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CHAPTER
ONE
Gemcore mining space station V-323 was an impressive sight, a white, rectangular figure sitting majestically a top an immensely massive hulk of black. The small structure produced the only light in the dark void of space. Upon first glance the glowing form appeared ugly. Its’ contours had no beauty, no elegance rather its edges were sharp and jagged. You couldn’t blame Gemcore architects, after all its purpose was to function as a mining space station. Mining itself was a rugged and harsh undertaking and it required facilities that could handle the beating it delivered. Add to that the harsh vacuum of space and it’s no wonder why they concentrated on making a sturdy structure.
The designers also knew a vulnerable space station sitting atop massive amounts of precious ore in the desolate reaches of deep space would be a tempting target for bandits. Rogue factions space faring pirates roamed the outskirts waiting to pounce. That’s why the station also featured built in weaponry so in case of an attack the space station could hold off the intruders until their employer could send company issued security forces to the rescue.
The primary weapon of the space station was the quasar cannon. This was a most devastating and gigantic weapon. It occupied two floors of the station, the lower level stored the quasar cannon head, and the top level was where the quasar cannon capsule resided. When fired it emitted a distortion wave that shattered anything in its path.
Its only weakness was that it could only be used on long-range targets. Reverberations from the discharge could damage the station, at close quarters. For this task the station was equipped with laser turrets, positioned strategically on its perimeter. These deadly pieces of equipment could pierce a fiery hole into any hostile entity that got too close to the space station. And if the enemy survived the outer defenses, the corridors and other critical areas of the station were equipped with projectile guns. These guns were controlled by an artificial intelligence known as SENTINEX (SENTient INtruder EXicutioner) programmed only to, differentiate between friend and foe, and then to eliminate foe.
*****
Rie Yamada, chief security officer, turned off the communication link connecting him to the quasar cannon head operator. Yamada had just relayed the orders he was given, from his superiors, to the lower level operator. The order was to ready the cannon so that the freighter craft leaving for earth could be protected. As a precaution Rie wasn’t authorized to activate the cannon himself and required a secondary to do so.
The freighter craft needed to be protected at all times. Its valuable cargo, mined and refined precious metals, made it a prime target. The metals ranged from copper and iron to gold, silver, and platinum. The route from the mining space station to earth was strewn with bandit hideouts. These interstellar pirates loved to take advantage of the isolation space travel offered. However they always approached Gemcore Freighter craft with caution. There had been more than one occasion when the mining space station fired their deadly cannon upon the bandit’s stealth crafts.
Once the operators had completed a complex set of operations the lower level operator switched channels on his com panel and reported in with the chief security officer. “Docking sequence completed, quasar cannon charged and ready to fire, at your command.”
“Acknowledge, standby for further instructions.” Yamada responded in a crisp voice. He then switched off the link and switched channels so that he could report in with the captain, Nicolai Cruchev.
Captain Cruchev was in his ready room located in the command and control (C&C) section of the station. His broad shoulders rested against a richly padded leather backrest. His desk was equipped with a wide array of equipment that allowed him to easily monitor and control the activities of the space station. Visual displays showing key areas, a communication control panel with links to each and every part of the station, his computer terminal came with data mining software that kept track of production. It also had the ability to interface with any other terminal on the space station. With a simple push of a button the captain could call up any piece of information or gain access to any part of the station.
With stern blue eyes he looked over the crew manifest of the departing freighter craft. He was comparing the manifest to the current employee roster when he received word from Yamada that the cannon was standing by, prepped and ready.
“That’s great work Rie inform Benson as well.” Said Cruchev as his voice coursed through the communication link.
“Already taken care of sir!” the subordinate cheerfully responded.
“Acknowledged, Cruchev out.” He switched off the link feeling content with his security officer. As he leaned back in his chair, gripping a warm mug of coffee he thought how Rie was a reliable officer and had a knack for anticipating the needs of the crew. Just now he only had to tell him that the freighter craft was ready to leave. He didn’t have to tell the officer to ready the cannon. Yamada already knew what to do. After all freighter craft leaving for earth was a daily occurrence. In fact when the immense spacecraft departed from the shuttle bay, mining for the day ended, the work crew would head for their quarters to rest and the refinery would be closed.
The only people awake at this time were the personnel in the command and control section. Their job was to monitor the progress of the day’s labor as it made its way back to earth into the hands of Gemcore. The observation dome, needed by C&C to carry out its task, was placed on top of the space station. The tinted viewing portal of the dome resembled jewels in a king’s crown. Mounted on the sides of the dome, powerful space age surveillance equipment probed the limits of know space, tracking the lumbering space vehicle as it made its way through a hostile environment. As an extra security precaution the manned delivery vehicle reported in at designated checkpoints. This way C&C could have a firsthand account about the security and progress of the cargo.
“Freighter craft: Alpha Ten pilot: Sinclair reporting in at checkpoint: novas prime. Do you copy?”
“We hear you loud and clear Sinclair. Your approach vector to the next checkpoint is clear of any hostile crafts. We expect you there by 06:00 SST. Over.” Came the reply from C&C personnel.
“Roger That V-323, Alpha Ten out!” The pilot responded exuberantly
Cruchev was absentmindedly listening in on the com chatter between C&C and the pilot. He was more focused on reviewing the day’s production report. He was pleased to see that they had met their daily quota. Hopefully their performance would convince Gemcore management to provide funds for constructing a much needed recreational room. Switching off his computer terminal he decided to meet with C&C personnel before returning to his quarters. The darkened computer screen reflected back his image. He caught a quick glance of his collar and noticed his lapel pin was crooked. Taking pride in his appearance he straightened the pin bearing the insignia of his rank. The gold piece of metal contrasted with his darker uniform. Across his breast pocket etched with white thread was the diamond shaped logo of the Mega Corporation he worked for.
Feeling content with his attire he emerged from his ready room and entered the adjacent glass dome. He strolled amongst the various display consoles and mingled with the highly skilled crew. He prided himself on being there for his men and insisted on being present when transports left for earth. A harmonious relationship amongst him and his crew was key. He achieved this by trying to create bonds of brotherhood between him and his men and ensuring their safety during any activity on or off the space station.
He didn’t consider this to be an excessive task but a vital one. Working in space is a demanding and isolating experience. Workers have to trust each other so that morale and productivity remain high. Not to mention the dangers of mining in a low gravity environment, where every breath you take is because of oxygen delivered from a pump, where the only reason your body doesn’t cave in on its self is because of your pressurized space suit, where the person next to you can’t hear your screams unless they are transmitted via radio waves. That is why the good captain had taken every safety precaution, he was allowed. The worst thing imaginable by him was losing a man under his command.
The captain’s attention soon drifted from the display consoles to one of the huge glass, viewing portal. The portal reflected his image as he made his way over. At first he could only see darkness but as he drew closer the commander peered through it. He began to make out the outlines of rocky plains, gaseous fissures, and razor sharp cliffs. Here and there, the space station’s floodlights would reflect off of the crater speckled surface, revealing more of the dark hulk. Cruchev’s muscular body involuntarily shuddered; this was no man’s land.
To a layman it would seem odd that such an object should be affixed to the station. It appeared like a needless burden had been placed on the structure. But this was not the case in fact this odd object was the key to the success of this whole operation. For it was here that the precious metals were extracted and sent off to earth. This was the very source of all the riches the space station had promised its owners. This odd object was an asteroid, laden with huge deposits of precious ore valued at 323 trillion credits.
Gemcore could have easily passed up on this asteroid for more productive ones. After all the cosmos was nearly infinite and had tremendous wealth to offer. In fact electronic surveillance had revealed asteroids bearing even more loot then the current one. However they were outside of Earth’s solar system. Reaching them would take an eternity. That wasn’t practical when you wanted to send in construction crews to build a mining facility for you; or if you wanted to rotate your employee roster after a six month tour of duty.
Gemcore had taken its time before deciding where to set up camp. They had wisely chosen the current location for another important reason. Chasing down a moving object every time you wanted to reach it is a tedious and expensive proposition. Especially since that object is shooting off into deep space beyond the reach of your vehicles. Luckily for the mining company this particular asteroid was trapped by the gravimetric wake of a nearby moon. It continuously orbited the larger mass, thereby becoming a natural satellite. The advantage of this was that it could always be found at the same location.
Following the outline of the tubules coming out of the western side of the refinery Cruchev fixed his gaze on the inactive ore trolleys resting inside of the cylindrical tunnels. These trolleys were loaded with ore extracted from the mining tunnels and then sent to the refinery via the tubules. When viewed from up above the tubules looked like the tentacles of some great sea creature had grasped its prey and now was strangling it to death.
However Gemcore didn’t see it that way. They looked upon V-323 and saw the progress of the human race as it ventured into space to provide for its self, ensuring its future. They also saw a huge payoff; 323 trillion credits went a long way. The rape of a natural wonder was only a mild concern.
CHAPTER
TWO
A new day dawned; out in the dark vacuum of space the only way the crew knew this was when their sleep cycle, controlled by a monotonous atomic clock, was completed. Just like a well-oiled machine the morning routine began. Foremost on the workers’ minds was to fill the empty space they had in their stomachs.
The mess hall cooks had just decompressed the morning rations. Today’s menu, pancakes drizzled with synthetic maple syrup and a side of hydrated eggs. To a person on earth who could get fresh food the crew’s meal would taste bland and would be rather tough to chew. But the crew didn’t complain after all their only other option was starvation.
Chuck helped himself to an extra helping of hydrated eggs and pancakes he knew he would need all the energy he had for today’s work detail. His foreman, Bo Benson, had already informed the work crew that they would be drilling through core zero, the most densely packed region of the asteroid. Normally such an area of dense rock would be passed over for relatively softer areas. But subterranean geo-scans showed huge veins of gold forming a dense latticework inside core zero, making it the biggest deposit on the asteroid. They didn’t come all this way just to let a little rock get in the way of their riches.
The burly miner made his way through the mess hall; his soft hazel eyes searched for his buddy Raza. Like the captain said it was always a good idea to make friends. You would never know when you would need one out there in the mines. Raza was sitting in the corner of the mess hall intently reading some data off of a slim lightweight handheld.
“You better get something in ya’ if you want to be any good to us” Raza looked up from his device.
“Oh. Hello Chuck.” he squinted as he looked up from the small screen “Didn’t hear you comin’. I was just looking over these drill specs. Can you believe it? They want us working at 3500 rpms.”
Chuck looked perplexed “Ah! That’s no big deal we’ll be done sooner!”
“Yes, but don’t you realize with that kind of speed and the mineral density of core zero we may wear out the drill bits. Getting new ones from company headquarters will take weeks.”
Chuck furrowed his eyebrows “Well the way I see it all that stuff is the captain’s headache. I am here to follow orders and make my millions”
“I suppose” Raza turned his attention to his breakfast. “They’re getting better at the decompression sequence. I can almost taste the yolk this time”
Chuck spoke with a mouth full of food “Yeah! An’ duh pancakes taste like ma’ made ‘em” Raza smiled amusedly. He was about to say something when suddenly the automated addressing system went off.
“All mining crews report to the airlocks” signaled the soulless computer voice.
Chuck wiped his mouth on his sleeves “Well that’s me, better get down there before someone takes my suit.” he sighed, and then looked enviously at his friend “You drill jocks sure have it easy; up there in your cushy cockpits, without a care in the world. It’s us grunts that do the real work.”
“Yeah, but you guys have all the fun” Raza retorted “Getting your hands dirty and space walking all day.”
“I dunno’ about that” he said wryly “Anyway I gotta go suit up. Hope you have a nice trip over, puki” Chuck said mockingly he then got up and left the mess hall. With his friend gone Raza concentrated on finishing his plate of food. He didn’t like wasting perfectly good food that could go to use feeding others.
“All drill rig operators report to the ATV Depot.” He dropped his fork instantly becoming alert. That was his cue to get down to the All Terrain Vehicle (ATV) depot and ready his vehicle. The two announcements were separated by ten minutes of time so that the corridors and elevators wouldn’t become overcrowded with people. Just another measure the captain had taken to make the environment on board the compact space station a bit more pleasant.
Twenty minutes after the first announcement mining crewmembers started filing in to the space station’s numerous airlocks. As each worker made his way in to the decompression chamber an audible clicking sound could be heard. No one paid much attention to it they all knew a SENTINEX gun was mounted to the side of the doorway. The clicking sound came from its DNA scanner, as it scanned the surface of their skin.
The scanned DNA would be compared with DNA specifications stored in the space station’s database. If the scan found a match it wouldn’t open fire otherwise it would unleash a torrent of platinum tipped projectiles at twenty rounds a second reducing anything in its path to slag. Normally people wouldn’t like having such a dangerous weapon pointed at them. But the Artificial Intelligence controlling it was like a faithful friend protecting their lives. It was one hundred percent foolproof it could not possibly make a mistake and it never did.
Everyone was double-checking their space suit’s environmental seals and safety equipment. Soon the behemoth drill rigs would be showing up in front of the airlocks ready to take the various mining crews to their work sites. In the meantime the miners amused themselves with idle chatter and raunchy jokes. After a few moments of waiting the familiar rumble of metal threads against tough rock could be heard; the drills were coming.
*****
Out here everything had to pull its weight. There was no room for luxury. That’s why the drill rigs served as transport vehicle and mining equipment all in one. As the rumbling grew more intense the walls of the airlocks began to vibrate. They were getting closer. From his airlock’s viewing portal Chuck could begin to make out the contours of the rig. A Huge titanium reinforced steel alloy drill bit gleamed in the space station’s floodlights. He watched as the rigs dipped in out of craters on their huge tank like threads. Their drill bits bobbed up down with each plunge.
As the drill operators made their approach they steered the machines so that the crew cabin porthole would align itself with the airlock’s porthole. Raza was up in his cockpit steering the huge vehicle. He was assigned to Chuck’s work crew and was making his way over to their airlock. After some tricky maneuvering the giant machine was in alignment. Now began the decompression sequence. There was a pocket of vacuum between the two airlocks that had to be dealt with. A thick rubber tunnel extended from the cabin door creating an insulated chamber between the two airlocks. Powerful pumps inside of the drilling rig pumped air into the vacuum to introduce atmosphere. Once the pumps finished their job the airlocks began to open.
Great steal bolts slid out of the walls of the space station. Powerful electromagnetic seals that formed a perimeter around the airlock doors were deactivated. Now with a simple twist of a handle the doors swung open. The crew walked through the treated space vacuum and into the awaiting rig. Each drill rig came with a crew cabin; which was a compact and efficient room, nestled in the underbelly of the enormous machine. It had sturdy benches in the center and equipment lockers off to the side. As soon as the entire mining crew filed into the cabin the airlocks were sealed and the rubber tunnel was retracted. The rig pulled away from the space station and made its way to the mines.
Chuck headed towards the lockers. He was looking forward to using his favorite tool the sonic pick. Once the behemoth drill rigs carved out a huge cavern it was up to them to finish the job. With his sonic pick he would smash into targeted sections of the mine to release the precious ore. It was then up to the sifters to comb through the rubble, extracting precious metal ore with their I-MED (Ionic Metalloid Extraction Detector).
This ingenious device cut the time needed to refine excavated rock by half. The sifters could begin the refining process right there in the mine. They would pass the I-MED over the mined rock, the ionic scanners would detect sections of rock emitting metallic ions then the device’s electromagnetic conduit would emit a pulse of energy that would extract that section of rock. That piece of rock would gravitate towards the conduit attaching itself to the device. Now all the sifters had to do was carry it over to the awaiting anti-gravity trolleys reverse the polarity of the pulse and the ore would fall in. Once full the hovering trolleys would automatically whisk away the extracted ore.
Chuck knew the sifter’s job was important but he wouldn’t be able to do it himself. He would get bored too quickly. Picking up metal ore and dumping it into trolleys all day didn’t sound so appealing, smashing rock with a powerful piece of equipment did. Chick gingerly raised his sonic pick out of the locker. Its rubber grip slid smoothly into his hand. He used his other hand to keep the device level. The burly miner liked the way his equipment felt and cradled it for a little while longer. He then checked to make sure the power pack was fully charged to provide the maximum amount of energy to the sonic generator located inside of the tools casing. He adjusted the intensity controls of the pick to make sure the sonic booms made by the generator were not too powerful or too weak. The sifters were already calibrating the ionic scanners affixed to their equipment. They made sure the ionic spectrum was wide enough to include gold ions. Everything looked ready to mobilize.
From the soft vibrations of the drill’s engine it became apparent that they were slowing down. Then a final lurch forward indicated that the ride was over. Now came the tough part. There was no atmospheric treated tunnel outside the walls of the cabin, only the unforgiving blankness of space up above and the jagged asteroid underneath. Once everyone double-checked that their space suit’s environmental seals were active. They signaled the drill operator to open the airlock.
Up top in his cockpit Raza scanned his console. He could see that the crew was ready to depart. He punched the proper sequence of keys to gradually decompress the cabin. Once this was done he opened the doors. Down below the crew could hear the crackle of dissipating electromagnetic energy through the synthesized polymer casing of their helmets. As the cabin door slid away, a gush of air and the dark expanse of the asteroid greeted them. They slowly marched towards the exit, their heavy boots making no sound in the still vacuum of space. With their powerful tools in hand they climbed out of the rig and stepped onto the alien surface.
*****
“Sonic picks! Up front! Sifters bring up the rear!” Bellowed Bo Benson over the dedicated crew com frequency, each and every miner heard the commands through speakers embedded in their helmets. They then began to take their positions.
“I want straight formations!” with military precision Benson continued to Sheppard the crews into place, forming a massive ring around the numerous tunnel openings. Once he was satisfied he gave the final commands.
“Mining crews, Fallback!” the miners began moving away from their assigned drilling rigs.
“Drills, Power Up!” high above in their cockpits, drill operators began manipulating their consoles; soon the powerful drill bits began to rotate. At first they spun slowly but as the motors provided more torque they picked up speed. Soon the razor sharp drill bits were nothing more than glimmering metallic blurs.
“Forward!” the drilling rigs lurched forward each one made its way to its particular section of asteroid with its mining crew following behind. Raza was given the eastern side of core zero. He made his way to the tunnel that led to his destination.
The diameter of the tunnel was wide enough for one drilling rig to enter. There was very little room between the sides of the drill and the tunnel walls. Raza carefully centered the rig with the tunnel opening. He then entered. Chuck and his team of miners waited for his return at the tunnel’s opening. It was up to him now.
Raza followed the tunnel he and other drill operators had carved out in previous mining expeditions. Each time they gained more ground; the mineral density would increase making it tougher to drill. Geo-scans had shown this final push into core zero would require drilling through the toughest material yet.
As he made his way in he could tell that the surrounding matter was getting denser. The metal threads were not getting as much traction as the dense minerals refused to allow the threads to get a grip. A while later Raza reached the end of the tunnel, ahead of him laid a solid wall of rock.
It was now up to his powerful machine to obliterate the obstacle. He carefully approached the wall, making one last check to make sure the drill bit was set to the correct rpm. After offering a silent prayer he brought the two forces into contact. As soon as the spinning metal fell upon the impervious rock powerful jolts rocked the drilling rig. Raza could feel the intense shocks through the walls of his cockpit. They rattled everything inside of the cramped enclosure. Metal joints groaned under the stress the forward viewing portal’s plexi-glass rattled. But Raza was not worried; he knew his machine was designed for this kind of punishment. The joints would hold and the rattling would subside.
He concentrated on measuring the progress of the bit. It was gradually making its way into the wall of rock. He would softly nudge the rig forward to press the drill bit deeper into the wall. The rock would resist then suddenly give up as soon as the bit pulverized the tough material.
Progress was being made slowly and Raza was concerned about the readings he was getting from thermal scans of the drill bit. They were far above normal. He decided to release some coolant into the inner body of the overworked component. After doing so he carried out another thermal scan. Raza relaxed a little, the new reading returned favorable numbers. But he knew not to get cocky; there still was a long way to go.
Raza felt the rock growing more and more resistant; he even thought he heard it moan. It was as if it was in pain. Raza felt embarrassed; if Chuck heard about his irrational thoughts what would he say? Instead of indulging his over active imagination he contacted Bo Benson.
“Hey boss! I’ve got a problem with the mineral density in my section. It’s too high.”
“It’s not just you.” Bo’s voice came in with a touch of anxiety “Drill operators from all over core zero are reporting in about how tough the rock is.” Bo said over the com link “I’ve put in a request with C&C about increasing rpm I’ll let you know what they say. In the meantime continue at current speeds.”
“Understood.” Raza cut the transmission. He continued plowing through the wall of rock. Once in a while he would hear that mournful moan again. “Must be something in those eggs I had for breakfast” Raza thought “Playing tricks on my mind” but as the moans became more and more definite he didn’t think so. “Those moans are definitely out there” Raza continued thinking as he nervously scanned the dark mining tunnel “But what could it be?” he raked his mind, trying to find a plausible explanation.
“It must have something to do with the overheated drill bit. I think it is expanding to quickly” Raza gauged the plausibility of this theory “Yes! That must be it! Expanding metal has been known to emit sounds. Like when you leave your land craft in the sun!” he felt better once he had discovered a possible cause for the disturbing sounds. But he still was itching to get out of the tunnel. For some reason it was giving him the creeps. Raza was startled as the cockpit erupted with commotion. The proximity sensors were alerting him to the fact that he had reached his goal. Core zero had been breached.
With maddened urgency Raza began to deactivate the drill bit. Now that his objective was accomplished he wanted all of the engine’s power in the threads. Getting out of this place was now his main concern. He keyed in a sequence of keystrokes on his console that would reverse the direction of the threads. Soon the changes made took effect. The drill rig began pulling out of the tunnel.
Gemcore safety regulations dictated that a slow and steady pace be kept when pulling out of a mining tunnel. But Raza was really anxious after hearing those eerie sounds. He was confident enough in his maneuvering skills to pull out of the tunnel at high speeds. He watched the gray walls of the tunnel whirl pass the aft viewing port. Shortly after he was at the opening, in a dusty cloud of asteroid ash and pulverized minerals, Raza re-entered the asteroid’s surface.
Some miners who were mingling in front of the opening scurried away when they saw the speeding rig barreling towards them. The behemoth burst out of the tunnel, thick streams of dust slithered off of its sides as the thick metal treads tore up the ground underneath. It came to a screeching halt many meters away from where it should have stopped.
The crew hesitantly approached the rig. What was wrong with that guy? They all thought. Chuck decided to find out. “You okay there big buddy?” Chuck’s transmitted voice came in over the cockpit’s speakers.
“Yeah...I just wanted to see what this baby could do!” Raza Responded with forced bravado
Chuck wasn’t convinced “Not like you to break protocol like that.” He glanced over at the frightened miners who narrowly escaped being crushed by the rampaging mining equipment. “Ya’ could’ve killed those miners back there.”
“Come on, Chuck! They were a hundred parsecs away from me.” he said sheepishly “No really…I figured I should have some…fun…with the rig”
The burly miner knew his friend too well and didn’t believe a word he said, “If you don’t want to tell me what’s going on then fine. You cool off or do whatever you gotta do to get sane again; me and the boys are going in.”
Raza felt a pang of guilt. Maybe he should tell the truth what’s the worse he would do, laugh. Besides he had a moral obligation to warn his crew about any potential dangers in those tunnels. “All right, if you must know…I thought I heard something down there.”
“I knew it!” Chuck said with obvious satisfaction in his voice “What was it?” he asked intently.
“It sounded like a voice.” Raza began to say “A voice that was in pain. Almost like a…moan.”
Chuck thought this over “Must be gas” he suggested brashly.
“Perhaps. It could also have been my drill bit it was overheating. But whatever it was it freaked me out. It made me act irrationally and feel really anxious. I had to get out of there right away.” he hung his head in shame “That’s why I sped out of the tunnel like that. I wasn’t thinking straight.” He said in a forlorn voice.
“No kidding, puki.” Chuck snorted “Tell you what.” he said cheerfully “The sifters got scanning equipment on their I-MEDs I’ll tell one of them to calibrate for gases, just in case.”
Raza considered this “All right, just be careful.”
“I am touched. But don’t worry we always are, Chuck out!” he abruptly cut the transmission and began preparing to enter the mining tunnel.
Raza reclined in his seat. He tried to get a grip on his emotions as he watched the miners gather their equipments and turn on their space suit’s floodlights. In a single file they walked into the carved tunnel. The luminous lights cast ominous shadows of the miners on the tunnel walls. After the last of them marched several meters into the mine, all Raza could make out of their presence was a swaying glow of light.
Raza silently recited the Ayat-ul-Kursi, a powerful verse from the Muslim holy book the Quran, which exemplifies the great power God has over the universe. The powerful words of the passage put Raza at ease. A soothing calm enveloped his spirit soon he closed his eyes to rest. Awhile later a familiar voice crackled over the speakers. “Good news guys!” It was Benson addressing all the drill operators on their com frequency “You have approval to increase RPM by a factor of 500.” Raza’s long awaited request for an increase in drill speeds was finally being acknowledged, “However at the first sign of bit fatigue you are to shut down immediately.”
Raza switched on his com “Gee, thanks Bo! But I already reached my goal a long time ago.” Raza said, “I was able to reach the specified target depth at pre-mission drill speeds.”
Benson thought a while before answering “Strange all the other drill operators have only met a half or three quarters of their target depths. How’d you manage that?”
“I don’t know sir, guess it was luck.” He said with a smug smile on his face.
Bo Benson consulted the latest geo-scans of core zero. After a careful analysis he responded “Not quite…” He said, “According to my calculations you seem to have pierced a gaseous…‘Back Door’.”
“Gaseous ‘Back Door’, Sir?” Raza asked
“Yeah…apparently the tunnel you were assigned to lead to a pocket of empty space containing an unknown substance. This substance has low molecular cohesion. That can only mean it was some sort of gas.” Benson continued with his summation “When you pierced the pocket you released the “gas”, creating an opening, a “Back Door” if you will, into core zero thereby allowing you to reach your target depth so quickly.”
Raza began to get an idea of what could have caused those awful moans. Suddenly he thought of something “Is the gas hazardous?”
“I can’t tell with these scans. We’ll have to send in a science team to make a full investigation. In the mean time keep your mining crew out of the tunnel.”
That last remarks formed an icy grip over Raza’s body “Sir…” he said dreadfully “They’re already down there.”
“What!”
“They left before you reported in!” he nervously replied
“Get them the hell out of there!!!” Bo bellowed
“Right away sir!” Raza matched his communication channel with the miner’s frequency “Chuck! Do you read me? CHUCK! It’s me Raza.” He lamented “If you can hear my voice you and your men have got to get out of there now!” Raza stared at his console frantically waiting to hear his friend’s familiar voice. But all he could hear was the droning static of empty space.
CHAPTER
THREE
Chuck was walking behind a sifter with the rest of the crew bringing up the rear. The sifter watched the monitor of his I-MED as it scanned the air 50 meters in front of him for any signs of hazardous gases. He had calibrated the ionic spectrum to include a range of known gases but so far the device wasn’t picking anything up.
“Seems like your friend was worried about nothing.” He sniffed heavily “The air in here is good enough to breathe, without any pulmonary filters.”
“Just keep scanning” Chuck said distastefully as he looked around the tunnel. The ash gray color and the imposing height of the tunnel walls made him feel uncomfortable. The sterile white lights flowing from his suit’s floodlights made the cavernous environment even more surreal.
The crew could tell they were walking through the section of tunnel that had been carved out in previous mining expeditions. The worn surfaces and sonic pick pot marks indicated this. They trudged deeper into the tunnel as they were getting closer to the end they noticed how the walls took on a more powdery feel. This section was more recently excavated and didn’t have a chance to get worn smooth from mining activities yet.
The sifter was watching his monitor intently; while the rest of the crew was focused on idle conversation or listening to amusing resonance waves using communication equipment embedded in their helmets. They hardly noticed when Chuck told them to make a full stop.
“Look up ahead.” He said with a glimmer in his eyes. When they did a myriad of sparkles met their eyes. Their floodlights were being reflected off of the tunnel wall’s surface. When they realized what was causing the sparkles, all their pain and all their dreary worries were gleamed away. Ahead of them laid a solid wall of gold veins.
“Jackpot! Baaybee!” said a few rambunctious miners. Everyone erupted with good-natured banter.
“I am gonna buy me a space yacht with my million credit bonus.” Said one gleeful miner.
“Yeah, well me and my family are moving out of the sorry excuse we have for a house and move into the new underground condos on novas prime.” Said another
Chuck being ever practical exclaimed, “You have to mine it first!” he raised his sonic pick “Let me and my boys handle this. Then you sifters can clean up our mess.” He turned to the assembled group of pick toting miners. “Power up boys!” he said with a mischievous smirk across his face.
As the men activated their power packs energy coursed through the sonic pick’s casing causing a high-pitched whirling sound. “Take your positions!” Chuck said. They made a straight line in front of the gold encrusted wall, picks aimed and leveled with the wall. “Fire!” intense waves of energized sound screamed out of the devices, within nanoseconds they crashed upon the glittering wall. In an instant the tunnel floor was bombarded with falling pieces of rock.
The exuberant miners continued with the onslaught. As the lower areas of the wall began to hide behind mounds of fallen ore they targeted the midsection. More and more gold ore spewed out of the walls. There seemed to be no end to it or to the miner’s appetite for more. With cold calculated precision strikes they continued to gut the tunnel clean of its precious ore.
At first it was just a raucous whisper barely audible over the falling rubble. It was the sifters who first noticed it; the sonic pick crew was too busy blasting away. They consulted the lead sifter who had specially calibrated his I-MED for hazardous gases.
“Not a thing in sight!” he said anxiously
“Well something is here.” Said another worried crewmember “It’s getting louder.” The whisper became a moan “What is that!” He looked around trying to identify the source of the awful moan. The man was becoming more and more agitated. The rest of the sifters also tried to locate the origin of the sound, but couldn’t. It seemed to be coming from everywhere. The moan took on an unearthly pitch. “Dear lord are the dead rising?” he said with raw fear in his eyes.
His co-workers tried to console him “It’s probably just escaping gas rubbing against rock.”
The explanation didn’t help “For god sakes make it stop!” he became hysterical. His colleagues grabbed a hold of him to calm him down. The wide-eyed man resisted them.
Chuck raised his arm and clenched his fist; signaling the crew to cease-fire. The moan had grown in to a wretched scream and could be heard by all.
“Just calm down, Jake!” Chuck yelled at the disturbed man. He turned his attention to the lead sifter “Bison! What does your I-MED tell you?”
“Nothing.” he said defensively as he hunched over his controls calibrating for the widest spectrum “It can’t tell me a damn thing, it’s useless!”
“All right then we gotta get out here now! We can come back for the ore later. But the most important thing is too remain calm.” Just then the unworldly scream took on a bloodcurdling pitch. It enveloped the entire cavern; there was no refuge from the horrifying cry. It struck their shielded ears with great intensity. No one doubted it this wasn’t escaping gas; there was an unnatural presence in the gutted tunnel, and it was mad.
“What do you want from me!” the panic-stricken sifter screeched. He violently struggled against the hold of his fellow sifters. Once he broke free he made a mad dash for the distant tunnel opening. At that exact moment the presence let out one more horrifying shriek. In that instant the man seemed to be hit with a tremendous force. As the mining crew looked on in with horror, his body was launched from one side of the tunnel to the other. The bent body slammed against the wall sending up a plume of dust. It then fell to the floor in a crumpled heap.
Suddenly the scream stopped it faded away into the recesses of the tunnel. The shocked miners stared at each other, not believing what they just saw. A few regained control over their senses and quickly made their way to the broken body. Chuck got to him first he gently turned the sifter’s mangled body over. The inside of his helmet visor was splattered with blood and his neck laid at an unnatural angle. The hysteric man was silent.
*****
“If you can hear my voice you and your men have got to get out of there now!” Chuck was staring at the slain man the transmitted voice didn’t register, with his conscious mind, but as it persisted it slowly crept into his thoughts.
“Raza? Is that you?” He answered absentmindedly
“Chuck, you’re okay!”
He looked down at the fallen man “Not all of us are.” he said soberly.
“What do you mean? Did the gas get you?”
“Gas? What do you mean gas? You call what attacked us gas!” he said disgustingly “Gas doesn’t fling you around like a rag doll!” he growled.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Raza responded coolly “All I know is that I released a pocket of some unknown substance, which could have been gas. And that you guys need to get out of there right away!”
“Thanks for the heads up, but we already got a man down because of that unknown substance.” He said with anger in his voice “And don’t call it that! What you released was not a substance or a gas or whatever the hell you wanna call it.” He paused to collect his thoughts from his frantic mind “It was a…being.”
“A being?”
“Yes a being…it broke the neck of one of my men. It was premeditated murder! Do you hear me! Murder!” He choked back an intense urge to scream, “It wasn’t even human, at least you can punish a man for a crime. How do you punish something you can’t see or feel?” Chuck waited for a response “Answer me damn it!”
“I don’t know what we are dealing with” Raza said “The best course of action is to get out of there before someone else gets hurt. Let a science team go in there to deal with the…being, they’ve trained for situations like these.”
“I am not leaving my man behind. He’s coming with us so that he can have a proper funeral with his friends. I ‘aint leaving him here so that his soul can be tormented by that…thing for all eternity.”
“You’re right Chuck. That’s the decent thing to do.” And with that final transmission the brawny miner hefted his fallen comrade onto his shoulder. He began to march towards the tunnel opening. The rest of the crew somberly followed.
CHAPTER
FOUR
“Cause of death, acute trauma to the upper vertebrae.” The station’s Chief Medical Officer was recording the proceedings of the dead miner’s autopsy. “Compounded with punctured airways caused by broken bone.” The medical officer looked away from the torn throat of the miner. He referred to an MRI scan of the man’s brain.
“Curiously enough my scans indicate heightened activity in the motor cortex of the subject’s brain. Yet the frontal lobes remain brain dead. In my medical experience I have never come across a corpse whose brain was half dead.” The doctor thought for a while “It is my recommendation, based on the fact that the subject cannot be declared clinically brain dead, that he be placed in a hibernation capsule, in the hopes of reviving him. I’ll direct my medical staff to clear all debris from his airways, so that in the unlikely case he does recover he may easily begin to breathe.” With that final remark he ended the audio recording.
His able assistants carried out the orders of the Chief Medical Officer. After a minor operation, the still body was wheeled over to the awaiting chamber. Its sturdy containment panels were made of clear glass that held a life sustaining gel-like broth of vital nutrients. The nutrients were broken down to the atomic level so that the patient’s pores could easily absorb them.
Perhaps what was more remarkable was the fact that the life sustaining gel not only nourished the comatose body it also served as a complete life support system. Oxygen molecules and roving clouds of electrically charged ions helped to sustain the body’s need for oxygen and gently coaxed it into consciousness.
The medical staff used a specially designed elevation apparatus to lift the broken body up to the top of the hibernation capsule. The machine’s topmost panel slid open exposing the rose colored gel. The body was then lowered into the chamber. The viscous liquid molded itself to the contours of the body. The life sustaining components of the fluid immediately took effect. Vital nutrients infused with the blood stream. Rich molecules of oxygen made their way to the lungs. And clouds of electric ions found their way to critical systems of the body to gently bring them back into operation.
When the body was completely inserted the top most panel was closed. The trained medical staff checked that the unit was working properly. When they were satisfied they left, leaving the man to fight for his life.
*****
They were all assembled in the mess hall. All the miners and technical personnel were present. Normally the space station crew would eat in shifts that way the entire station population wouldn’t be crammed in to one place. But this was different they were here to listen to Captain Cruchev’s briefing. Everyone knew it would be about the strange occurrence in the mining tunnels. All they knew was learned from the frightful transmission made by Raza they desperately wanted to learn more and waited for their captain to speak.
Even though the mess hall seats filled up people were still coming in. They sat in the aisles, on tabletops, on kitchen counters, others just stood. There was a murmur throughout the room as they discussed the day’s events amongst themselves. “There’s some kind of poltergeist haunting the tunnels” speculated one person
“Or it could be an unknown alien species bent on killing every last one of us” said another
“You’re both wrong, we’ve slipped into a parallel dimension where everything is horrible and the opposite of the real world.”
“Well whatever happened, poor ‘ol Jake is hanging by a thread in doc’s hibernation capsule.” All idle conversation stopped as Cruchev walked in; his Chief Security officer Rie Yamada and the crew foreman, Bo Benson, flanked him. They lined up at the front of the room where they could address the entire gathering.
Once he had everyone’s attention Captain Cruchev began “Today, the unthinkable has happened. Despite all of our safety precautions, despite all of our meticulous planning, despite having the best equipment and weapons system science can offer we are in danger of losing a man. We all know this man as Jake McGill. In the time I spent with him I came to learn that he is a dedicated and hard working individual. Dr. Shukai our Chief Medical Officer informs me that his condition is critical. He holds very little hope that he will recover. However we all must pray for a speedy recovery, for Jake’s sake.”
He paused to let out a sigh “Having said that I do realize you guys must be pretty shaken up. But you need not worry. Your safety is my prime concern. I could give a rat’s ass to what the Board of Governors at Gemcore had to say about this incident. They’re only concerned with the bottom line and want production to start up right away. I told them it ‘aint gonna happen” the crowd erupted with a deafening cheer. Cruchev couldn’t help but bask in the glory.
After they settled down he began again “I told them that a proper investigation was needed and based on the results of that investigation we will decide whether or not to start up production again. You all know the station’s Chief Security Officer, Mr. Rie Yamada” the stern Asian man gave a terse nod “He will fill you in on the details of the security precautions that have been put in place, it is expected that all of you comply with them.” Cruchev turned to Rie and gestured towards the crowd “Mr. Yamada.”
Yamada stepped forward and began in a strong and efficient voice “All mining activities have been suspended effective immediately. This means all drill rigs, all mining equipment, and all space suits are to remain deactivated. The mining tunnels are off limits except to authorized personnel. No one is allowed to exit the space station without clearance. We will enforce a curfew after 20:00 hours, after which all non-essential personnel will be confined to their quarters. As far as the investigation is concerned I have already selected a team of technicians to investigate this incidence. As we speak this science team has been deployed and has begun preliminary investigations. I have every confidence in their abilities and fully believe that we will prevail.” With that last announcement Cruchev made sure everyone understood the new security procedures. He then dismissed the gathered group of workers.
*****
The unmanned aerial vehicle careened through the tunnel. Its live action cameras sent back real time images along a wireless optical channel. The receiving unit was setup near the infamous tunnel opening. It displayed vivid color images captured by the UAV’s cameras. The science team intently watched the transmitted telemetry.
The autonomous aircraft sent back pictures of the ash gray tunnel walls. The technicians sent instructions to the aircraft’s navigation control system to go deeper and faster into the tunnel. As the faithful mechanical servant carried out its orders the tunnel grew darker. It wasn’t long before it was commanded to activate its forward illumination projectors.
After a while the gathered group of people could make out the gleaming mass of gold ore that was hastily left behind by the traumatized mining crew. The UAV was commanded to stop, less it crash into the excavated wall. It hovered over the area where Jake had fallen. It felt no emotion as it scanned the crimson spot left behind by the wounded man.
The aerial vehicle safely reached the end of the tunnel, thereby completing its mission parameters. It turned around to head back to its landing pod. Meanwhile the technicians prepared the mobile sensor array, an absurdly elongated vehicle that housed a vast array of surveillance equipment. Despite its inelegant appearance the mobile sensor array was a vital tool, which was critical for the success of the science team’s mission. The exterior of the vehicle was emblazoned with the Gemcore logo. It had a bulky look due to heavy armor plating placed around its sides. The reinforcements were put there to make it more durable but it gave the sensor array an overall blocky and angular appearance. Gemcore architects seriously needed lessons in aesthetics.
Since the UAV’s journey was uneventful they decided it was safe enough to proceed into the tunnel for a more elaborate investigation. The crew began entering into the vehicle from an entry hatch built into its side. The technicians made their way into the dimly lit interior of the sensor array. There were no overhead lights the only visible source was from the numerous illuminated control panels and display screens. They were all arranged in a line along the sides of the cabin. Only a meager aisle, that allowed one person to slip by, was left in the center. The aisle traveled the length of the cabin from the back emergency exit, past the side entry hatch and all the way up to the front cabin wall.
On the other side of this wall was the cockpit that was where the driver and navigator were taking their positions. They could talk to the cabin crew by intercom and could get a visual from the small viewing portal that was carved into the cabin wall.
After everyone filed in, the hatch was sealed. Once the decompression sequence completed the crew took off their space suits. Lockers in the back of the vehicle served as a good place to store the bulky suits. The technicians began to take their positions at their respective stations and began to assess the readiness of their equipment. As each scanner came online they announced it to the crew.
“Bio Scanners online and operational”
“Ionic scanners online and operational”
“Metallurgic Scanners online and operational”
“VLS filters online and operational”
“Sonar online and operational”
“Doppler online and operational”
“Radar online and operational”
As the majority of the scanners had been accounted for the driver began the descent into the tunnel. The navigator had an electronic schematic of the tunnel at his disposal; which was constantly updated by a geo scan of their approaching destination.
As they descended deeper into the tunnel the science team grew more and more somber. The technicians intently watched their screens for any unusual readings. Occasionally metallurgic scans showed deposits of mineral ore, other than that there was complete silence.
After several minutes of intense stillness the bio scanner started picking up faint traces of bioorganic material.
“Hey! I’ve got something on bio.” Instantly a murmur of excited voices filled the interior.
“Bearing?”
“Point three Mark eleven” the technician nervously gulped “That’s where Jake…” he couldn’t bring himself to finish his sentence.
“Yeah, that was the place.” The com operator responded knowingly “We shouldn’t be getting bio readings from down there. Let me check in with C&C just to make sure there aren’t any stray miners wandering around.”
As he patched into the space station’s communication lines the rest of the technicians gathered around the bio scanner. “You know, it could be some sort of celestial arachnid that burrowed into the asteroid to make its nest. Creatures that can do that are not uncommon in this region of space.” Said one thoughtful tech.
“Yeah or it could be just a glitch” said another as he stared at the bio scanner. The wispy green cloud on the monitor throbbed each time the scanner picked up bio signs. As they moved deeper into the tunnel the signal grew stronger.
“Just got word from C&C” said the com operator “No one is allowed out, the station is under complete lockdown and all workers are accounted for.” Everyone turned to the glowing monitor. Their eyes fixated on the pulsating blob.
“Run a complete diagnostic on that scanner. The readings it’s giving don’t make any sense”
“The equipment is working fine there must be something alive out there.”
“Impossible!” cried out a technician, the tiny cabin erupted with angry voices. Everyone was engaged in a heated debate. Each man trying to convince the other that his take on the situation was right. But no one wanted to hear what the other person was saying. All of a sudden the sonar operator let out a deafening cry of pain.
Everyone turned to look at the screaming man. He tore of his headsets as he reached for his ears. His face was twisted into a painful grimace.
“The hell’s wrong with you?”
“I feel like my ears are bleeding!” The distressed sonar operator shrieked
“What happened?”
The man clutched his aching ears “I was listening for any unusual sounds when I hear this moan.” He winced as a searing jolt of pain shot through his nervous system “At first I didn’t pay attention, figured must be something interfering with sonar. But the moan wouldn’t let up it just got louder. I tried telling you guys but you were too busy yapping away.” he looked at them with an accusing stare “The moan turned into a scream which grew louder and louder until it got to the point where I couldn’t stand it no more. That’s when I screamed”
“Isn’t that the way Chuck described the attack; A moan that turned into a scream which became unbearably loud.”
“Well that settles it,” said the smug bio technician “Looks like I was right. There is something out there, we should reinforce armor plating now.” They were all in agreement and quickly swung into action.
“You know what happens next, right?” said one nervous tech
“Just reinforce those damn plates, now!” said the sonar operator
This time the being gave no further warning before attacking, with a sudden burst of energy it slammed into the side of the sensor array. The vehicle tilted to one side and then fell back to the ground; dislodging stones from the tunnel ceiling. This was evidence of the unbelievable power wielded by the being.
People inside were violently thrown about, some suffered minor injuries. The driver wasted no time in getting the vehicle in motion. He reversed gears and sped towards the tunnel openings. The infuriated being pursued its prey. This time a massive jolt was felt from the rear. It was attempting to corner the intruders.
“Watcha got on geo?” the exasperated driver asked his navigator
“Auxiliary tunnel at 2 ‘o clock.” came the tort reply. He gunned the engines and headed for the refuge. At this point making it to the main tunnel opening was too risky. Their best bet was to wait it out in a secluded area.
The speeding vehicle violently swerved to the right as it careened into the narrow opening. The auxiliary tunnel served as a storage depot once it was stripped of its geological treasures. Mining equipment strewn about the tunnel floor was shattered into splinters as the bulky vehicle made its way through. After a short distance the small tunnel ended. The driver hit the brakes hard. The sensor array’s tires locked into position and began to skid. The vehicle refused to stop as its tremendous mass and speed created too much momentum.
The tunnel wall loomed in front of the driver’s eye as it drew closer and closer. He sharply turned the steering wheel to the right. The vehicle grinded against the tunnel’s sides; the added friction helped in slowing down the speeding vehicle. With a softened thud it collided with the tunnel wall.
The bodies inside the mobile sensor array lurched forward as it came to a complete stop. A sudden silence enveloped the interior of the vehicle. The technicians were startled by the abrupt change. Their ears took a while to adjust to the deafening silence. They anxiously listened for any disturbing sounds from the being. They heard nothing except for the unrelenting pounding of their hearts.
CHAPTER
FIVE
The desolate halls of the space station gave Raza an eerie feeling. He was used to having them full of hurried people making their way to important places. Now, as his footsteps echoed off the dimly lit metallic floor, he felt gloomy.
The station had been in lockdown for the past four hours. All nonessential personnel were confined to their quarters. The only reason Raza, a drill operator, was allowed out was because he had religious clearance.
As a Muslim he should perform his five daily prayers in a congregation. Islamic law decreed a congregation to consist of 3 or more worshippers. Since five other Muslim men served at this mining space station they all decided, with the captain’s permission, to designate an unused crew quarter as their Masjid, a Muslim house of worship.
As Raza drew closer to his destination, he saw one of his faithful comrades showing his green clearance pass to one of Yamada’s officers.
“Looks good Ahmed.” Said the officer as he handed the pass back. “Just return to your quarters ASAP.” He said with a smile
“Will do!” the bearded man responded as the officer left to continue his patrol. He then turned to enter the Masjid; just then he caught sight of his Muslim brother. “Assalam-O-Alaikum!” he said heartily.
The gloominess Raza felt was instantly washed away; it was replaced by a warm sense of brotherly love and kinship. “Walaikum-O-Assalam!” he responded. They clasped each other’s hands firmly, smiling ear to ear. “Is the Fiza Al-Farghad out of alignment?!” Raza asked
“May Allah forbid it! I recalibrated it myself just a couple of days ago. I have compensated for the accelerated trajectory detected by C&C. This time, by the will of Allah, we won’t be praying in the direction of Novas Prime!!!” he let out a hearty laugh.
They both removed their footgear and entered the Masjid. Removing bedding and closets, so that a greater number of worshippers could pray in the interstellar Masjid had enlarged the crew quarter’s floor space.
Islam also decreed that while praying a Muslim should be facing the Kabah, the holiest Masjid in the Islamic faith. Back on earth people would use a compass to point them in the direction of the Kabah. In the far reaches of space this was not so easy. There was no convenient magnetic pole to tell you which way north was. And even if you knew which way Earth was you still had to triangulate the position of the Kabah.
When Muslim scientists saw their fellow man venture into space they didn’t want to be left behind, because of a religious technicality. After consulting with their scholars to better understand the subtleties of their problem, they began the task of constructing a device, which would help them locate the holiest house of Allah even in the deepest depths of space. The device they invented was named the Fiza Al-Farghad, meaning space compass.
While Raza and his faithful brothers prayed the other crewmembers whiled away their time in their quarters. Some betted their hard earned salaries, playing gambling games on the station’s public computer network. Others decided to satisfy themselves by watching dancing holo-images of scantily dressed women; while others washed away their boredom by decompressing their favorite alcoholic beverages.
Of course Cruchev had no time for such distractions. He was in his ready room trying to diffuse a diplomatic time bomb. His vid screen was tuned to the offices of Gemcore’s Premier Chairman. “I understand that production needs to start up right away. But-”
“No buts Cruchev. Now! Means, Now!” replied a red faced image of a chubby cheeked man.
Nicolai put on his most diplomatic smile as he faced the vid screen “The safety of our Men has been compromised. We need more time.”
“I decide what you need!!! And you need to send a fully loaded Freighter Craft to my Space-Port, this instance!!!”
Cruchev carefully chose his words “With all due respect Sir, the Men are frightened they don’t want to enter the Mines.”
The Chairman’s face showed disgust “I don’t care! Send them in by gunpoint, God Damn it! Why do you think I gave you a security detail?”
Nicolai remained silent obviously General Walker wasn’t thinking straight, he thought. But the disgruntled man’s next words seemed well calculated.
“I am giving you an Ultimatum.” The portly man said with grim determination “If you don’t have the guts to send your men into harm’s way, I’ll find someone who does.”
Nicolai tensed up “Sir there’s no need for that. Just give me 4 hours top and I’ll have production up right away.”
Walker threw his hands up in the air in utter frustration “Wrong Answer Cruchev!!! I want you to get your sissy ass off of my space station, right this instance!!!”
The captain was stunned; he sat motionless not believing what was just said. Walker pressed on “Are you getting me Cruchev?”
“Yes sir, I am getting you.” he reluctantly answered
The large man was more relaxed now, he sat back in his chair and continued, “I am glad we have an understanding…you know I was expecting something like this would happen. You came across as a bleeding heart when I first saw you; what with your ideas of brotherhood and peace. They seemed out of place in our corporate culture and I thought a yuppie like you wouldn’t be strong enough to make tough decisions. But I assigned you to this post anyway. I figured you, being a hero in the space force, was just the thing we needed.”
Nicolai listened intently as his Premier continued speaking “But I don’t like putting all my credits on one horse, know what I mean?” He said as a cruel sneer crawled across his face. “That’s why as soon as you left for V-323 I started grooming your replacement.” The ruby man was satisfied with the grim expression he saw on his subordinate’s face.
“Colonel Ramsey will be arriving at your coordinates in 12 hours. He can be quite -er…persuasive when it comes to motivating men.” He chuckled cynically “He’ll be arriving with a contingent of well armed security personnel. I expect you to give them your full cooperation.” With that final altercation the vid screen went blank. An instant later the black screen displayed Gemcore’s jewel shaped logo.
Cruchev sat at his desk staring at the screen not believing what had just happened. Was Walker serious? Was he really going to replace him? Nicolai knew a little about Ramsey’s reputation. Since they got the job done the top brass of Gemcore encouraged his ruthless ways.
Cruchev thought back to Jake’s broken body and the fear he saw in his men’s eyes. He was torn with emotion, on the one hand he was trained to follow orders and on the other hand he had a conscience that begged him to do the right thing. The captain leaned back in his chair resting his head on the soft leather. He thought about his next move as he stared at the ready room’s ceiling.
After a long while he leaned forward, the flexible chair straightened itself. He had come to a decision. Now he had only to put things into motion. After reciting a silent prayer he slid his right arm under his desk. His hand followed alongside the inner edge of the table. His fingers groped for the small device. “Ah here it is!” he thought as his fingertips registered a cool metallic touch. He felt for the indentation and placed an index finger in it. The device began scanning his fingerprints. Once the device determined that this was indeed Captain Cruchev’s index finger a soft hissing sound could be heard.
“I didn’t think I would have to open this,” he thought somberly. When the hissing stopped he knew the compartment had fully opened. He let his hand slip into the hollowed space. He felt around for the weapon, instantly his hand wrapped around a metallic object. He clenched it tightly and brought it to the surface of his desk.
His eyes swept across the chrome surface of the gleaming object. There existed only a few dozen of these energy weapons, the one he had been crafted using an experimental prototype. The weapon operated on recently developed technology that allowed you to fire a beam of high intensity light particles. Because of this the weapon was referred to as a Photonic Emitter.
CHAPTER
SIX
The powerful creature pierced through the liquefied rock with its thick pointy legs. Acidic spit, propelled from its mouth, caused more rock to dissolve. After burrowing through the tough material the creature’s stout body emerged into the auxiliary tunnel. If the celestial arachnid could sense acoustic waves it would know that the crew of the mobile sensor array was desperately trying to get out of the tunnel. Grappling hooks had been deployed and their whining gears attempted to pull the sensor array towards the tunnel opening.
The beastly body of the arachnid glistened in the dim light of the tunnel. The first layer of its body was made up of a thick and powerful exoskeleton. It formed a powerful seal over the soft flesh of the arachnid’s inner body. This natural protection allowed the celestial arachnid to survive the harsh vacuum of space.
Space bandits, who chose to cut themselves off of the resources of mainstream society occasionally, had to make use of the arachnid’s flesh. They would organize hunting parties to track down the creatures. Once caught the tough exoskeleton presented a challenge. However a barrage of concentrated heavy weapons fire did the trick. Once the arachnid was split open the tender flesh was theirs for the taking.
“Got something on bio.” The bio tech hesitantly reported
“Here we go again.” Mumbled a disgruntled tech
“Anything on Sonar?” asked another.
“Nothing” said the Sonar operator who had removed his headsets and had routed all auditory outputs to internal audio emitters. His ears were still recovering from the last encounter.
“So it can’t be the entity. Can it?”
The bio tech thought this over “Well these reading are far more condensed then the previous ones.”
“What does that mean?”
“We’re dealing with something else.”
“Something else? What do you mean something else?” the tech looked forcefully at his colleague “What else can survive in this God forsaken place?”
“I think I know what it could be.” Said an engrossed tech, who was looking out of the side-viewing portal. They all looked over to the awe struck man. Their curiosity overwhelmed them as they gathered around to find out what was holding the man’s attention so completely. The mobile sensor array’s headlights cast a dim glow in the tunnel. It was enough to make out the steel gray fangs dripping with acidic saliva.
“Whoa! Ain’t she a beauty?”
“I’ve never seen one so close up.” Replied another astounded tech.
“Yeah, I thought they were a myth, till now” they all watched as the celestial arachnid crawled near the vehicle.
“The hull plating is still reinforced, right?” the worried tech got a few snickers.
“Don’t worry sweetie I won’t let it get you.” They all let out a hearty laugh.
After such a hazardous ordeal the crew began to relax. A sense of calm was taking over. Things were returning to normal again. “Well I am glad that it was nothing. I never thought something so ugly could bring such comfort.” A few techs smiled contently.
A soft humming sound could be heard inside of the cabin. “Looks like someone is getting into the spirit of things?” they all looked around trying to find who the jolly fellow was. When they couldn’t find the source of the humming they became concerned.
The sonar operator was the first to notice something odd about the sound. He quickly made his way to his station and intently watched his control console. His fingers danced over the console flicking switches and adjusting knobs. The humming turned into a moan. The joy the crew was feeling was instantly sucked out of their spirits. “But that can’t be I am not picking up a second Bio reading” the bio tech had already manned his post. A grim expression formed on his face.
Just then an unworldly scream was heard from the tunneling opening. The bio tech checked his monitor. Sure enough a wispy green cloud had appeared. “Retract Grappling Hooks! Cut the engines!” screamed the com officer to the driver. “We can’t let it know we’re here!” Seconds later the cabin was plunged into darkness. Their anxious faces glowed from the active console monitors.
The terrifying screams continued. Some people began to pray, asking for forgiveness for their sins. Through shallow breaths of air the bio tech watched as the readings drew closer to the sensor array’s position. He wished he had a weapon to use against the entity, something to defend himself against that vicious thing. Alas nothing of the sort existed; helplessness and despair took over the emotions of the science team. They waited for their imminent deaths.
The entity drew closer to the vulnerable vehicle. It retracted its body into a condensed ball of energy. It built up its power so that it could be released with a sudden burst upon its unsuspecting victim. With all its might the entity surged forward. Instantaneously the arachnid was hurled through the air. Apparently the science team was not the target.
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