
…A split second later in the same galaxy as before, but pretty far away… 

“Get your hands on the controls!”  Ravil shouted at Rake as they sped through the blue 

space between.  “I’m dropping us into the atmosphere.” 

Rake unwrapped his arms from around her and held on to the joysticks in front of his chair.  

He concentrated and stared at the screens.  They displayed white noise with no sound.  The ship 

itself appeared only slightly opaque.  Blue glowing strings passed through it, them, and on to the 

outside.  Purple sparks ran along the hull as harmful energy was deflected.  The others in the 

cockpit stared at the rushing blue lights in shock or awe.  Rake looked to Ravil.  “Can they see 

the ship like we can?” 

“Rake, really?  Questions, right now?”  Ravil took a deep breath.  “Going into atmosphere.  

End jump!” 

The white medical ship dropped into thick fog.  Alarms went off and Sammy’s voice came 

over the radio, “We have proximity warnings!  You’re close to shit on pretty much all sides!” 

Rake ground his teeth.  “Thanks Sammy, you’re a real help!”  He squinted through the fog.  

“Doesn’t this thing have see-through fog vision?”  He leaned towards the controls.  A mountain 

became clear in the mist.  He hauled on the joysticks, but the ship wasn’t going to make it.  

“Fuck, Ravil, jump through that!” 

Ravil jumped the ship past the mountain.  She panted.  “I can’t do that anymore, Rake.  

Jumping this entire vessel is kicking my ass!  Pilot the ship yourself.”  She pulled her hands out 

the clear Navigator panels. 

He spared her a glance.  Her gunshot wound had torn open and was bleeding again.  Her 

head rolled to the side.  He swore under his breath and looked to the monitors.  Rake angled the 

ship up and rose out of the fog into a gray sky.  Mountains poked out of the clouds, looking like 

decapitated boulders.  He looked from side to side.  “Isn’t there any break to this murk?” 

Lincoln spoke calmly from the back of the cockpit, “Seed Planet Fifteen is in a perpetual 

state of dank and dark its entire rotation around its dual suns.  On average it receives an 

Imperial—” 

“Thanks, Encyclopedia Britannica,” Rake cut the Hunter off.  “Someone throw that yellow 

Rexos kid up here, Ravil’s hurt.” 

Kennedy tossed Darq at Ravil.  The lemon-hued boy grabbed on to her seat and climbed up 

next to her.  He examined her wound and spoke quietly, “I said she wasn’t ready to jump us.” 

Ravil’s eyelids drooped.  “Would you rather have been shot out of the sky, Darq?” 

Rake drifted the ship downwards.  He blew air at his black bangs to get his hair out of his 

eyes.  “We’ll just take this slow.  Sammy, do you have anything that will give me vision into this 

crap?” 

“I do, it’s active now but, uh—” 

“But what?” 

The voice coughed.  “We’re almost out of fuel.  We’re going to drop like a rock in about 

thirty seconds.” 

“What?”  His green eyes flashed.  “You are the worst ship computer ever!” 

“I’m your sister, not a ship computer!  You just put me in one, there’s a distinction, dick 

face.” 

Rake made a face.  “Meh, meh, meh, whine, whine, whine, that’s all I hear.”  He took a deep 

breath.  “Warn everyone.” 

Sammy took communication control over the entire ship.  “We are going to crash into 

something and probably die so heads up everybody!” 



Lincoln and Kennedy were unworried.  Marx cradled Tasanee, the Hunter’s body acted like 

a cage around hers.  Ravil strapped the Rexos boy in on top of her, a maneuver that made Rake 

grit his teeth and glare at Darq.   

In the rest of the ship, Oro double-checked his safety straps.  Evgeniy finished his bottle of 

juice and set it to the side; he yawned.  Danny and Katarina held hands while Mica whispered the 

Lord’s Prayer.   

Rake cracked his neck.  “We’re going down!” 

The fuel cut out and the ship sputtered.  Sammy’s voice quavered, “Landing gear is out, if 

that matters.”   

The engines lost power, and the lights in the cockpit switched to red.  Everyone braced 

themselves as the ship went into a dive.   

“Come on!  Glide a little!”  Rake squeezed the controls that linked up to the stubby wings of 

the medical ship.  The ship lurched to the right, sending them around a rocky outcropping.  The 

ship jerked as the hull scraped against something.  Proximity alarms went off. 

“Shut that off!”  Rake winced until the piercing alarm stopped.  Sweat dripped down his 

brow.  “What am I looking to land in?  How high up are we?” 

“Swamp or forest,” Lincoln replied in monotone.  “Hopefully swamp or we’re going to die.”  

“And you’re only eight hundred and three meters in the air,” Sammy added. 

“Not metric, you bitch!” 

Sammy snickered.  “Half a mile.” 

Rake looked to the Rexos.  “You said this thing had a thick hull.” 

Darq nodded.  “One of the thickest of all the Empire ships.” 

Rake grinned.  “Wonderful!”  He pulled back on the controls, getting them out of a 

complete nosedive.  “Sammy, can those wings extend at all?  I need some gliding capabilities.” 

“Nope.” 

“Of course not.”  His arms shook as the joystick pushed back on him.  “Katarina!  Mica!  

Are you near your ships?” 

“Yeah,” Katarina’s voice came on over the radio, shaky.  “We’re right next to them.” 

“Then get out of my goddamn ship and give us a tow with your hooks.” 

“We don’t have very much fuel left.” 

“Well we have none and you won’t need your fuel if we all die.”  Rake rubbed sweat out of 

his eyes.  “So do it!” 

Danny hit the com.  “Rake, that idea is—” 

“I’m the pilot!”  Rake snapped back.  “Get in your USDs and give me a goddamn tug!”  He 

veered them away from a cliff.  “Now!” 

Katarina and Mica were already on the way to their ships.  Danny climbed along the wall to 

reach the manual door release for the docking bay.  He wrenched on a lever and the large door 

began to open.   

Rake tipped the med ship up and the black fighter jets slid out the back.  They hit their 

thrusters as they cleared the bay.  Hooks dropped out the back of the USDs and found purchase 

on either wing of the plummeting Ampyr vessel. 

Mica called over his radio, “Okay we have contact, but your ship is way too big—” 

“I know!  We’re going down either way so don’t try and keep me up, just keep me level!”  

Rake struggled to keep his grip on the shaking controls as they plowed through a layer of fog.  

“Sammy, how high are we now?” 

“Quarter of a mile and dropping quickly.  The ground below is flat.” 



“Super.”  Rake swallowed audibly.  He tried to breathe calmly.  He blocked everything else 

out.   

A terrain bump map appeared on the screen in front of Ravil.  She scrolled through readouts 

lightning fast.  She read over Darq’s shoulder.  “Straight ahead is forest; we have swamp of 

sufficient squishiness to pad our landing at your ten o’clock.” 

Rake nodded.  “Did you hear that guys?” 

Katarina answered, “Got it, dropping thrusters.  Mica, this is all you.”  The ship tilted as 

they hauled on their hooks.  The ship banked to the left. 

The ground became visible through the fog.  Rake pulled up on the nose and got them level.  

“Kat, Mica, disengage.  Do not go down with this ship.” 

“Rake—” 

“Kat, that’s an order!”  Rake spared Ravil a glance as the hooks unclipped.  “Not boring 

huh.” 

“Never boring.”  Ravil smiled nervously. 

Rake gulped.  “Everyone brace for impact!”  The others screwed their eyes shut.  Rake kept 

his open and bounced with the controls.  He spotted a flat spot of ground and aimed for it, trying 

to skate the ship along the wetland.  The landing gear struck swamp debris and snapped off.  

They bounced back into the air, briefly getting airborne before coming down.  They hit mud and 

went into a slide.   

Rake cranked on the controls, slowing them down as they skidded.  A wave of murky water 

and debris went ahead of them, slowing the ship down to a dying crawl.  The ship creaked and 

came to a rest.   

Rake let out the breath he’d been holding in his chest.  The ship monitors showed dark gray 

fog and mud, only several meters of visibility past the nose.  He looked to Ravil.  “Are you all 

right?” 

“Besides bleeding I’m fine.”  She wiped her brow.  “Let’s not do that again for a bit, okay?” 

Rake smiled.  “Sure thing.”  He looked up.  “Sammy, status?” 

Sammy laughed.  “Well, everyone is alive I think.  The ship’s only dug in a few feet of 

swamp shit.  We’re stable and not sinking.” 

Mica’s voice came over the radio, “Your ship looks fine from up here.  Is everyone okay?” 

“Yeah.”  Rake cracked his neck. 

“Good.  Katarina and I are coming back in to dock.” 

“Roger.” Rake unbuckled his seatbelt. 

Ravil rubbed her sore hands.  Her joints snapped as she rolled her wrists.   

Rake took hold of her hands.  He massaged them between his own.  She looked up at him, 

appreciative of the attention.  He smiled.  “Pretty impressive, Bebette.” 

“You too.  Nice work once we got into the atmosphere.  Quick thinking and good decisions.  

Just what a pilot should do.”  Ravil smiled as he rubbed her wrists.  “Being a pilot is just what 

you are.” 

Rake grinned.  “Couldn’t be anything else but that.”  Darq stirred and got in his line of sight.  

Rake ground his teeth, undid her seat belt, and pushed Darq off her, knocking him to the floor. 

Darq took to standing behind her, not complaining at the poor treatment.  He closed his eyes 

and concentrated on Ravil’s bleeding shoulder, ignoring the small cuts on his face.   

Ravil relaxed under Darq’s healing touch.  “You could have just asked him to move.” 

Rake shrugged.  He hugged her waist, careful of her shoulder.  “Are you in much pain?” 

Ravil leaned her head on his.  “It’s tolerable, I’ve had worse.” 



“Is there anything I can do?” 

“You already did it.”  She kissed his cheek softly.  “I cannot do this without you, you 

know.” 

“Wouldn’t miss it.”  Rake brushed her white hair out of her face.  “Even if we are mired in 

split pea soup, out of fuel going nowhere, and stuck with Mica.” 

Ravil laughed.  “You and me at least, are a team.”   

“Of course.”  Rake looked up and their eyes met.  Her laughter trailed off under his gaze.  

Sammy’s voice, the conversations, and presence of others faded away.   

Rake’s heart sped up.  Darkness descended at the corners of his vision.  She blazed in the 

darkness, glowing with starlight.  She was a beacon, his compass point.  The feeling took him off 

guard and swept him under.   

He leaned in until their faces were a finger-width apart.  Ravil closed her eyes, as mutually 

mesmerized as he was.  He moved his hand to her neck to bring her to him.  He wanted nothing 

more than her, than a kiss, the touch of her on him, skin to skin.  He didn’t care who saw, or 

what happened next, he had to have this. 

Darq adjusted his grip on Ravil’s shoulder, bumping Rake accidentally.   

The touch of another knocked Rake’s head back as if struck.  He returned to himself in an 

instant.  He could hear, see, he could smell.  He became conscious of his hands on Ravil, he 

realized what he had been about to do.  He pulled his hands away, angry with himself for losing 

control again, for putting her at risk and in danger when he should be protecting her.  He looked 

away, ashamed of his weakness.   

He returned to their previous conversation as a refuge from twisted and tangled emotions.  

“Should be great fun, good times for the whole family.” 

Ravil opened her eyes and came to.  She frowned, disappointed, but not surprised.  

“Interesting at least, fun is debatable.” 

The monitors came to life to show their galaxy.  A red dot indicated their current location.  

Sammy marked Earth and a dashed line appeared between the two.  An avatar of Sammy’s 

creation, a cartoon robot, appeared on screen.  “Will you look at that distance?  Fuck yeah!”  Her 

cartoon self spun around the edges of the display.  “That’s fucking amazing!  Ravilaea—” 

Ravil turned from Rake to the screen.  “Just Ravil is fine.” 

“Ravil,” Sammy’s avatar beeped.  “If that was your first ship jump then wowie, sister.  

There’s barely anything registering on that scale in the Codex records for first time jumps.  You 

just proved yourself one of the Langone.  Congratties!” 

Ravil blushed, pleased with herself, her feelings for Rake set aside.  “Thank you.” 

Rake looked between the screen and Ravil.  “Langone isn’t your last name?” 

Ravil shrugged.  “It’s kind of a title of sorts to distinguish us from regular Navigators.  We 

don’t have last names.”  She rested her head on the seat.  “I think in Ampyr it means unrivaled.”   

“Your full name means Ravil Unrivaled?” 

She closed her eyes and yawned.  “Yeah.” 

The Hunters stirred.  Kennedy and Lincoln unclipped their safety straps and stood up, 

stretching their long limbs as they did.  Marx stayed in his chair with Tasanee.  The trio flicked 

their claws in and out, the only indication of their mood. 

Oro stumbled into the cockpit from the hall outside.  His dark skin was flushed and his long 

black hair was a mess.  He looked like he’d thrown up in the hall.  Oro took a step and fell to the 

side.  Kennedy caught him before he hit the floor.  He looked up at the Hunter.  “Thanks.” 

“You are welcome!”  Kennedy smiled, showing off his fangs. 



Footfalls on the stairs outside the cockpit heralded Evgeniy’s arrival from the upper level of 

the ship.  He stepped into the room with another drink in hand.  The tall Russian appeared at ease 

and took up a spot against the wall to observe everyone.   

Mica, Katarina, and Danny walked through the doorway last.  They were sweaty and 

shaken.  All three of them wore American Empire flight suits.  Mica’s blonde hair was smashed 

against his scalp from wearing a helmet.  Katarina’s blonde dreadlocks were tied back in a low 

ponytail. 

Oro pushed past Mica and Katarina to look at Danny.  “Are you okay?  We heard you’d 

gotten shot—” 

“I’m fine now.”  Danny cracked his neck and put his hand to the bandage around his throat.  

He looked to Kennedy with mixed emotions.  “Thanks for saving me.” 

Kennedy grinned with his tongue out.  “You are welcome too!” 

Mica spotted the Hunters and the Rexos for the first time and stood gaping at the aliens.  

Danny and Katarina were used to the Hunters, so they stared at Darq.  Katarina frowned and 

spoke out of the side of her mouth, “When did they pick up a kid?” 

Danny shrugged. 

Rake turned his chair and Ravil’s to look at the others.  He folded his arms behind his head 

and grinned, smug.  “I have once again proven that I really can pilot anything in the universe.  I 

win.” 

Mica tore his eyes away from Darq.  “We did pretty well too—” 

“Flying something you’ve trained to fly since you started jacking off.”  Rake pointed to his 

alien controls.  “Don’t think they’re the same, British trash.” 

Mica glared.  “We helped you out, you Cajun twat!” 

“Please, I had that—” 

Danny sighed loud and aggravated.  Mica and Rake snapped their mouths shut.  Danny 

looked up.  “Good.  Now…” he turned to the screen.  “Sammy, you need to explain to everyone 

how you are alive, but—” He squinted at the monitor.  “Are we really that far out?” 

“Oh, yes, sir.  We so are.”  Sammy’s cartoon flipped.  “Thanks to our totally tubular 

Naviginator Supremo.  Isn’t that the coolest shit ever!?” 

Danny looked more putout than impressed.  He scratched his fingers through his silver hair.  

“How are we getting ba—” 

“Fuck!”  Tasanee bolted upright in her chair, giving everyone but Marx a jolt.  She pushed 

her glasses up her nose and fixed her short black mohawk.  “Are we there yet?!”   

The petite Thai twenty-one-year-old took in their surprise and looked around.  “Guess we 

are.”  She rubbed her eyes and elbowed Marx.  “Detach from my body, Hunter.  Ow fuck!”  She 

touched her wounded abdomen, burnt and lacerated from the electric blast she’d taken less than 

an hour before.   

Katarina broke off from Mica’s side and went to sit next to Tasanee, unsure what to do for 

her ex-girlfriend, but wanting to do something.   

Marx eyed her, but said nothing. 

Ravil’s gunshot wound closed and healed over under Darq’s hands.  She felt stronger with 

each breath she took.  Ravil pointed to Tasanee and gave Darq a gentle push to break his 

concentration.  “See to Rat, I’ll be fine.”  She looked to Rake bright-eyed and smiling.  “This is 

the perfect place for us to stay for awhile.” 

Rake wiped dried blood off her with the sleeve of his orange prison jumpsuit.  “Why’s 

that?” 



“With this entire planet being abandoned by the Empire, no one is bound to look for us here.  

We’re safe!”  Ravil hadn’t felt truly safe in years.  “Really I mean it.” 

Lincoln chimed in, “She is correct.” 

Ravil grabbed one of his hands.  “Rake, we have a great opportunity to—” 

Danny cleared his throat.  “Rake, I want the fuel situation with this vessel assessed.  It’s 

yours so figure it out.” 

Ravil glared at Danny.  “Excuse me?” 

Danny looked to her.  “Yes, what?” 

“You do not get to order him around, and you certainly do not interrupt me when I am 

conversing with my pilot.” 

Danny gaped.  “I hardly think your chat qualifies—” 

“My chat?”  Ravil made her hands into fists and stood up, unembarrassed about being nearly 

naked.  “Do you even know what I am?  Do you know what I can do or what I just did?  Do you 

have any knowledge of where we are, what this ship is, these other non-Wasters?  You don’t 

know how this ship is fueled, neither does Rake or anyone besides myself and Sammy.”   

Ravil looked to each of the other Wasters besides Tasanee.  “You came along on this ride, 

you were not invited, and frankly I don’t want you here.  This ship has one purpose and it is 

meeting up with the Resistance, all functions will align to that end and that end only.” 

Danny went red in the face.  “I’m sorry, but I am not going to have an inexperienced child 

telling me what—” 

Ravil’s hands lit up white as blue lights flashed across her palms.  “Call me a child again 

and I will teleport you two hundred miles in a random direction and drop you there without your 

fucking clothes.”  She took a step forward.  “I am not fucking around, do not test me.” 

Danny set his jaw.  “What command experience do you have?”  Ravil blushed.  He nodded.  

“Exactly, none.  You are not in charge of this ship.” 

Ravil recovered.  “What are you going to do?  Will it to fly around?  You have no fuel and I 

am the only one that can jump us long-distance.  Without me this ship goes nowhere!” 

Rake looked between the two awkwardly.  “Can we just calm this down a bit?  Danny, 

Ravil’s the only way to get around.” 

Danny folded his arms.  “We refuel the ship and fly back to Earth.  Sure it won’t be 

instant—” 

“Uh.”  Sammy’s voice came on over the speakers, “At top speed it will take approximately 

five hundred years and the ship cannot hold nearly that much fuel, so considering the stops it will 

take to find or steal fuel, I’d estimate a thousand solid Earth years to get back to the spot Ravil 

jumped us from.  That’s, you know, excluding the fact that you’ll all be dead.” 

Ravil folded her arms and cocked her head to the side.  “Wow, isn’t that interesting.” 

Danny went pale.  “But, Earth, we were just there.  We left the others—” 

“What did you think exactly when you decided to come along with us?”  Ravil glared at 

him.  “That this was a joyride?  Hey let’s take a space tour, fuck the war that’s going on out here, 

let’s just take a poke and then go back to Earth after we’ve had a little fun?”  She looked to each 

of the humans.  “You need to face something right now, you will more than likely never see your 

planet again, and the only one here who can get you there, if I feel like it, is me.” 

“And me.”  Rake gestured between the two of them.  “We’re a team.” 

Ravil looked over at him and nodded.  “Yeah you too.” 

Danny pointed to Rake.  “Well he reports to me.” 

Rake glanced over at Ravil.  “I don’t think that ranking flies out here, Danny.” 



Lincoln broke into the conversation, “In the Empire, the highest on each individual ship are 

the pilot and Navigator, if they have one, otherwise just the pilot.”  He looked at Danny.  “All 

other officer positions are filled by Ampyr, service positions are filled by subspecies.  You are all 

Wasters, you have no function or useable talent for this ship, and therefore you are civilians.  

Even Darq outranks you as our medical officer.” 

The short Rexos boy looked up calmly from Tasanee’s side.  “Yes that would be correct.” 

Danny threw his hand out.  “Another kid!  How old is he?” 

Darq turned back to Tasanee’s wounds.  “Five of your Earth years.” 

“Our doctor is a five-year-old!”   

Darq nodded.  “The equivalent physically is one of your twelve-year-olds, but yes I am five 

of your years.” 

Danny shook his head.  “This is insane.  I am not going to serve under children!” 

Ravil seethed.  “I am not a child just because I look young!  I’m an alien!”  She took a step 

towards Danny, intent on forcing him to see just what she could do. 

Rake wrapped his arms around her and held her gently.  “Calm down, Ravil.” 

Tasanee looked up.  “Danny, that age shit doesn’t apply out here.  I’ve seen what some of 

these other subspecies can do.  I got fucking electro-shocked by a chick called a Fix-It, that’s 

humiliating.  Having a five-year-old for a doctor, that’s cool, weird, but whatever, he knows 

what he’s doing.  Marx, stop it!”  Tasanee pinched Marx as he caressed her.  “Look, Ravil knows 

what she’s doing.” 

Oro nodded from the wall.  “Yeah and her age is not important either.” 

Rake perked up, immediately interested.  “You know her age?” 

Ravil glared at Rake.  “I told you it doesn’t matter.  Oro, you keep that shit to yourself.” 

Rake shook his head as his heart raced.  “No, I want to know.”  He needed to know. 

Danny folded his arms.  “So do I.” 

“Fuck you!”  Ravil pointed at his face.  “I will throw you in a swamp!” 

Danny held up his fists.  “Can you do that before I can knock you unconscious?” 

Ravil elbowed Rake to get free.  “You want to try me?  Bring it.” 

“Whoa-kay.”  Sammy flashed the lights to get their attention.  “We’re just going to take a 

calming step back from this rage precipice.”  She changed the lights to blue.  “Everyone is going 

to relax and take a moment to let our current state of affairs sink in.  We’re far out guys, way 

alone.  I’m not sensing any ships, electricity, nothing on the surface of this place, and per the 

Codex, it’s been abandoned for a long time.  We’re on our own in space on a foreign planet, and 

our only way to goodbye this space rock is hot whiteness unrivaled there.  That’s not my 

opinion, that’s a damn fact, Danny.”   

Sammy’s cartoon took up the entire cockpit screen.  “So really, before we start talking about 

who does what, or who’s in charge, I think everyone needs to maybe just let the reality of what’s 

going on permeate your brain.  Like me, I’m a fucking ship, that’s crazy balls.  I still need to 

chill on it and I have a computer for a brain.  Come on you guys.  We almost got blown up, 

planet crashed, and pulled through some kind of space blueness to get here.  We really don’t 

need to make every single decision right now.  In fact considering that everyone is probably 

strung pretty tight, it’s better if we delay decisions for a bit.” 

A racket came from the back of the ship.  The group turned to the doorway as something 

rattled down the stairs.  The door opened and a two-foot long metal tube rolled in; it had eight 

metal arms with claws along its sides and had a screen that lit up as Sammy’s voice popped out, 

“I also have a ship robot and this robot has enough meds to make you sleep for years.  Anyone 



doesn’t chill and they’ll get the jab from Doctor Sammy.”  She flashed a syringe on the screen.  

“I am not kidding.” 

Rake grinned from ear to ear.  “Sweet robot action!” 

Danny glared at her.  “Sammy!  Get out of that thing!” 

“Pssh, make me.  Oh wait, you can’t, because I’m a motherfucking ship now!”  Sammy 

whooped and laughed. 

Rake let go of Ravil, ran over, and jumped on the robot.  He hugged the metal and closed his 

eyes.  “May I draw on you?” 

Danny’s jaw dropped.  “Rake!  Sammy!  Stop it and behave like adults!” 

The lights in the cabin turned red.  The metal tube went dark as Sammy went back into the 

ship.  “We have man-sized life forms approaching the hull.” 

Marx frowned and flicked out five-inch, razor-sharp claws.  “Sodas.” 

The monitors changed to show a forward view, the air grew darker as the twin suns 

descended on the horizon.  As they disappeared, the fog lifted rapidly to a low cloud cover and 

the swamp itself became visible.  In the murk, the place appeared brown, dark green, and black 

with prickly looking vegetation.  Everyone squinted.  A form leapt out of the mud and landed on 

the outside of their ship.   

The creature stretched and its limbs extended.  The Soda glistened, wet, its skin russet in 

color, and covered in pustules of lime green.  Its fingers had sticky pads, and at the end of each 

pad, a clear hook extended off and clung to the ship.  The creature twisted its long neck back and 

forth, and its small head swiveled, made up almost entirely by two luminous eyes.   

Lincoln rubbed his temples.  “Well…this was inevitable.” 

Darq looked up calmly.  “I hate Sodas.” 

Mica dashed up to the monitors.  He leaned on the controls.  “Aliens!” 

Rake ran to Ravil’s side to get a better look.  He draped his arm around her shoulder and 

squinted.  “It’s kind of frog-like.”  He frowned.  “But not a Yoda at all.” 

Ravil nodded.  “Not unless you want to learn the ways of swamp life.” 

The Soda looked back and forth at the ship and opened its mouth.   

Ravil covered Rake’s ears.  The Soda wailed, high-pitched and scratchy.  The Hunters 

howled and covered their ears; Darq winced.  The humans dropped to their knees in pain.   

Sammy shut the radio off.  “Fucking Aye!” 

Everyone rubbed their ears in the silence that followed.  Ravil shook her head to dispel the 

ringing.   

Rake looked to the Hunters as they twitched against the floor.  “What is wrong with them?” 

Ravil grimaced.  “Sodas are the bane of their existence.  Everything about them is bad for a 

Hunter.” 

Marx recovered first.  He stood up and his yellow eyes flicked to the image of the Soda.  

“Their smell, their wail, their toxin, their saliva.” 

Kennedy hissed, showing fangs.  “Disgusting, inedible creatures!  Yucky!  I no like!” 

Ravil looked at the monitors.  “Sammy, keep comms down.  Where there’s one, we will 

have more.  Pull up the Codex entry on them please and display for everyone.”  She leaned into 

Rake’s chair and fiddled with the pilot controls.  “Making transparent.”  The walls around them 

changed as monitors turned on.  A three-sixty degree view of the outside of the ship appeared as 

images from the hull mapped to the panels around them.   

Rake looked to Ravil.  “How bad are these Soda things?” 

“That depends.”  Ravil squinted at the new images. 



Sammy flashed a picture of a Soda as she summarized the text for them, “Nasty brutes, fast, 

jumpy, cantankerous.  Prone to attack and eat anything that comes in their territory, like our ship.  

Intelligence low, barely above a goldfish, but their skin is immune to almost any weapon the 

Empire uses, oh isn’t that nice.  Their wail is a way of communicating to others that dinner has 

arrived, it also paralyzes some subspecies such as Hunters.  They’re the number two reason this 

place was abandoned.  Oh and get this, a few snuck on to ships that left this place and they are 

now considered the biggest pest in the universe, having made their homes on sixteen other 

plants.  Ha-ha.” 

Three more Sodas jumped on the hull.  Everyone looked up to see what they were doing.  

The Sodas walked along with sticky-pad fingers, examining the white surface of the ship.  One 

took a shit on one of Sammy’s cameras.   

She hissed.  “Foul!” 

Lincoln rubbed his skull.  “An apt description of them.” 

Two more Sodas jumped on the hull and others appeared out of the gloom.  Ravil turned to 

examine the view.  She scowled at everyone.  “Sit on the floor, you’re all blocking visibility.”  

Everyone sat and kept low. 

Lincoln scooted to her side.  “You think they have bulls?” 

Ravil nodded.  “That wail, there was a split second response call before Sammy cut-off the 

sound.  They’re out there somewhere.” 

Lincoln looked at the panels.  “All perimeter lights on, full power.” 

Sammy flicked on the lights and the swamp around them lit up.  At least two dozen Sodas 

waited in the mud.  The ones on the hull scraped at the white material with clawed fingers, a few 

chewed with stubby teeth.  Sammy made a sound of annoyance.  “Can they break anything?” 

Ravil and Lincoln shared a weary look.  Lincoln returned to scanning the area.  “These 

reddish-brown and green ones are known for being destructive, but the ship itself will not suffer 

much.” 

Marx looked up.  “We do have hull damage.  That scrape we took on the way down may 

have cut through the protective layer.  It will be much harder to repair with their excretions all 

over it.” 

Lincoln nodded calmly.  “This is also true.” 

Ravil spotted what she looked for; she dashed to the wall near Tasanee.  She touched a 

panel.  “Zoom.”  She blew up an image and jabbed her finger at a point of blue.  “Bulls.” 

The Hunters and Darq made sounds of annoyance.  Lincoln frowned.  “I suppose this too 

was inevitable.” 

Darq laid his hands on the metal medical robot that Sammy had brought in.  He popped the 

middle out to display an impressive array of medicine.  The Rexos looked to Ravil.  “We do have 

Soda anti-toxins on hand.” 

Ravil nodded.  “Good, because there are three of them, paired by the tree line, waiting.” 

Danny got to his feet.  “Why are they bothering the ship?  Can’t we chase them off?” 

Lincoln shook his head.  “They are highly territorial and we are in their space.  The lights 

and the whiteness drew them in.” 

Danny scowled.  “Then turn the lights off.  Why did you turn them on in the first place?” 

“Turning them off now just shows that we are backing down,” Ravil answered.  “They 

would swarm the ship much faster than they are now.” 

Danny looked up as three more Sodas jumped on the hull.  “Can we shoot them off?” 

Rake stared straight up.  “With what?  This ship has no outer weapons.” 



Danny pointed to Ravil.  “Move the ship then, teleport us somewhere else.” 

“Besides our outer shielding possibly being compromised…”  Ravil set her jaw.  “I also do 

not take orders from you.”  She watched the bulls approach in awkward leaps.  She backed away 

from the panel and went to her chair.  She looked down at her clothing.  She had not had a 

chance to put anything on before the fiasco of rescuing Rake from prison and fleeing into space.  

She wore only a bra and underwear, her feet in sandals.  She slipped her feet out of the shoes and 

set them to the side.  “Sammy, are there any more of the blue ones besides those three?” 

“No, not on any of my scanners.” 

“Keep looking, those are the most important.” 

Danny looked to the monitor up front.  “Why are they so special?” 

Lincoln glanced over at him.  “A regular Soda is venomous, sickening to lethal depending 

on the type, but all bulls are covered in corrosive slime.” 

Mica read out of a portable Codex he’d found, “Their slime is bad enough to eat through 

hulls if given a long enough time.” 

Oro glanced over at Kennedy.  “Why aren’t you guys rushing out there to kill them, isn’t 

that what you like doing?” 

Lincoln nodded.  “Any other threat and we would be outside by now, but Hunters cannot go 

head to head with Sodas.  We cannot help in removing these pests.”  He hated admitting it.  

Kennedy growled and Marx looked ashamed.  To have so many weaknesses against such a 

stupid, brutish creature drove them to anger. 

Darq looked up to Ravil.  “I can go.” 

Danny glared at the pair.  “We are not sending a five-year-old out.” 

Ravil ignored him and answered Darq, “Having to open the doors to let you out gives them 

a possibility of entering the ship.  I do not want to have to deal with a Soda infestation.”  The 

Rexos accepted her decision and went back to work on the medical supplies. 

“We’ll do it.”  Danny scowled at Ravil.  “Since you won’t move the ship.” 

Ravil glanced over at him and smirked.  “You have absolutely no idea what you mean when 

you say that, how taxing that is for me, the energy required.” 

“Does that mean you’ll move the ship?” 

Ravil put her hands on her hips.  “No, I won’t.  This is a good location.  I am not going to let 

space vermin chase us off or waste my energy hauling this boat around.” 

Danny turned to Sammy’s monitors.  “Then like I said, we’ll deal with them.  What kind of 

protective outfits do we have in this ship?  Mica’s USD had crates of guns stored in it, not the 

new stuff, our old guns.  If Empire weapons won’t work, we can try our American ones.  Armor 

piercing rounds should do the trick.” 

Ravil glared at the screen.  Behind her, Katarina, Rake, Evgeniy, Oro, and Mica moved to 

stand around Danny to listen to his strategy.  Sammy said something about bringing suits up 

from storage.  Evgeniy ran to the docking bay to get the gun crates out of Mica’s USD.   

Ravil stretched and rolled her wrists.  She looked back to Darq.  “How much anti-venom?” 

“Three syringes.”  The boy held them up. 

Ravil looked to Danny.  “You have enough anti-venom for three individuals.” 

Rake nodded.  “Good.  Me, Kat, and Czar will go out.” 

Ravil rounded on Rake.  “Oh, no you are not.” 

Danny shook his head.  “Rake, you’re not going.  If you get killed, we’re really stuck.  Mica 

can go in your place.” 

Mica looked up from the Codex, startled.  “Uh, you guys, I think you should read this first.” 



Ravil sighed, finally someone with some sense.  “Do you have any idea how fast and strong 

those things are?”  Danny ignored her.  “Obviously not, because you wouldn’t go out there if you 

did.  Darq.”  Ravil turned to the Rexos and pointed at a blue syringe of adrenaline.  Darq handed 

it to her without comment.   

Sammy dropped bio-suits out of a wall panel.  Danny picked one up and ran his fingers 

along the thick material.  “Get these on and let’s get going.  I do not want anything destroying 

the hull of our ship.” 

Ravil jabbed her arm with the needle and handed it back to the Rexos.  She snatched up a 

pair of thick medical gloves and slipped them on, covering her hands and arms up to her elbows.  

Ravil waited for the contents of the needle to kick in.  Her head swam; her body was revitalized, 

soaring with energy.  She felt like she could jump the ship between here and Earth ten times 

over.  But she couldn’t and knew it.  If she tried, they’d probably end up in a sun or black hole.   

Ravil rolled her neck and shoulders.  Moving people, individual things, that was easy, she 

could do it in her sleep, but moving entire ships was not something she had trained to do.  That 

they had made it here alive was to her a miracle and sheer luck born out of desperation to escape. 

Danny continued to talk behind her.  Ravil tensed up.  That man had no idea what he asked 

for, or what he was dealing with.  So she would show him.  She took a deep breath as her heart 

raced; her body would pay for this later.  Ravil gave a shaky smile to the grinning Hunters.  She 

hooked a finger in the air and disappeared.   

Rake turned to where she had been.  “Hey Ravil, can you show…Ravil?”  He looked 

around.  “Where’d she go?” 

Ravil hung in the blue between looking at the ship from above.  She kept one gloved hand 

on a strand of blue light, keeping her in place.  She counted Sodas, twenty-seven she could see.  

She grimaced, thinking about Danny sending Wasters out to fight them.  All three would die, 

painfully and within seconds of going outside.  They probably wouldn’t even make it past the 

doors before they became dinner.  Ravil ground her teeth as her blood pressure spiked. 

No one expected Navigators to do this kind of work in the Resistance or the Empire; it was 

dangerous, tiring, and menial.  Her temper flared, she let it, getting angry gave her strength and 

boosted the rush she had going.  Her body tingled and went numb as the pain-killing side effect 

of the syringe kicked in.  She jabbed her fingers into her ears and burst her eardrums.  She wiped 

blood on her hips.  Well, now or never. 

Ravil dropped out of the blue and landed on the hull between two Sodas.  She caught hold 

of their arms and dove into the blue, coming out at the front of the ship; she threw the twitching 

bags of inside out alien into a pile.  She dodged three that leapt for her, disappearing and 

reappearing at their sides.  She found more limbs, threw more meat, vanished, and re-emerged at 

the end of the ship.  Ravil wiped at the venom that splashed across her skin.  She jumped again.   

The pile of twitching Sodas grew as she tossed creature after creature through the blue.  She 

ran across the hull, making herself visible as bait.  Sodas leapt out of the swamp and slammed 

into each other with nothing in-between.  Ravil dropped out of the air above them.  She grabbed 

for any available limb and wrenched, dragging them to near instant death.   

Ravil popped into the air and checked for the blue bulls.  She flipped and reappeared on top 

of the pile of steaming Soda corpses.  She could not stay in one spot for long; they were stupid, 

but freakishly fast.  They— 

Barbs scored her shoulders.  Ravil turned and vanished.  She picked at the barbs in the blue, 

tossing them away as they pumped venom into her body.  Her head went fuzzy.  Ravil shook it, 

ignoring the feeling; she had to be harder than this. 


