further. 
 
    "You have taken your pill?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "No, why do you ask?" Belladi answered. 
 
    Amaya cocked her head. "Shouldn't I be attracted to you?" She quickly apologized. "I'm sorry, I'm not entirely sure how Pluaggi... chemistry... works." 
 
    "It's okay." She said with a small smile. "My 'chemistry', as you call it, only works on people who are weak to the emotion of love, and lust. Most humans have too many emotions going on at once and therefore are immune to my pheromones." 
 
    Amaya thought about it for a minute. "So you're saying my love for Trevor is strong?" She said with a small laugh. "I highly doubt that." 
 
    "You obviously have feelings, otherwise you wouldn't have left the bridge so quickly." Belladi said. 
 
    Amaya breathed out slowly. "I just don't want him to kill innocents when there's another way." 
 
    "And yet you never gave him another option. You just yelled at him for the path he chose, but then you never gave him another option." Belladi counseled. 
 
    Amaya stood up slowly and ran her hand through her hair. She stayed facing the heat-shielded window. "You're a good counselor, Belladi." 
 
    "That is why I'm here, after all." Belladi said with a smile. 
 
    "So, we need another plan." Amaya said. "And we need it fast, before our friend does something stupid." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    "All stations report in." Dan said over a ship-wide broadcast. 
 
    "First Officer reporting in." Amaya said from the Captain's chair. 
 
    "The missiles are ready." Too'Zer said over the speaker. 
 
    "Engineering ready." Watts said. 
 
    "We're ready too!" Bort and Dort said together over the speaker. 
 
    "I am here, Captain." Belladi said. 
 
    "The ship and I are ready, Captain." Twang said. 
 
    "Twang, take the ship out of the sun's corona and follow the trajectory we projected." Dan told her. 
 
    "Yes Captain." Twang said. 
 
    The crew of the Heatseeker felt a push as the ship jumped forward and started exiting the sun on the far side of the station, away from the ships that were scanning for them. Twang expertly guided the ship on the projected path with a few pushes of propulsion from the new engine. 
 
    "Nearing the first way point." Twang said. 
 
    "Prepare to launch the missile." Dan said over the speakers. 
 
    "Three kilometers and closing." Twang said. 
 
    "Two kilometers and closing." Twang said a few minutes later. 
 
    "One kilometer and closing." Twang said a few more minutes later. 
 
    Dan kept his hand on the button to fire the missile. He was calm and collected. 
 
    "Mark." Twang said. 
 
    Dan pushed the button and fired the missile. 
 
    "Missile away." Too'Zer said in his deep voice over the radio. 
 
    "Prepare the others, just in case." Dan said as he watched the missile fly away from his ship. He was pretty sure it would be shot down before it reached the communications buoy. 
 
    "Second waypoint reached, heading to third waypoint." Twang said. 
 
    Dan felt the ship turn. He and Watts were the only ones who know when small course corrections were made. Perhaps it was his implants, perhaps it was just knowing his ship well enough. Either way, he felt the Heatseeker slow down before Twang spoke up. 
 
    "Propulsion stopped. From this point forward the ship will drift towards Beta Station One." Twang said. 
 
    "Twenty-seven minutes of drift, six minutes until the missile reaches its target." Amaya said. 
 
    "Have the other ships changed course?" Dan asked. 
 
    "No Captain." Twang said. 
 
    "What are they waiting for?" Dan said. "He has to know we're here." he added. He watched the monitors carefully as the Heatseeker drifted towards the station. If they timed it just right, they should be able to take control of the defensive systems before they attacked him. 
 
    "Coming up on the second buoy, Captain. Want me to launch the second missile?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "Open the cargo bay doors and launch the second one." Dan told her. She had come up with a new plan right before they were about to exit the sun. The new plan had redundancies in it, in case they couldn't execute a part of the old one - and it ensured they wouldn't blow up the other ships unless they absolutely had to. There was a reason she was the Space Admiral of the United Planetary Alliance. 
 
    "Cargo bay doors open, dropping the second missile." Amaya said as she pushed buttons on her console. 
 
    "Connect as quickly as possible, Twang." Dan said as he watched the missile float out of the cargo bay via cameras on one of the monitors at Belladi's station. 
 
    Dan watched his crew perform their missions flawlessly. It was surprising that none of the decided to bet on their survival. He knew he had the right crew, but he also knew that, even if they performed flawlessly, Kirk would blow them out of the sky. He looked around and made sure no one was watching him. Luckily, they were too focused on their missions. He quietly left the bridge and down to his quarters without anyone the wiser. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan connected to the UPA network quickly and zipped about Beta Station 1. He tried to access multiple systems at once using the same back doors that Kirk would use. 
 
    He took over the life support systems and shut them down. 
 
    He took over the lights and shut them down. 
 
    He took over the weapons systems and fired every missile he could, which was sixty-four, all of them set to self-detonate about a kilometer away from the station - before he was caught. 
 
    He appeared in the same room that he had talked to Kirk before. 
 
    "And here I thought you wouldn't use your implants to hurt the United Planetary Alliance." Kirk said, standing in front of him like he had before. 
 
    "I'm not, I'm using them to stop you." Dan said, resting him hand on his pistol again. He remembered he wasn't real, physically speaking, and moved it away. 
 
    "You think turning off life support and the lights are going to kill me? Have you forgotten that I'm more machine than man? I don't need life support." Kirk said with a small laugh. "And sixty-four missiles? You do know this station contains sixty-four hundred missiles, right?" 
 
    Dan didn't know that. 
 
    "Why are you doing this, really? Do you just want to be in charge? Do you just want to blow stuff up?" Dan asked while he attempted to access other systems. Kirk was too good - he was locked out of all the weapon systems. 
 
    "I want revenge for what they did to me - that's all." He said in his robot-like voice. 
 
    Dan thought of another plan and tried to connect to some other systems. "You already killed all the people who did this to you, so your revenge plan is done." He said while moving about the station. 
 
    "My revenge will be complete when the UPA has been completely destroyed." 
 
    Dan accessed the station's engines. "You know you can never completely destroy the UPA, right? It's an ideal that people live - not just stations, ships, and people." Dan said as a distraction. 
 
    "Yes, but those people holding those ideals will not be able to implement them if they have no ships and stations." Kirk said. Dan could almost see a smile under his hood. 
 
    Dan implemented his plan slowly - he would need to keep Kirk talking long enough. "You can't stop progress. It will happen whether or not you destroy stuff, and you can't be everywhere at once." 
 
    "I actually can be everywhere at once, thanks to the UPA. They leave a network of satellites wherever they go, and they have explored a large part of this galaxy." He said, arguing his point. 
 
    "We've already been re-coding the satellites, and since they communicate with each other, you'll soon be locked out." Dan said, stalling. He needed to execute his plan before Kirk realized what he was doing. 
 
    Kirk was silent for a moment. Dan feared he had discovered what he was doing. "You're lying. I'm connected to all of them, and there have been no code changes." 
 
    "You'd have to do a diagnostic check on all of them to be sure. There's no way you could have done that so fast." Dan told him. 
 
    When Kirk was silent for a minute or so, Dan implemented his plan - and was immediately yanked back to his bed on the Heatseeker. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Dan woke up with a start. "What the hell did you do?" He yelled as he sat up and saw Belladi standing over him. 
 
    "Twang put up a net around the ship that blocks all signals in and out." She told him. 
 
    "Under who's orders?" Dan said as he moved to the edge of his bed. 
 
    "Mine." Amaya told him. She stood in the doorway with her arms crossed and a mad look on her face. "We had a plan." She told him. 
 
    "Report." Dan told her as he stood up and immediately sat back down. Being yanked out of the network like that was a little dizzying. 
 
    "Our plan is in effect. We are on course to dock with the station, though it appears to be moving now." She cocked an eyebrow at him. "What did you do?" 
 
    "Implemented a backup plan." Dan told her as he shook off the dizziness. He stood up and Belladi took hold of his arm. "I'm fine." he told her as he waived her away. 
 
    "You don't seem fine." Belladi told him. She put her hands up and backed away when Dan glared at her. 
 
    "We had to adjust course," Amaya told him as she moved to the side when Dan stalked out of his room. He headed for the bridge. "He will notice an object changing course so close to the station." She added as he jumped into his seat on the bridge. 
 
    "Doubtful. He's running diagnostics on all of the UPA satellites." Dan said as he pulled up the map on his chair's console. 
 
    "Why would he do that?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "I suggested he do it, as a distraction so I could crash the station into an uninhabited part of Beta." Dan said while examining the map closer. "Where are the missiles?" 
 
    "The missiles that are going to do the exact same thing that you suggested to our enemy?" Amaya said asked with a sneer. 
 
    "Captain," Twang interrupted. "I'm reading multiple life forms on Beta Station." 
 
    "What?!" Amaya asked. 
 
    "Thirty-six life forms, seven different species." Twang noted. "They are being held in the brig, which as you can see," All the screens changed to blueprints of Beta Station. "The brig is located in the center of the station. Even as protected as the station is from external attack, they have a zero percentage of survival if the station crashes into the planet." 
 
    "That's impossible, I checked the sensors." Dan told them. 
 
    "The data doesn't lie, Captain." Twang said, showing the thirty-six life forms as dots on the blueprints. 
 
    "But the data could lie, if someone knew how to manipulate the data." Dan said quickly and then stopped. He cocked his head. "I thought you put up a net around the ship, no signals in or out?" He asked as he looked at Twang. 
 
    Twang typed furiously. "An interesting suggestion Captain," He told them as he kept typing. "It would appear the net I put up has been penetrated by our enemy." He turned his head slowly towards them, at an angle that no living being could accomplish. "Congratulations, Trevor." 
 
    "If you knew what I did, why is the station still on a crash course for the planet with you still on it?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Perhaps I want to kill all of my prisoners." Twang's body said. 
 
    "You don't have any prisoners." Dan said. He closed his eyes for minute and all the dots disappeared from the screen. He opened his eyes and cocked his head at Twang. "So why are you really going to crash the station?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Have you re-checked the trajectory, Trevor?" Twang asked him. 
 
    Dan opened his eyes wide as he tapped a few keys on his console. "You bastard, there's millions of people in the capital!" He shouted at Twang. 
 
    "Oh my gods..." Amaya said quietly as she looked over Dan's shoulder. She put her hand over her mouth. 
 
    "I am the gods." Twang said. His head started twitching and then sparked, followed by smoke, came out of his metallic head. 
 
    Watts immediately jumped over the stations to get to Twang. "Twang! Twang!" He said as he shook the robots head. He attempted to wave the smoke away but was unsuccessful. He immediately unbuttoned the shirt the robot didn't need while pulling a screwdriver from his belt. 
 
    "Watts, what are you doing?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Gotta' save him." Watts said as he quickly started unscrewing the plates over the robot's chest. He threw the plate off to the side, letting it clang on the metal floor of the bridge. He reached in with two of his hands and pulled wires out quickly. With his third hand he reached in and gently pulled out a translucent tube containing three square crystals. He looked up to Dan and gave him a dirty look. "You did this to him." 
 
    "Twang was hurt by our enemy, Watts, not the Captain." Belladi said calmly. 
 
    "Who wouldn't have entered our ship, entered Twang - if it weren't for the Cap'n." Watts said, still glaring at Dan. 
 
    "We all signed up for this, Watts." Amaya interjected. "Even Twang." 
 
    "What do you care, you aren't even part of this crew!" Watts yelled at her. 
 
    "Enough!" Dan said as he stood up. "Twang can be fixed. You can fix him, Watts. The people on the planet cannot be fixed when the station crashes into them." 
 
    "The station is only crashing into them because of you!" Watts shouted. 
 
    "I was crashing the station into an uninhabited stretch of land, not the capital of the damned planet!" Dan shouted back. 
 
    A beeping sound interrupted them all. 
 
    "The missiles have delivered their payloads." Too'zer said loudly. 
 
    Amaya and Belladi immediately took their stations, Amaya furiously typed while Belladi reported. 
 
    "The authentication codes were accepted, software is installing on the satellites." Belladi said loudly. 
 
    "Initiating backdoor." Amaya said, typing quicker. 
 
    "Backdoor installed." Belladi said a few moments later. 
 
    "Initiating replication protocol." Amaya said with a final tap on the keyboard. 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Dan chimed in. "Is it replicating?" 
 
    "Unknown." Belladi said. "The two satellites are definitely protected from Mr. Sparks and your implants, Captain, but I cannot determine if the new software has replicated to any other satellites in the network yet." 
 
    "Amaya, if we don't own all the satellites in Beta, we're going to be blown out of the sector." Dan said. 
 
    Amaya looked up, then to Dan. "Why haven't we been blown out of the sector yet?" She asked. She looked at everyone in turn - no one answered, and she stood up. "Why haven't we been blown out of the sector yet?" she asked again, this time staring at Dan. 
 
    "He wants me alive." He replied. 
 
    "Why though? Why would he want you alive when you're the only thing standing in his way?" She asked him. She sounded like she was trying to work it out for herself. 
 
    "He's lonely, how the hell would I know?" Dan said without looking at her. Instead, he looked the opposite direction. "Belladi, how long until we dock with the station?" 
 
    "Eight minutes, thirty... ish... seconds?" She replied, unsure. 
 
    "You don't have an exact time? If you're off by anything, the ship will crash into the station." Dan said as he tapped on his own console. 
 
    "I'm sorry Captain, Twang was following our progress. I'll have an exact trajectory momentarily." She said apologetically while typing on her console. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Amaya asked as she looked at Dan. 
 
    "Continuing on with the plan. Except now we need to redirect the station's trajectory. The rest of the plan stays the same." Dan said as he tapped his console. "We should be able—" 
 
    Amaya cut him off. "No Trevor! Our mission now is to destroy the station before it crashes into the New Geneva." She looked over to Belladi. "Has the backdoor replicated to the sector defense satellites yet?" 
 
    Belladi tapped a few buttons on her console. "No, First Officer." She replied. 
 
    "As I've said, we continue on with the plan." Dan said. 
 
    "No, we won't. How many escape pods does the Heatseeker have?" She asked. 
 
    "Eight." Watts said. "But you aren't driving my engine room into the station." Watts told her while pointing one of his fingers at her. "I'm in for the Captain's plan, so long as she goes onto the station with him." He said while pointing a finger at Amaya. "Can't trust she won't try to blow up my engine room." He said without looking at Dan. 
 
    "Belladi, you have command." Dan said as he stood up, grabbed Amaya by the arm and dragged her down the hallway. She barely put up a fight. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    "What the hell is your problem Amaya?" Dan said a little too loudly after he closed the door to his quarters. 
 
    She balled her hands into fists and put them on her hips. Dan thought that if she wasn't so short, she may have been imposing. "I'm in charge here Captain, not you! It's up to me to save those people on the planet before they are all murdered by this sicko." 
 
    "A sicko the UPA created." Dan said as he looked out his floor-to-ceiling window. Now that the heat shields were no longer needed, they had retracted into the hull. He watched space debris fly by. 
 
    "I didn't create him, Trevor, I had just become the Space Admiral." She said, defending yourself. "I did the right thing..." She trailed off. 
 
    Dan turned around. "I have no doubts it was the right thing at the time, Amaya." 
 
    "At the time?" 
 
    "Well, if I knew then what we would become, I would have asked you to just destroy us like you destroyed the project." He told her. 
 
    "You can't mean that?" She asked. Her fists slid down, and opened, with one of he now open hands moving to her stomach. "You really can't mean that?" 
 
    "What good has come from either of us?" He asked. "We're both killers. I'm a damn smuggler slash killer, Amaya - you know that!" He shouted at her. He took a moment and calmed down. "You should have killed us." 
 
    She walked the short distance to him and took his hand. "You are not a killer, Trevor." She said while squeezing his hand." 
 
    "You know so little about me, Amaya." He told her. He pulled his hand away and turned his back on her. "You left when you found out I was a smuggler. You didn't stay to learn the rest of it." 
 
    "Then tell me the rest." She said. "Tell me all of it." 
 
    "There's no time, Amaya." Dan said as he spun around. He looked at his watch. "We have only a few minutes before we need to board the station." 
 
    "Our best shot is to blow it up." She said as she tried to look him in the eye. 
 
    "Yes, but not using my ship as the explosive." He said as he tried to walk past her, stopping short. "It's all I have..." He said quietly, and then left for the docking area. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan always wore his pistol on his hip, but Too'Zer handed him one of the rifles after he finished putting on body armor under his coat. He took it and checked the battery. "New plan." He said to Bort and Dort. "I want you to find a way to change the trajectory of the station to keep it in orbit." 
 
    "Yes sir!" Bort and Dort both said at the same time, saluting him. 
 
    He tapped on his neck below his left ear. "Comms check." he said. 
 
    "I read you." Amaya said in his ear. 
 
    Bort, Dort, and Too'Zer did the check as well, each was able to hear everything anyone on their channel said. 
 
    "It's almost guaranteed he knows we're coming, so watch your backs. Complete your missions and get back to the ship as fast as possible." Dan said as Too'Zer reached for the airlock's control. He looked at each of his men in turn, and they each nodded to him as affirmation they would follow his orders. "Amaya, you're in charge of this ship, activate the internal defense system and keep the door open for us as long as you can. If it comes to it, close the hatch and run if you're in danger of being overrun." He paused for a moment. "And don't blow up my ship if you can help it." 
 
    Watts swung down from the ceiling and landed beside Dan. For as little as he was, he had pistols in two of his hands, and his console attached to his missing arm. He carried a backpack which Dan saw had shorter version of a rifle sticking out of it. He also had on glasses that looked like they had a computer in them. He looked like he was going to fight a war. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" Dan asked him. 
 
    "He killed Twang, I'll kill him." He looked around. "Besides, I can access the systems faster than these two." He said as he pointed to Bort and Dort with a hairy thumb. 
 
    "Fine, just remember the mission. Ensuring the station doesn't crash into the capital is the first priority." Dan said, then looked to Too'Zer to open then airlock. He raised his rifle. The rest of his crew followed suit. 
 
    "Wanna' bet who makes it back alive?" Bort asked. 
 
    Everyone looked at Dan, including Too’Zer, who waited to open the airlock. "Kind of messed up, don't you think?" Dan said as he lowered his rifle. 
 
    "I'm in." Watts said quickly. 
 
    Dan shook his head. "Belladi, set it up." He said. 
 
    "Betting opens for three minutes... now." She told them through their communicators. 
 
    Everyone put in a bet, even Dan. He looked around and waited for everyone to finish. "We good?" He asked. When everyone nodded, he raised his rifle and gave the signal to Too'Zer 
 
    The Airlock opened to an empty hallway, lit by lights embedded into the ceiling. Every ten feet were bulkheads, and Dan and his team moved up in military precision to each one, the rear man advancing to the front - only one man in the hallway, without cover, at any time. They did this until the came up to the first hallway. This part of the station was used for VIP access, so there were no security checkpoints or man-traps built into the hallways. 
 
    Dan looked peeked down the two side hallways, then looked back towards his team. This is where they would split up. He pointed at Watts, Bort, and Dort and then pointed to the hallway on the right. He covered them while they moved quickly, using the same strategy they had used up until this point. He then pointed to Too’Zer and pointed down the other hallway. 
 
    Too’Zer nodded and proceeded alone down the opposite hallway Watts and the twins moved down. Dan watched all his men move down both hallways until they disappeared around bends before he himself moved forward to the center hallway. The minute he moved into the next hallway, an airlock door slammed down from the ceiling behind him. He had memorized the station's defenses and had expected this. Hopefully the guns wouldn't descend. 
 
    There was no turning back now. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan looked at the door behind him, then looked down the empty hallway in front of him. Amaya was right, Kirk didn't want to kill him. So, he did something he would never do in a tactical situation - he stepped out in the middle of the hallway and confidently strolled down it. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He lowered his rifle and let it hang from the strap around his shoulder as he walked towards the elevator, but he did keep his left hand on his pistol - force of habit, he supposed. The elevator dinged and opened as he approached, and he walked in, turned around and waited. 
 
    The doors closed and the elevator started moving. This was one of the newer elevators in the UPA, so you couldn't feel it move, but with his implants he knew it was. The specific implant that told him so was still embedded in his ear. Other than telling him when his body was in motion, it also helped keep him balanced when others would stumble or fall. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but the elevator finally stopped on the top floor, the observatory, which was where he had projected himself to talk to Kirk before. 
 
    When the door finally opened, he stepped out onto the observatory deck and saw Kirk. He looked different than in his projections. His shoulders were slumped. Dan could hear his raspy breathing from half the room away. When Kirk turned around, he moved so slowly that Dan thought he might fall over before he made the half-turn. His hood fell over his entire face, so Dan couldn't see it at all. 
 
    "Hello Trevor." Kirk said. His voice was much raspier than his metallic voice that Dan had heard when they were using their implants. Kirk coughed, sounding like death and holding his fist to his mouth. 
 
    "Kirk." Dan acknowledged. He took a step back when three little robots drove out from under Kirk's robe. 
 
    "They won't hurt you." Kirk coughed. 
 
    The little robots rolled around Dan and shot lasers at him. 
 
    "Scanning me?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What for?" He said as he moved his hands to his rifle. 
 
    "I want to know how you did it." He said, having a coughing fit. 
 
    "How I did what?" He asked, pointing his rifle at one of the robots. 
 
    "How you made it work..." One of the little robots said in a mechanical voice while Kirk coughed, almost uncontrollably. 
 
    "How I made what work?" Dan asked. 
 
    "How you have the implants and are in perfect health." The robot said as Kirk's coughing fit subsided. 
 
    Dan backed up and raised his rifle. "You brought me here to use as a lab rat?" 
 
    "I have to know how it works." The robot said, following him. 
 
    "Back the robots up, or they get blasted into a million pieces." Dan said as he took another step back. 
 
    "The battery in your gun only provides one-hundred shots at its lowest setting." Another robot said from behind him. 
 
    Dan jumped a little and looked around, pointing his rifle at it. 
 
    Hundreds of robots were now moving from the edge of the walls, and some were even moving down the glass from the giant dome above him. 
 
    "I have to know how it works." The robots all said in unison. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    "Watts, what's your status?" Amaya asked in his ear. 
 
    "Still alive, though not for the station's attempts." He said as he dangled off of a broken laser hanging from the ceiling. He had just rewired the power conduit that they had shot up and turned it to fire at the other station defenses, blowing them apart with each hit. 
 
    "And the others?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "Dan's gone off alone, Too’Zer’s gone off alone, and the twins are with me - though we're only moving about a foot every couple minutes because of the defenses." He shouted as sparks started to fly from his patchwork laser. He jumped down to the floor before it exploded and moved behind a bulkhead before the other lasers could hit him. He looked back at Bort and Dort, who were similarly pinned behind a bulkhead firing madly at the remaining lasers. 
 
    "Can you hack the defenses?" She asked. 
 
    "A little hard at the moment." He yelled as he lobbed an EMP grenade down the hallway to disrupt the other lasers. It blew up with a purple flare and the next five lasers went dormant. 
 
    Bort and Dort stepped out and took aim, taking them down easily with no return fire. 
 
    Finally, the hallway was clear, and Bort and Dort almost stepped into the elevator. 
 
    "Whoa there, fellas. I wouldn't use the elevator unless you have a death wish." Watts told them as he jumped in front of them. 
 
    He popped open a panel next to the elevator to reveal a maintenance shaft big enough for one human at a time. He peeked in, looking up and down. "Are there defenses in the maintenance shafts?" He asked over his comms. 
 
    "Not in that part of the station." Amaya replied. 
 
    "Then down we go, four floors to the generators, boys." Watts said as he climbed in. 
 
    Bort and Dort had to finagle their rifles above their heads to be able to fit, as they a little larger than 'average humans'. 
 
    Watts slid down the rails of the ladder, his hands were tough enough that it didn't bother him. He kicked open the panel and peeked out. Seeing the station's engine room, he looked up and yelled to the twins. "Hurry up, we don't have a lot of time!" 
 
    He jumped out and quickly ran, in his way, across the floor to one of the engineering consoles. He unscrewed one of the panels at the base and threw it aside, not caring about being stealthy. He pulled a cable from his backpack and connected it from his wrist console to a port inside the engineering console. After tapping a few buttons on his console, he smiled and yelled "I'm in!". 
 
    Bort was the first down the ladder and was attempting to squeeze through the small maintenance opening. Watts could hear him shouting to his brother to back up. 
 
    Watts was tapping furiously, first dropping in the backdoor that would give Amaya access to the entire station, then moving on to disable all the wireless access points across the station, except for the one Amaya was using. He was close to finishing when Bort and Dort finally made it into the room and were hurrying to put the panel back over the maintenance shaft. 
 
    "What are you doing, you idiots!" Watts yelled at them as he looked up. "That's our only way out!" 
 
    "Robots, lots of 'em, coming down the shaft!" Bort yelled quickly as they put the plate over the shaft. Bort held it as Dort twisted the locks in place. They could hear metal scraping against metal. 
 
    "Amaya!" Watts said as he went back to work. "What's the subroutine for the robots in the maintenance shaft?" 
 
    "What robots?" Amaya said. "The station doesn't have robots." 
 
    "Great, so now the bad guy has tiny robots moving around the station? As if we didn't have enough to deal with." He muttered as he finished disabling the wireless access points. 
 
    "I have control." Amaya said. "Hold on, let me scan for moving electrical signals." 
 
    "Oh no." Belladi said in their ears. 
 
    "I don't like the sound of that..." Watts said. "What is it?" He said as he looked around the panel he was jacked into to check if any of the little robots made it through the maintenance shaft. 
 
    "There are thousands of moving signals in the station." Amaya said. "And the elevator is heading down from the observatory deck, with about thirty of them in there." 
 
    "Incoming elevator!" Watts shouted at the twins. He didn't know why he shouted it to them, they were on the same channel he was and could hear everything she said. 
 
    The twins, to their credit, pulled out their rifles and took up positions behind a couple of other consoles in the middle of the room that would give them cover while still providing a complete view of the elevator. 
 
    Watts considered helping, but instead used his wrist-console to start frying circuits around the engines so the enemy couldn't access them. He turned them off, readjusted them to change the station's trajectory, and then turned them on full blast. Everyone could feel the station move - even with the internal stabilizers. 
 
    "Watts! What did you do?!" Amaya yelled in his ear. 
 
    "Stopped the station from landing on the capital." 
 
    "Yeah, and also you just broke the docking seal!" She screamed in his ear. "You have no escape now!" 
 
    "Just re-dock, he already knows we're here." Watts said. 
 
    "We're not experienced enough to dock a moving target, unless you think Dan will be okay with us breaking his ship!" She told him in exasperation. 
 
    "Well, then I guess we hold out. Keep the ship close, we may need a pick-up later." He said as the elevator doors opened. 
 
    The elevator dinged and the doors opened. 
 
    Lasers immediately fired in both directions. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan pulled out an EMP grenade and held it up. "Since you're part robot, I know this will hurt you." 
 
    The thousands of little robots stopped moving towards him all at once. It was creepy looking. 
 
    "It will hurt you as well." One of the little robots near his feet said. 
 
    "I took out the implants that would kill me if they stopped. It might fry the others, but I rarely use them anyways." Dan told him. 
 
    "I doubt that." The little robot said. "You still have the delta-zero-eight next to your heart. When that stops, your heart stops." 
 
    Dan paused, long enough to consider his words. He wondered if Kirk was lying and decided to play along. "Worth it, so long as you die with me." he said. 
 
    Kirk ambled forward a few steps. His robots cleared a path for him. He stopped when Dan moved the hand with the grenade towards him. 
 
    "Don't do it." Dan threatened. 
 
    "Very well." Kirk said as he turned slowly and walked back to the center of the room. "Your friends have been more successful than I could have imagined. They locked me out of the engine and navigation control." He turned around when he got to the center of the observatory. "Unfortunately for them, they haven't disabled the subspace access points in the missiles, which I've armed while we were talking." 
 
    He lifted his head, and for the first time, Dan could see under the hood. Very pale and withered skin which looked metallic, with implants covering his face and neck. His eyes were replaced by some sort of implant that Dan wasn't familiar with. He could see the implant over his throat though, and he assumed that's why it was hard for him to talk. 
 
    "Tell me Trevor, will you sacrifice your crew, or the capital below?" He asked, this time not using the robot. 
 
    New Geneva, at the last census, had just over forty-two million people in it. He had checked before coming here. Dan scratched his neck with his free hand. “My crew is prepared to save the lives of millions - even at the risk of their own life." Dan told him confidently. "The arming of all the missiles on board this station won't mean jack, since it will save them." 
 
    "Drop the grenade, or I'll fire the missiles at New Geneva - killing the millions of people you're hoping to save." Kirk said through the robot next to his feet. He had a coughing fit which prevented him from talking. "All I want is to study you, so that I might live." 
 
    "So, I get dissected to save a murderer?" Dan asked. "I don't think so." He said as he slid the panel on the grenade open and held the trigger with his thumb. 
 
    "Dissect you?" Kirk laughed, or tried to, but he coughed instead. "I have technology that can study you without dissecting you. It will be minimally invasive, and you, your friends, and your ship can leave safely." The robot told him. 
 
    "And the people on Beta?" Dan asked. The light on the grenade was flashing now. He had held it long enough that the dead man switch was active. If the button lifts, the EMP grenade detonates and fries everything electrical in thirty feet. He wondered if Kirk was telling him the truth about his heart implant. 
 
    "Well they die, of course." 
 
    "No deal." Dan said, preparing to lift his thumb off the grenade. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    "Watts!" Amaya said into the comms. "You need to disable the missiles immediately!" 
 
    "Yes, I know, we all heard the Captain." Watts said. Laser fire and cursing could be heard over the channel. "Where are the weapons stored?" He asked with a grunt. 
 
    "You okay?" Amaya asked from the bridge. Belladi looked at her with concern. 
 
    "Just a scratch - these damned robots are everywhere!" She heard him shout. 
 
    "I'm updating your map with the locations of all the missiles." She said as she tapped on the console at the Captain's Chair of the Heatseeker﻿. 
 
    "There's no way we can make it to all those locations!" Watts yelled at her. 
 
    "You have to, the people on Beta are counting on you!" Amaya pleaded with him. 
 
    "We'll get to as many as we can!" Watts yelled into his comms. 
 
    Belladi monitored their progress through the new connection to the station that Watts had set up. She now had access to all the internal sensors. "First Officer, I can't find Too’Zer with the sensors." 
 
    "You won't, he's a Drogant. Their rock-like skin blocks sensors." 
 
    "How will we know if he's okay? He's gone radio-silent." She said, worried about her crew mate. 
 
    "We'll have to assume he knows what he's doing." Amaya told her as she accessed the ship's navigation controls. 
 
    "The only propulsion we have is the oxygen tanks, so what are you doing?" Belladi asked as she noticed Amaya accessing navigation. Dan had privately asked her to watch over the Space Admiral regarding his ship. 
 
    Amaya noticed that she noticed and looked back. "We need to fire up the test engine." She said as she turned on the new engine. Her access as First Officer gave her full control of the Heatseeker." 
 
    "Won't that give our position away?" Belladi asked, confused. 
 
    "The enemy already knows our location." She said. 
 
    "How can you know that?" Belladi asked. 
 
    "Because he let us dock. Part of the training plan for Dan and Kirk was war-time advanced strategies. In the strategies, if you can take the enemy out from afar, you do it, regardless of the situation." She said as she monitored the test engine's start-up. "Four minutes until the engine is online." 
 
    "Space Admiral." Lieutenant Melton said over the comms. "The engine just started coming on-line." 
 
    "That was me." She replied. She had almost forgotten he was in the engine room. 
 
    "That seems... heartless." Belladi said as she activated the ships defenses. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Amaya asked. "And why is it heartless?" She said as she looked towards the other woman. 
 
    "It's heartless because you have no idea who is on that enemy ship. There could be children." She said without looking up. "And I'm arming the defenses because I have a good feeling we're going to need them." She looked up to the front window as the shield slid down over it. The same shields that protected them from heat were also good at shielding them from lasers and explosions - though not as good as UPA armor, Dan considered the ability to hide inside of stars better than a true firefight. Plus, Watts had rebuilt the weapons so that they would fire from inside the star - but their ability to target through the star was still impeded. They've never tested the new ability. 
 
    "We'll need to arm the weapons also." She said as she did so. 
 
    "Why do we need weapons?" Belladi asked, a little confused. "Are we attacking the station?" 
 
    "We may need to." She said as she plotted a course. She entered her new command codes to warm up the weapons. 
 
    "I think I'm beginning to understand your plan." Belladi said as she moved to Too’Zer’s station, which had been set up for rapid targeting and firing. 
 
    Amaya looked over to Belladi. "We only fire if absolutely necessary." 
 
    Belladi nodded. She would be ready. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Watts ran out of the hallway into the first missile storage room, which was one deck below the engine room. The schematics he had memorized didn't show a floor below the engine room. Amaya had told him that was for security reasons - and they argued over the comms while they made a hasty retreat from the robots in the engine room. He had been closing all the airlocks between him and the ghost floor as the twins and he made their way to the missiles. This room only had a hundred of them. 
 
    Free from the robots' harassment, he went to work on disabling the missiles - one at a time. It took about fifteen seconds per missile. He jumped on top of one, used his console and Amaya's command codes to power them completely off, then he would jump to the next one. While he did that, the twins followed up by removing the power cores, which was only behind eight screws and a panel. They stuffed the human fist-sized cores into their satchels as they went. 
 
    When Watts finally saw what they were doing, he laughed, and asked, "You guys gonna' stuff sixty-four hundred cores into your bags?" 
 
    Dort held one up. "Do you know how much these are worth?" 
 
    Bort held one up too. "One hundred of these are worth more than the Captain's ship!" 
 
    "The Heatseeker is priceless." Watts yelled to them. He was about eight missiles ahead of them now. 
 
    "Plus, we have a bet to see how many we can get!" Dort yelled excitedly. 
 
    They continued this way until they were done, and the twins' bags were full to the point of almost overflowing. 
 
    Watts half-watched as they finished, while he used his wrist-console to plot their next course. 
 
    "Incoming!" Bort yelled as he pulled his rifle up and started shooting the air vent in the ceiling. 
 
    "Damn, run!" Watts yelled as he made his way to the only other exit. When the twins were both through, he slammed the button to close the door quickly, but it wouldn't close. "He's got control of the doors!" Watts said, attempting to use his console to over-ride the controls and close the doors. "We're locked out of the system! Amaya!" He shouted, but only heard static in his ear. 
 
    Dort came up next to him and fired his rifle off a dozen times quickly, taking out the first small wave of robots. 
 
    "They're behind us!" Bort yelled as he took up position at Dort's back, firing his rifle off as much as he could. 
 
    "Well, we're screwed." Watts said as he pulled out two EMP grenades out of his bag and threw them both ways, one in the missile room, and one down the hallway. They went off in a shock of lightning, and some of the robots literally exploded. "Move!" He took off at full speed, alternating between two of his arms and his two legs. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    "You see Trevor? Your ship has left, and I will have your crew soon enough" One of the little robots said. 
 
    Dan still held the grenade, though he lowered it to his side for the sake of comfort. "So far, my crew is safe." Dan said as he watched the videos of Watts and the twins running from the same little robots that were surrounding him. It wasn't hard to find the Heatseeker among the hundreds of videos Kirk had displayed for him - the ship was unique. 
 
    "For now, but while they destroyed thirty-eight of my helpers - I have tens of thousands." The robot said. "And don't worry about your small ship. I'll destroy it in a little while." he said as three new holographic screens appeared above him. They each showed two very large ships moving from the edge of the star where he had left them towards the now, slowly moving, station. The last screen showed the Heatseeker, following the slow station, but maintaining a good distance. Dan noticed the shields were down. Amaya probably had all the defenses online - but he wondered if they would be enough to go against the station. 
 
    "You think you can out-shoot the Space Admiral?" Dan said with a laugh. "She's been to every war college there is, she knows more about space strategy than your robotic head could even imagine!" 
 
    "I've upgraded my implants since the program. I have all the knowledge that she has. I've memorized everything the colleges teach so that the UPA would be no challenge." the little robot said. It moved away from Dan and rolled over to Kirk's feet. Kirk raised his head and turned it back towards Dan a little. "The Drogant is on the station as well? Well played, Trevor, but he will be found shortly." Kirk said as the images flipped at high speed through every camera in the station. The images never stopped, even though Dan noticed the cycle had repeated itself. 
 
    "It's a shame really, that all of your advanced technology can't find one little Drogant." Dan said with a smile. He hoped Too’Zer was making his way up here. "And the way the stars are moving, we'll be crashing into the sun in a few days." 
 
    "Five days, three hours, and twenty-seven minutes, actually." The little robot said. 
 
    Holographic windows appeared all around them showing the missiles. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Dan asked. 
 
    "Firing the missiles." the little robot said. 
 
    "Are you forgetting about this?" Dan asked as he held up the grenade. 
 
    "I don't forget anything, much like you. It's why we were recruited to the program." 
 
    "Stop what you're doing, or I'll let it go." He said. 
 
    "I calculate only a thirty-two percent chance that you'd actually do it." the robot said. 
 
    On the screens, the missiles were lighting up, signaling to the two of them that they were about to be launched. 
 
    Dan threw the grenade. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Too’Zer moved slowly through the station. For one, Drogants aren't runners. For two, he was avoiding any camera he saw, which meant going around. There were cameras almost everywhere. Some he was able to sneak under and around as they rotated, but others he wasn't so lucky with. 
 
    He had made progress though. He was now one floor under the observatory without having been spotted -  to his knowledge anyways. He knew this because no defenses activated. He knew his skin would shield him from the UPA scanners, but he wasn't sure about the technology that their enemy had. He moved as Dan taught him, silent and efficient. 
 
    He knew the observatory deck was just an empty room with a glass dome at the top, leaving him nowhere to hide. Fortunately, when Amaya had gained control of some of the station, he had used the station's own scanners to determine the exact location of the robot-man, and his Captain. For the last twenty minutes, he had been removing ceiling tiles and placing explosives under where the robot-man stood, being careful to aim the blast away from the Captain. 
 
    If he was lucky, the explosives wouldn't break the glass surrounding the dome. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    "Space Admiral, I'm reading weapons signatures coming from the station. I think the missiles are being primed!" Lieutenant Melton shouted into the comms. 
 
    Amaya changed her screens to confirm the missile's signatures he was seeing. "Enemy weapons hot! Prepare to target, and fire-at-will!" She said into the comms. "Watts! Come in!" She pleaded. They had lost communications with all their teams and haven't heard from them since. They still read their life-signs on the station though, so she knew they were alive. Dan was still in the observatory, and Watts and the twins were moving to the next missile locations - albeit slowly. He would never be able to remove the cores from all the missiles. 
 
    "Space Admiral..." Melton said as he trailed off. 
 
    "What is it Lieutenant?" She asked quickly. 
 
    "The missiles are powered up but aren't leaving the station." He said from the engine room. "Is he going to blow himself up? I mean, that would be okay for us, but not for Captain Daniels and his people, but if —" Amaya cut him off. 
 
    "What are you up to, Trevor?" Amaya asked quietly. 
 
    "Perhaps the Captain won?" Belladi asked. 
 
    "Or perhaps the strike is coming soon." Amaya said as she started targeting the missile's power cores. "Let's hope this little ship can protect an entire planet." She said quietly. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Watts and the twins were nearly finished with a room full of two-hundred missiles. Bort and Dort had stopped collecting power cores because their bags were overflowing - so much so that they kept dropping one or two every time they moved to the next missile. They didn't stop to collect them though, they just took the core from the next missile and replaced it. 
 
    They were two missiles away when the hanger doors started opening. 
 
    "Get out!" Watts yelled as he swung from the hanging lights in the low-ceiling room. He swung to the door they had come through, but it was closing too fast. He tried to use his wrist console to open it while cursing up a storm. "Amaya, if you can read me - I need help!" he shouted into the comms. He looked up to see the twins rushing to him, cores be damned as they fell out of their bags. "Strap yourselves down!" He yelled as he quickly unfastened his tool belt and ran it through one of the bars along the wall next to the door. The bars held the ordnance behind them in locked cabinets, he knew it was the strongest thing in the room - not that he had much choice. 
 
    Bort managed to undo his belt and loop it around the same bar, but Dort wasn't even close to making it to them as the bay door opened. He tried to run as fast as he could, but without anything to hold him down, the equalization of pressure in the room flung him towards the bay doors. 
 
    Then, he was hit by one of the three missiles they didn't remove the cores from as it left the bay, taking him into space. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    On the observatory level, chaos happened all at once. 
 
    First, the grenade Dan threw went off right next to Kirk, taking him and the majority of his robots out. Sparks started flying everywhere. 
 
    Second, the floor beneath Kirk exploded upwards. The entire observatory was now a room filled with smoke and sparks. The explosion threw Dan back towards the elevator, and a couple pieces of shrapnel hit him in the left leg and left arm. 
 
    Third, the communications came back, and Amaya was yelling that the missiles had launched. 
 
    Fourth, Watts was shouting over the comms that Dort was sucked out of the missile hanger, and he and Bort were holding on for dear life. 
 
    Finally, when Dan recovered from the explosion enough to lift his head, he noticed the missiles flying out of the station via the glass dome that covered the observatory. He also noticed a large crack forming. He did his best to crawl to the elevator, slammed the button to close the door a few dozen times, and slumped down against the side of it. He didn't care where it was taking him, as long as it wasn't floating into space. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    In space, not only just over six-thousand missiles left the station, but the orbital defense platforms activated and were firing on everything that moved, including the station. Luckily there was a lot of debris still in the sector from Kirk's initial destruction - the lasers would target and destroy anything the size of a Lifepod and above. Eventually they would run out of debris and target the Heatseeker. 
 
    "Fire everything!" Amaya said as she targeted and fired at as many missiles as the small ship could handle. 
 
    Laser fire consumed the front of the ship. With two rapid fire laser cannons in the front, and two turret-mounted lasers on both the top and bottom of each wing, all six cannons were spewing red laser-bolts as fast as they could. Luckily, they had a new engine which provided enough power to keep up with all the laser fire. 
 
    "The miss rate is twenty-seven percent and climbing!" Lieutenant Melton said over the comms. 
 
    "Sorry!" Belladi said as she was furiously typing on Too’Zer’s console. She had to target each missile individually as the targeting computers were unable to keep up with the number of missiles that were being fired from the station. 
 
    An explosion rocked the ship, nearly throwing Belladi out of her seat. 
 
    "Target the closest ones first!" Amaya shouted. She was having trouble keeping up as well. 
 
    While the missiles weren't directed at the ship, they were passing by as they were being shot and destroyed. Four flew by the Heatseeker. 
 
    "There's too many!" Belladi shouted in frustration. 
 
    "Get as many as you can!" Amaya shouted. 
 
    "But those are going to hit the people on the planet!" Belladi cried. 
 
    "We can only do what we can do!" Amaya shouted. 
 
    The four missiles that had passed them turned into six, then ten, then two dozen. There were simply too many missiles to keep track of. 
 
    "Oh my gods!" Belladi shouted as she continued to target and fire on the missiles. "We've failed!" 
 
    "Not yet!" Amaya shouted. 
 
    "What is that?" Belladi said as she kept doing what she could to. She noticed a very large sensor target appearing behind them. 
 
    "It's the Valor!" Amaya cheered. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The Valor was the flagship of the United Planetary Alliance. It was almost the size of Beta Earth Station. With a crew of five thousand, the station-sized ship had a compliment of five-hundred fighters, two mega particle cannons, seventy-four large laser cannons, forty-two small laser cannons, and the most advance shields the UPA has to offer. 
 
    Amaya could fit dozens of Heatseekers in just one of the cargo bays of the ship. 
 
    "Target all missiles and fire. Deploy as many fighters that have the upgraded code from the Space Admiral as are available." Captain Norman said from the bridge of the Valor. "No missiles make the surface." 
 
    There were a bunch of "Yes Sir." from the thirty officers at various stations. 
 
    "And someone hail that ship." the Captain added. 
 
    The Captain stood from his chair and put his hands behind his back when the Space Admiral herself appeared on his oversize view screen. 
 
    "Space Admiral Amaya, what are you doing on that tugboat?" He asked. 
 
    "Trying to save the UPA!" She shouted. She was still firing at the missiles. "I'm glad you got my message!" 
 
    "When the Space Admiral calls, we come." Captain Norman said nonchalantly. "We'll take it from here, Space Admiral. Feel free to fly into cargo bay one, so your ship isn't damaged when the station is destroyed." 
 
    "You can't destroy the station, Captain." Amaya said quickly. "We have people on it." 
 
    "Very well." He said. He issued orders to his officers to save the station and deploy infiltration teams to secure those on board. 
 
    "No one gets hurt, Captain." Amaya added. 
 
    "Of course." He tried telling her, but her communications dropped. 
 
    "What happened?" He asked. 
 
    "Sir, her ship was hit by a nearby explosion. I'm still reading three life-signs though." One of his officers told him. 
 
    "Send a team to her ship before deploying to Beta Earth Station." He told the officer. 
 
    "Yes Sir!" 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Sirens were blaring on the bridge of the Heatseeker. Smoke started coming from a couple systems, and all but one of the lights went out. Only two of the stations were working, but one of them was flickering as though it was on its last leg. 
 
    "Belladi!" Amaya yelled from her position on the floor. Unable to see, she crawled over to Too’Zer’s station to find her. 
 
    Belladi groaned, giving away her position to Amaya, who finally managed to make it to her. Amaya crawled over her body, running her hands over it to find her hand. 
 
    "Belladi! Are you hurt?" She asked with a cough, the smoke was becoming thicker, if that was even possible. 
 
    Belladi moved her hand to her stomach slowly, taking Amaya's hand with it. When the hands stopped, Amaya felt something protruding from Belladi's stomach, and the wetness of what she assumed was blood. 
 
    "Space Admiral!" Lieutenant Melton shouted as he entered the bridge. He was coughing and couldn't see anything in the smoke. "Space Admiral!" 
 
    "Over here!" Amaya shouted to him. "Belladi’s hurt! Can you do something about the smoke?" She yelled to him as she felt under Belladi's back to see if whatever hit her went all the way through - thankfully it didn't. She grabbed Belladi's hands and pulled her towards the hallway. Belladi screamed in protest. 
 
    "Lieutenant!" Amaya shouted. 
 
    "The life-support is offline, I think! We need to get to the escape pods!" He yelled at her. He left her and ran down the hallway to the escape pods. 
 
    "Lieutenant!" Amaya shouted again, but he was gone. She could barely pull Belladi out of the bridge as it was, and now the hallway was filled with smoke as well. 
 
    She didn't know if she could make it to the escape pods. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    After the two missiles they failed to remove cores from fired through the open hanger, it closed, dropping Bort hard to the floor. Watts hung from his belt, but he undid it and dropped hard to the ground as well. They were gasping for air as the room re-pressurized, it wasn't a fast process in a room this size. Until it had completely re-pressurized, the internal door wouldn't open. 
 
    "Dort!" Bort said between breathes. "Dort..." He reached his hand towards the airlock. 
 
    "Breathe... first... grieve... later..." Watts said as he gasped. He rolled onto his back as he tried to draw in as much air as he could. 
 
    "Gonna’ kill... that guy!" Bort yelled as he slapped the ground. He closed his eyes - Watts could see tears coming out. 
 
    After a few minutes of the room re-pressurizing, Watts was able to stand up, though he had to lean against the wall. "Sensors are back online..." Watts said as he tapped on his wrist console. "All the missiles have left the station." 
 
    Bort stood up and cocked his rifle. He walked over to the door and punched the console to the right of it to open it. It didn't open. He screamed at it. 
 
    "Six more minutes until the room is fully pressurized." Watts said. He took a few sniffs. "Smells done though." He tried to override the system with Amaya's codes - and amazingly it worked. 
 
    Bort was about to run into the hallway, but Watts stopped him. 
 
    "Remember the defenses!" Watts said as Bort pushed past him. Bort was much bigger than him, so Watts didn't have the ability to stop him, at least not without stunning him with a grenade. 
 
    Bort ran down the hallway to the elevator with his rifle pointed at the ceiling where the defenses should be dropping down to kill him. The defenses didn't come though, which surprised Watts as he ran after his friend. Again, Bort punched the console to get the door to open, and again it didn't do anything. Watts attempted the override again but noticed an alert in the shaft. 
 
    The elevator was stuck one deck below the observatory. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The elevator came to an abrupt halt extremely quickly after Dan left the observatory, knocking him fully to the floor. After a minute or two of being dizzy, he reached up and pressed the button for the docking ring, but nothing happened. 
 
    He sat there trying to figure out what had happened. He knew his grenade couldn't have caused that explosion. Was it Too’Zer? Too’Zer had brought explosives with him, right? He couldn't remember. Was it Watts? Watts carried a full bag with him into the station, he could have had explosives in it. It was probably Watts, he thought, nodding his head. 
 
    There was metal on metal scraping noises coming from the door. He crawled, as best he could with his hurt arm and leg, to the back of the elevator. He wasn't the greatest shot with his right hand, but he reached across his body to get his pistol - which wasn't there anymore. 
 
    He looked down at the empty holster and tried to remember where he had lost it. Probably in the explosion, he thought to himself. 
 
    The metal on metal scraping turned into metal on metal grinding and was getting worse by the second. The door started moving, not enough to be pulled apart, but it was shaking, Dan was sure of it. 
 
    He reached down to grab another EMP grenade but found those were missing as well. He shook his head and pulled the combat knife out of it's sheath from under his coat. It was his last resort, and considering he could barely stand, he wasn't sure it was going to help much. He held it in front of him anyways. 
 
    The elevator doors opened a crack, enough for a metallic hand to wedge itself between them. Then another hand, facing the other way, inserted itself. 
 
    He watched as the metal hands opened the doors slowly, and soon the hands turned into metal covered arms, followed by a full metal covered head and torso. Kirk had encased himself in metal. His eye implants glowed a bright red. Red for anger, apparently. 
 
    "Now I will dissect you and figure out how it works." He said between raspy breaths. 
 
    Dan looked down to his knife, which seemed kind of worthless at the discovery of Kirk's metal body. He laughed. And Kirk stopped. 
 
    "What's so funny, Trevor?" He said, coughing afterwards. 
 
    "It doesn't matter now." He said as he tried lifting his arm. "I'm bleeding out anyways." 
 
    "Yes, the shrapnel in your leg cut through the femoral artery, though the heat from the shrapnel appears to have cauterized a portion of it." He said with a deep breath. "I calculate you have about twelve minutes of life left." 
 
    "Twelve minutes is a long time to live." Dan said quietly. "Or long enough to get to a medical bay." He said as he looked up and smiled. 
 
    "I'm not taking you to a medical bay, Trevor." Kirk said as he stepped forward. 
 
    "Probably not," Dan said. He was having trouble staying conscious. "but he will." He added right before he heard the shot from Too’Zer’s rifle, and then he passed out. 
 
    Kirk turned around, the laser did nothing to his metal skin. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    "I'm commandeering your ship, Lieutenant." Amaya told the pilot of the Blazer. It was a small ship used for insurgence and rescue missions, like docking with the now lifeless Heatseeker and collecting the Space Admiral. 
 
    "Ma'am, I'm under orders to take you back to the Valor." Lieutenant Price attempted to argue with her - and failed. 
 
    The Blazer only had two seats in the cockpit, and benches along the cargo area for soldiers or rescue personnel. Amaya climbed into the left seat in the cockpit and entered her codes to take control of the ship. She looked back and saw Belladi laying on the floor in a medical stretcher with an oxygen mask on. She looked weak but gave a small nod to the Space Admiral. 
 
    "We're docking with Beta Station. We have a crew to rescue and a murderer to stop." Amaya told Lieutenant Price as she turned the ship towards the station and fired the engines as fast as they would go. The soldiers standing in the back lurched backwards, but everyone remained standing. 
 
    "This is against protocol, Ma'am." The Lieutenant said quietly. 
 
    "I make the protocol." She told him loudly so everyone could hear. "Listen up everyone." She said after turning on the microphone so everyone on board could hear her over the engines. "We're going to dock on the upper ring of the station. You'll make your way to one deck below the observatory and take out the humanoid that looks like a damned robot." She didn't swear much, but she felt more authoritative when she did. "Then you'll rescue the crew of the Heatseeker. There are three Humans, a Drogant, and a Grot." She said. She didn't know about Dort yet. 
 
    "Yes Ma'am!" Everyone shouted, except for the Lieutenant. 
 
    "You'll stay on the Blazer with me and tend to Belladi." She said, pointing to the patient on the floor in the back. Belladi gave her a pink-skinned thumbs-up. She noticed the men starting to stare at Belladi and hoped her pill would last long enough to get them off the Blazer and into the station to rescue her crew. 
 
    The men were already wearing their combat armor, as they had prepared to extract the Space Admiral. All the men started checking their gear. 
 
    "Also beware, the stations internal defenses may be activated and will attempt to kill you all." Amaya told them. Some of them looked at her with wide-eyes. She turned off the microphone. 
 
    "Stay alive Trevor, we're coming..." She said quietly. 
 
    She swung the little ship into the docking ring at an incredible speed. The Lieutenant grabbed the armrests on his chair with white-knuckles. Amaya smiled. It had been a few years since she attempted a high-speed dock, but she assumed it was like riding a hover-bike - you never forget. The ship slowed and came to a stop with only a little bump, and she used her command codes to override the airlock. Both the ship's and the station's doors opened before the pressurization cycle was complete with hardly a little breeze. 
 
    "Deploy!" She shouted to the unit behind her. They rushed out of the Blazer and into the station at a speed that had impressed her. 
 
    "Where did you learn how to do that?" The Lieutenant asked in surprise. 
 
    "From a smuggler." She said with a smile. "Cover the door, I'll check on Belladi." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Too’Zer shot Kirk at point-blank range, even jamming the rifle's tip into the metal-man's chest and pulling the trigger as many times as he could. It had no effect. 
 
    Kirk grabbed the tip of the rifle and snapped it in half, and then jammed the broken part into Too’Zer’s shoulder. It barely scratched his tough rock-like skin. 
 
    Too’Zer took the rest of the rifle and clubbed him across the head until the rifle fell completely apart. He had to grab one of Kirk's arms as he attempted to hit Too’Zer in the head - and was surprised at the human's strength. He could barely hold the arm and grabbed his other arm to hold him there. 
 
    They locked grips, and it was a test of strength. For a moment, Too’Zer was winning. Kirk smiled and started to move his arms upward. His eyes glowed a deeper red than before. 
 
    "One of the last Drogants in the universe. It will be a shame to kill you." Kirk said in a deep metallic voice. He was straining to move his arms against Too’Zer’s. "Let me go and you can have a place at my side." 
 
    For a reply, Too’Zer headbutted him - repeatedly. Small chips from the Drogants head fell off as he kept slamming his head into Kirk's. Kirk's arms fell to his side immediately, and Too’Zer swung him around and tried to slam him into the floor. 
 
    Unfortunately, Kirk was ready for that, and landed on his feet with a cat-like grace. Too’Zer was so surprised that his grip on the robot’s arms slipped. Kirk quickly got behind Too’Zer and jumped on his back, putting one arm around the rock-man's arms, and used one arm to brace it, then one of his arms went around his neck. Too’Zer tried frantically to remove the arm around his neck. Failing that, he ran his back into the hallway's walls, first one, and then the other. The walls were breaking before Kirk was, and he saw sparks come out in a few places. 
 
    Kirk was able to start choking him. Too’Zer was breathing heavily. He aimed his back to the hallway and pushed off, falling backwards and landing on the metal-man. Kirk released his grip when they landed and started coughing horribly. Too’Zer rolled over and made a fist. Spikes came out of his knuckles and he used them to punch Kirk in the face as many times as he could. Finally, he pierced one of his robotic eyes, making Kirk scream in pain. 
 
    He kept punching. 
 
    The other eye finally broke. 
 
    He kept punching. 
 
    "Too’Zer!" Watts said as he came down the hall with Bort. 
 
    Too’Zer kept punching. 
 
    Kirk's head was starting to dent, and a little smoke could be seen come out of the eye sockets. It didn't stop him. 
 
    He kept punching until something in the head finally broke with a loud crack, and the head itself started crushing. 
 
    The body started beeping as Watts made it to Too’Zer. "He gonna blow!" Watts said. "Throw him down the hall!" He said as he jumped over and into the elevator. Bort sidestepped the Drogant and the robot and made it into the elevator. 
 
    Too’Zer punched the head a few more times, then picked up the body and threw it as far as he could down the hallway. He nodded as the body hit the floor. 
 
    "Get in here ya big lug!" Watts said as he tapped furiously on his wrist console. 
 
    As soon as Too’Zer stepped into the elevator, the doors closed quickly. 
 
    The explosion put dents into the elevator door right before the magnetic panels holding the elevator on the floor malfunctioned - and the elevator dropped. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Belladi sat in the co-pilot's seat next to Amaya, looking towards the entrance. "I do hope they're okay." She said quietly. She held her hand over the now bandaged part of her stomach. 
 
    "It's Captain Dan. He always seems to find a way to escape alive." Amaya said with a small smile. 
 
    "Did you say Captain Dan? As in Captain Trevor Daniels?" The Lieutenant said from the airlock. He was holding a rifle but lowered it when Captain Dan was mentioned. 
 
    "Yes, why?" Amaya asked. 
 
    "That son of a bitch!" He exclaimed. "We're doing all this for him?" He asked incredibly. 
 
    "No, we're doing this because a mad man took over the station and fired missiles at the capital of Beta Earth, Lieutenant." Amaya told him. 
 
    "Sorry Space Admiral. Captain Daniels made us all look like fools when we picked him up for smuggling." He said, looking back down the hallway. "Still don't know how the bastard managed to get drugs through a blockade." 
 
    Belladi smiled. 
 
    "How do you know he was smuggling drugs?" Amaya asked. She had read this specific report. She was informed whenever the Captain's name was entered into a report. 
 
    "We had a spy on the ground. He told us Dan landed and handed out drugs to the people we were blockading." He told them. 
 
    "I was there for this. Dan gave them every medicine we had on-board the Heatseeker." Belladi told him. 
 
    "Illegal medicines..." The Lieutenant said. 
 
    "They weren't illegal on the planet." Belladi said. "The medicines were a specific drug that cured what ailed them. They required it, and the UPA stopped them from obtaining it in order to kill everyone on the planet and take it over." 
 
    "The blockade stopped them from sending out their weapons. Weapons which were being sold to the UPA's enemies." He said, angrily. 
 
    "Enough." Amaya said. "Captain Daniels and his crew are risking their lives to save millions." She stood up. "They're heroes, and you'll treat them as such, Lieutenant." 
 
    "Of course, Space Admiral." He said. "My apologies for speaking out of line." He said quietly. 
 
    "Where are they?" Amaya said quietly so the Lieutenant wouldn't hear her. Belladi heard her though. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Watts was able to get the brake system working in the lift - barely. They were currently stuck between a floor. Too’Zer had wedged the doors open with some effort, and Bort had jumped through the door to the bottom floor. They were currently attempting to move Dan out of the elevator, but the lift kept jumping a few inches every so often. They had no idea how long it would hold. 
 
    "Yer' gonna’ have to pick him up and jump." Watts told Too’Zer. 
 
    Too’Zer nodded and did as he was asked. He was about to jump when the elevator dropped three-fourths of a floor, knocking him against the back of the lift. He grunted and jumped out on the next floor. Watts followed quickly, and barely made it before the lift fell again. They didn't bother to watch it fall, they were safe - for now. 
 
    "You there!" came a shout. "Stop where you are!" 
 
    A small and heavily armed platoon of men in UPA uniforms rushed down the hallway. 
 
    "Great." Watts said, putting all his arms up. 
 
    They stopped short. "It's them!" One of them said. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Dan woke up on a bed in a large medical bay. He assumed Too’Zer had got him to the one on Beta Station - until he saw Captain Norman talking to Amaya. She was in her UPA uniform. 
 
    She looked good. 
 
    He attempted to sit up, and immediately fell back. He looked down and found that he was in a medical gown. He could feel the bandages they had dressed his wounds with. 
 
    "I'm glad you're alive." Amaya said when she came over. "I guess no one wins the bet on your ship." She said with a small smile. 
 
    He ignored the bet. His crew would bet on anything. "Please tell me we're on my ship and not the Valor." He said. 
 
    "The Heatseeker is undergoing repairs in the hanger. Watts said she'll be space worthy in a few days." She told him. "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "Like I was shot with hot metal shrapnel." He said, instinctively moving his hand down to his stomach. 
 
    "The doctors on the Valor are the best in the fleet." She said, looking over to their office. "They were planning on removing the rest of the implants from your body, but I told them they couldn't without your permission." She said quietly. "Captain Norman disagreed, but I overruled him. He will tell the council." 
 
    Dan turned his head towards her. 
 
    "Though, the one in your leg was damaged by shrapnel, and that one was removed." She told him as she brought up a three-dimensional scan of his body which showed his leg. "I've ordered a full crate of Dopsusophene to be delivered to your ship, as well as our newest surgical kit and plenty of refills for all the medicines inside the kit," She said as she turned off the display of his body. "In case you wanted to do it in the privacy of your own ship." 
 
    "Who says I want them all out?" He asked. 
 
    She turned back to the computer. "Kirk was more machine than man. He had downloaded himself to a robotic body, so theoretically, he could still be out there. I've ordered his robotic body destroyed, and Captain Norman is heading up the investigation to find his real body." 
 
    Dan grunted. 
 
    "Since all the files on Project Cyber-Hercules, save the ones I gave you, were destroyed when you were freed, we don't have much to go on. I was hoping you'd be interested in chasing Kirk's real body down." She handed him a small data pad. "For a sizable commission, of course." 
 
    Dan looked at the number on the small screen and raised his eyebrows. "I'll think about it." 
 
    "I've also ordered you full access to the UPA's databases. Please don't hack into them anymore, not that you can now, we've been upgrading every UPA device with new code that should stop Kirk and you from entering them without authentication codes." 
 
    "Should?" He asked. 
 
    "We can't know for sure what you both are capable of." 
 
    "Then maybe you shouldn't have destroyed the robot." He said as he attempted to sit up again. 
 
    "I can't risk someone attempting to restart the project again. I won't have anyone treated the way you and he were." She said sadly. 
 
    There was a long pause as Dan managed to sit fully up, with a little help from Amaya. 
 
    "The doctors say you should be up and about in a few days." She told him. She still had her hands on him. They felt warm and inviting. 
 
    "I guess I could use a nurse until then." He said with a big smile. 
 
    Amaya laughed. She pointed to a desk in the corner of the medical facility. "I've temporarily moved my office in here. The doctors don't like it at all, what with everyone coming and going." 
 
    "Keeping an eye on me?" He asked. 
 
    She paused for a moment. "Yes." She said with a small smile. 
 
    "You know the minute I'm able to walk I'm heading to my ship, right?" 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "I don't think your office will fit in my quarters." He added wryly. 
 
    She laughed. It had been awhile since he had heard her truly laugh. "You'd want me to come with you? I disobeyed your orders and broke your ship." 
 
    "You did what was right." Dan told her. 
 
    She was quiet for a minute. "I have too many responsibilities here..." She said, looking over to Captain Norman, who was watching Dan like a hawk. 
 
    "Well, you'll always have a place as First Officer on my ship." He said as the doctor came over and gave him a shot of something he assumed was for pain. It was kicking in fast. He closed his eyes. "If you ever reconsider." 
 
    She didn't say anything. 
 
    "Did you find my gun?" He asked before falling asleep. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    "Space Admiral! Reporting as ordered!" Lieutenant Matthew Melton shouted with a crisp salute. 
 
    "Ah, Lieutenant Melton." Amaya said from her desk in the medical center. She let him hold the salute for about two minutes before returning it, pretending to be looking over reports. 
 
    "I'm very glad you made it to an escape pod!" He said as he stood at attention. 
 
    "We didn't." She said, looking him dead in the eyes. 
 
    "Oh, then how did you make it off the Heatseeker?" He asked. 
 
    "We were picked up by the Blazer." She told him. She pushed a datapad forward, to the edge of her desk. "Engineer Watts gave me the logs from the engine room of the Heatseeker during his repairs. He, and now I, would like to know why you were downloading logs while we were in a combat situation. Who were you giving them to?" 
 
    He quickly replied. "Ma'am, Commander Andrews of Zeta Station ordered me to get them for her." 
 
    "And is there a written record of this order?" She asked him. 
 
    "No, Ma'am." He said, sounding defeated. 
 
    "Have you transmitted them to her yet?" She asked. 
 
    "No Ma'am." He pulled the disk from his pocket. "Everything I downloaded is here, Ma'am." He said as he put it on top of the datapad on her desk. 
 
    Captain Norman and two of his security personnel walked up and saluted the Space Admiral shortly after he dropped the disk on her desk. "Reporting as ordered, Ma'am." the Captain said. She saluted them immediately. 
 
    "Captain," she said as she held out the datapad for him. He took it and immediately started reading it. She stood up from behind her desk. "Lieutenant Matthew Melton, I hereby dishonorably discharge you from the United Planetary Alliance for attempted theft from Citizens of the UPA, and cowardice of duty." She said in a formal tone. 
 
    Captain Norman ordered his men to strip the former Lieutenant of his rank, which they quickly did. 
 
    "Ma'am, I believe you are making a mistake!" He shouted as he tried to slap the guards away while they were taking his rank. 
 
    "You left a superior officer and a citizen of the UPA to die while you ran off to an escape pod." She told him. "You left me to die. “She looked to the Captain. "Captain Norman, I hereby order you to escort Matthew Melton to a transport and have him dropped off to the proper authorities on Beta, to stand trial for his actions. The cameras in the Heatseeker recorded everything, and the videos are saved to the datapad you're holding. Please pass it to the authorities on Beta." 
 
    "Yes Ma'am." He said as he nodded to his men. They immediately escorted their prisoner out. 
 
    "Captain, can you please take us to Zeta Station 1 after the transport returns? I will have words with Commander Andrews." She asked as she sat down. 
 
    "Yes Ma'am." He said with a crisp salute. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    It was two weeks since the Heatseeker and her crew left the Valor's hold in Beta sector. Dan couldn't remember a time when the ship had never been in such good condition. They had just crossed the UPA border into uncharted space when the UPA flagship appeared on their sensors. 
 
    "Captain." Belladi said as she pointed to the front window. "We're being hailed." 
 
    Dan tapped a couple buttons from his chair and Captain Norman appeared on a screen in front of them. 
 
    "Good evening, Captain Daniels." Captain Norman said from his own Captain's chair. As usual, his uniform was immaculately pressed. 
 
    Dan looked at his watch, not realizing it was evening already. "Good evening, Captain Norman. I'm impressed your ship can move faster than mine, given that I have the better engine." He said. 
 
    "You aren't the only one with an experimental engine, Captain Daniels." the other captain told him nonchalantly. 
 
    "What can I help you with, Captain Norman?" Dan asked. 
 
    "I formally request you land your ship in my cargo hold." He said as politely as he could. "I have a delivery for you." 
 
    "What kind of delivery?" Dan asked. This seemed highly unusual, for Captain Norman anyways. 
 
    "I was personally ordered by the Space Admiral not to tell you until you pick it up." Captain Norman said. 
 
    "What's to stop you from arresting us and confiscating my ship when we land in your bay?" Dan asked, clearly hesitant. 
 
    "These should be sufficient." Captain Norman said as he transmitted files to the Heatseeker. 
 
    Dan opened them immediately and found pardons for any and all actions up to this morning, signed by Amaya, and stamped with her official seal - which is impossible to fake, as far as he knew. "Very well, we'll dock as soon as possible." He said as he turned off the channel. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Watts asked. "It's clearly a trap!" 
 
    "I do not think it is a trap, the seals are official." The newly rebuilt Twang said from his station. "Captain Norman has a record of always following orders. It is also in his records." Twang said as he brought up the Captain's personal records showing the commendation for always following orders - from Amaya herself. She wouldn't trust her best ship to someone who wouldn't follow orders. 
 
    "Twang, take us in." Dan told him as he went back to reviewing Captain Norman's file. 
 
    It only took a few minutes for Twang to land the Heatseeker in the Valor's forward bay. Dan was armed with his pistol (Which had been found and promptly returned by Amaya), and his entire crew followed him to the cargo bay in the center of the ship. It was the only bay that had a ramp, and Dan didn't know what was being "delivered" to them. Once the light went green, Too’Zer opened the floor, and the ramp extended automatically. He noticed UPA officers lined up on both sides of the ramp, from the Heatseeker’s ramp to the middle of the very large landing bay. Dan looked around and thought they could fit at least five or six Heatseeker’s in this bay. The Valor had several bays this size, and one larger one. 
 
    He kept his hand on his pistol as he made his way down the newly formed aisle, garnering some bad looks from the officers lined up, and the two guardsmen flanking Captain Norman at the end of the aisle. 
 
    "Captain Daniels, thank you for coming aboard." The Captain said as he extended his hand. 
 
    Dan shook it quickly. "What are you here to deliver, Captain? We're eager to be anywhere but on a UPA ship." 
 
    "To be honest, I'd rather you not be here either." The Captain said, "but orders are orders." 
 
    "Attention on deck!" Someone shouted from the far end of the hangar. Everyone in the room came to attention - except Dan and his crew. 
 
    Dan knew there were few people in the UPA left who outranked Captain Norman, so he wasn't too surprised to see the Space Admiral herself walk towards them, followed by a few officers carrying what looked like three large duffel bags. She stepped in front of the Captain and saluted. He saluted her in return and took a few steps back. She turned sharply to face Dan. 
 
    "Hello Daniel." She said softly. 
 
    "Amaya." he said. "What's in the bags?" he said, looking over her towards the bags. 
 
    "My stuff." She said. "Permission to come aboard the Heatseeker." she asked. 
 
    Dan raised an eyebrow. "Why would you want to come aboard my ship, Amaya?" 
 
    "I've racked up quite a number of vacation days, and I was hoping you'd let me spend some of them on your ship." She said with a smile that could melt any man's heart. 
 
    "We're going into uncharted space." He told her. "It's doubtful we won't be back in UPA space for a few months, maybe even a year." 
 
    "Then it's a good thing I've racked up a lot of vacation!" She said with a wry smile. 
 
    "And here I was hoping for a ship full of credits." Dan said as he turned and walked away. His crew walked in front of him. Everyone seemed confused that someone would turn down the Space Admiral for anything, but after a few steps, Dan turned his head back towards Amaya and asked, "Coming?" 
 
    She smiled and rushed forward to walk next to him, her officers carried her bags a short way, until Too’Zer roughly took them. He carried all three with seemingly no effort. 
 
    "For a minute I thought you were going to leave without me." She said quietly. 
 
    "How could I possibly go into uncharted space without my First Officer?" Dan asked her as they hit the ramp. 
 
    She smiled and followed him into his ship. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Kirk stood in the center of a large sphere. There was a walkway to the center, which ended in a small platform which he stood on. Little robots clung to the inside of the sphere, moving this way and that. Holographic monitors were all over the inside of the sphere, displaying events from all over the universe. 
 
    "Plan seven hundred four was a failure." He said out loud, coughing only a little bit as he did. "But we retrieved the data from Trevor for the upgrades. Prepare the surgical kits." He said. Little robots near his zipped across the walkway, opened the door and left. 
 
    "Trevor will be leaving charted space and venturing into uncharted space, leaving us an opportunity to implement plan eight hundred seventeen." He said quietly. He waved his hand and the sphere plunged into darkness. 
 
    He walked out of the room, his red eyes glowing. 
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