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"Don't be si”y, Heinrich. Look again," | said.
The Gétterdéimmerung.

Clearly he was 1e’cting his fear get the better of him. That ship had been lost for over
two hundred years, and even though every pilot in the fleet knew exactly what it looked
lilze, and even though stories sometimes surfaced about a sighting , 1t was clearly due to

pilo’cs snapping under stress or sensor ogicers misreading their scanners.

The G(’jt’cerdéimmerung had been fifteen times 1arger than the 1argest mother—ship in
the entire navy, and that was exactly why it had gotten lost. It was too l)ig. Even now, two
centuries 1ater, no wormdrive could create a stable hole 1arge enough fora S}lip of that
size. There was no chance that what Heinrich was seeing was that particular ship. It had
been lost in the Dark Matter sector where it had tried its maiden jump, and ]oy all
accounts it was either still driﬁing there, a dead hulk in the endless , eternal darlzness, or
it had been torn apart ]:)y whatever forces Dark Matter reaﬂy consisted of.

Sighing 1 shook my head. I wouldn't have ’chought Heinrich would panic that swi{‘tly.

"Vishalya, [ swear!" he said. His voice was hoarse and he sounded terrified. "I wish I was
wrong, but it's rig}lt ’c}lere, beneath us. Tt just came out of ... of nowhere ..."

"Pull yourself toge’cher man!"

"T AM! Tt's riglzt there! I can read the name across the Low, alright? I can see the
gunbanlzs. Please ... please don't do anything to make them angry, oleay? ['ve never seen

SO many guns in one place”"

The note of panic in Heinrich's voice was reaching a painecl crescendo. I didn't know
what he was 10012ing at, but I knew I wouldn't get him to shut up unless | inverted the



bomber. That way I'd be loolzing at whatever he was seeing, and he'd have empty space

al)ove him.

I tapped the scanner. It showed nothing out there except space. I pondered Jceﬂing
Heinrich this , but if he was haﬂucina’cing, it wouldn't change anything. He'd say the
scanners were wrong. Instead, I simply decided to invert the Hammer. Releasing the
tiniest amount of air through one of the TMEs L1 rolled over, sta})ilizing with a similar

release once I was in my new position.

[ took my eyes off my instruments and tried 1eaning my head back a bit. Tt wasn't easy.
The coclzpit of a Hammer had never been designecl for comfor’c, but for stable ﬂying.
Having the pilo’c tossing and turning left and righ’c during a bomb run was not advisable.
When firing a Jcorpe(lo at a distance of thousands of miles , even the sligh’cest deviation
from the course could mean a missed shot. Almost no shots were fired with targeters and
homing devices on. Countermeasures were too effective for that kind of thing nowadays ,
and most bombers fired direct. That meant the pilot had to ﬂy straigh’c and level and
consequently, I was s’crappecl into my seat so tightly I could Larely move at all. My hands
had free reign and a lot of the computer systems were voice activated and linked to my
Heads-Up Display, but I wasn't able to turn to look behind me for instance. It wouldn't
have done me any good anyway. I Would've ]:)een s’caring at an engine cowl or my Wing. At

that moment, ’chough, I reaﬂy wanted to look above me.

There was nothing to it. I had to turn the bomber a little more, dipping the nose

towards the area where Heinrich would have been 1ooleing.

"SHIT!!"
"T told you. I TOLD you!"

Rig}lt there in front of me was the 1argest ship I had ever seen. It was ]aristling with
guns. Three massive wings on cither side, set behind each other towards the aft of the
Ship suppor’ced missiles big enough to make a moclzery of a whole squadron of Cap-Ships
and the engine cowls were as large as frigates. It even had engines halfway up the hull of
the S}lip for further thrust. I couldn't even Legin to imagine the speecl it would ﬂy with.

Engines hadn't changed much over the last two hundred years. Barely at aﬂ, in fact.
The ]oridge rose from the hull three quarters of the way towards the aft as well. Tt was a
sleek ship. It looked slencler, even though it was obvious two mother s}lips like the
Doomsday could have been placed side ]oy side inside it, and still left room to walk past
without touching the hull. Ten 'Doomsdays’ would fit inside it if placecl stem to stern
along the 1ength of the hull. Then again, the Doomsday was a ]ouﬂey, ugly thing. This



Ship was absolu’cely beautiful. The slightly dipping bow, almost like a hawk's ]:)ealz, the

long, elegant lines and the sheer power of those gigantic engines ...
Heinrich was righ’c.
Humanity had only ever built one ship like that.

"I...I'm.."I said, blinlzing in dishelief as [ spo’cted the barely illuminated name across
the side of the bow.

This was, incleecl, the Géttercléimmerung.

Heinrich was calmer again now that he couldn't see the leviathan out there. "I think
you're looleing for the word 'sorry’, Vish ..." he said. His voice was still hoarse, but
resigned rather than paniclzy. "Don't worry about it. I don't think I would have believed

. n
me e1’cher.

"What I can't believe 1s the size of that thing..." I Whispered into the com. It was true

too. It was hard not to reject lea’c my own eyes ’cold me.

"Can you remember what the crew compliment on that s}lip was supposecl to be?"

Heinrich asked. "I mean ... that's a whole naval squaclron ... in one ship!"

[ couldn't possibly clisagree with that. We'd all been told the story of the
G(’j’ctercléimmerung. How it had been the largest ship humanity had ever built and how it
had been meant to be able to £ight off anything hostile it came across. Back then, when
deep space exploration was a brand new concept, many still feared what we'd come across.
If there were other races out there. In’ceﬂigent, possil)ly ]:)eﬂigeren’c beings who would
harm us. So far, no such life forms had been encountered. It didn't exclude the
possibili’cy of there being other forms of sentient life in the universe, of course.
Humanity had reaﬂy only seen a very, very small part of it so far.

"Do you think it's a ghost ship?" I asked, without answering Heinrich's question. To be
hones’c, [ couldn't remember how large the crew of the ship coming up under us had
loeen, but surely, they were all dead. Two hundred years in Dark Matter? There was no
chance anyone could survive that long. The oldest human being on record had died at the
age of a hundred and seventy two, and she had been so senile in the end that there had
Larely been anything to Upload. Most people though’c getting that old was a horrific
prospect. Dying at the age of a hundred and twenty was considered a goocl, long 1i£espan,
but those growing older than a hundred and thir’cy were generaﬂy pitied.



"It can't Le," Heinrich said. From the sound of his voice, he was getting terrified again.
g g g

"Tt came out of a Wormhole. It can't do that Withou’c someone steering it."
"How though?" I wondered aloud.

I didn't get an answer. Instead, I watched as the gigantic ship slid closer and closer to
us. | was about to ask Heinrich some’ching else when the computer told me I had been
scanned. At least that comprehensively answered the question of whether we were in
clanger of getting run over ]oy a ghos’c Sl’lip, or whether it had crew on board. Sighing, I
told Heinrich what had happened.

"W}ly are you sig}ling?" he as]eed, forcing his voice to sound cheerful. "It means we're
about to be rescued!"

Groaning A rolled my eyes and wished I could have slapped Heinrich across the neck
£or tha’c. "Would you please hoolz up your helmet to the main power-grid and re]aoo’c your
brain?" I chided. "Try to think for a moment."

"What do you mean? Why wouldn't t}ley rescue us?"

"Because in all 1ilee1ihooc1, they are Rebels. They must have somehow come across the
ship and put it throug}l a refit. It's the only 1ogica1 answer to why we're seeing this."

Heinrich fell quiet for a moment. Then his voice came back on the com. "I was going
to ask why it couldn't be our side that found it ... but we'd have heard about it then,

wouldn't we?"
"Exactly," I answered.

So this was it. They probably Wouldn't even waste a recoiﬂess burs’c on us. They'd just
ﬂy us down.

Unless we were rea//y unfortunate and they did decide to rescue us. Faﬂing into captivity
would be a fate a lot worse than dying in space. The Rebels didn't exactly puH punches on
their prisoners. On the other hand ... neither did the N avy interrogators. | had never
ac’cuauy witnessed an interrogation, but I had heard the stories. I'd seen the interrogators
too. They stuck to themselves , most of the time. They didn't exac’cly win popularity

contests With anyone outside their own little circle.
Butchers , they were called.

And other ... more clescriptive things.



I suppose the Rebels were no worse than us, reaﬂy. Not much of a comfor’c, ’chough.
But what were our options? There was no way we could outrun a ship the size of the
Géttercléimmerung, after all. A mere hiccup from those gigantic engines would send it
hurtling along at speeds a Hammer couldn't hope to match.

"Fight or ﬂight, then?" Heinrich aslzecl, nervously. I could tell from his voice that
neither option seemed particularly appealing to him.

"Fig}lt with what? Most of our ordnance is gone..."
"Flig}lt then?"

"Heinrich, look at the engines on that ship!"

"T can't. You turned us arouncl, remember?"

I sighed and closed my eyes. "We can't run. They'd catch us even if they were ﬂying
backwards."

The sound of Heinrich removing the sa£e’cy on his sidearm could be heard clearly
through the com. I couldn't blame him. At least a bullet t}lrough the head meant a
painless , swift death. Not exactly what we could expect if we got captured. [ took out my
own gun. My hands and lower arms were free to move and if I released the harness I was
strappecl in with, I could move enough to actua”y shoot rnyself. Of course, if 1

disconnected the harness, there was no way for me to get strappecl back in properly. |
didn't like the idea, but ... what other option was there?

For the first time I actuauy felt that the coclzpit of a Hammer was ]:)a(ﬂy designed. Why
wasn't there a button for me to push, to release some kind of painless poison into my
bloodstream instead? Insteaol, [ had to spend several minutes unhoolzing myself from the
system so | could shoot myself. Plenty of time to have second thoug}lts.

Damned design flaws ...

"Tt's been nice ﬂying with you, Vish ... " Heinrich said, quietly. He sounded resigned to
his fate.

I wished I could be as calm about clying , but somet}ling told me to wait a little 10nger.
Just a little longer.

"Wait just one more minute," [ saicl, o]aserving the gigantic s}lip outside.

"Why? Wha’c's happening? "



n

"You have better eyes than me ...
Y
"That goes without saying. [ wouldn't be a bombardier otherwise."

[ nodded. Bomber pilo’cs needed good nerves and swift reactions, but the bombardiers
needed eyes to shame a hawk and steady hands. Heinrich had both. In fac’c, if he had
wanted to , he could have made it as a FAC-joclz but he always preferred heavier
ordnance. In any case, he would be able to see what was out there far better than me.
Notice details I couldn't.

Slowly, [ started turning the Hammer again. [ wanted to 1zeep an eye on the giant
vessel outsicle, but right now, Heinrich was a better choice for the jolo than me. "I need
you to tell me what you see on the side of it. Possi]oly on the wings. [ think he's turning
alongside.”

"Whu ... ? He's going to broadside us? What's the point of wasting ammo on a ship as

Sl’l’lau as ours? "

[ didn't answer. I didn't have an answer. All T could hope was that Heinrich would spot
somet}ling that would give us some answers. | wasn't even sure what he should be 1oolzing
for. Just somet}ling anything that would give us somet}ling to go on.

As1 turned, so did the G(’jttercléimmerung. [t came up alongsicle us. Both Heinrich and
I would be able to see some part of the ship, but he would have by far the better view.
That was good. [ had ou’cs’canding eyesigh’c, as did any pilot, but his was still better. And [

didn't want any detail to remain undiscoverecl.

"What do you see?" | aslzed, prol)ably impatiently. [ had I)arely given him ten seconds to
get his ]oearings.

Chuclzling clesponclently, Heinrich told me to wait a few moments. I felt like I was
sitting on pins and nee(ﬂes, but he was right. There was just too much to take in for him
to give me any kind of answer that quiclzly. I honestly don't know how 1ong it took before
he Spolee up again, but it felt like hours.

Considering we didn't have air for that long, I suppose it was probably just a couple of

minutes.

"They are not clrawing a bead on us," he finauy said, souncling surprisecl. "[ can't see a
single ]oa’ctery turning towards us. In fact ... in fact it looks like they are all turning

]
away.



"Tha’c doesn"c malze sense!"

Heinrich's voice ]aetrayecl his own confusion when, after another few moments to check
the veracity of his own statement, he answered. "No. No sense at all. If Jchey are planning
on Lringing us in, wouldn't they ac’cuaﬂy do so after pointing every available gun at us to
show us the futili’cy of resis’cing?"

"Yeah, or running," [ said. "Can you see any marlzings on her? | mean, a ship that

large? Surely it's got to have some kind of marlzings?"

"Except for the fact that it looks like it's taken a trip through the asteroid belt, I can't

see any marlzings ata ... wait ..."

"What? WHAT?"
"I can see the Cra{‘t Ident Number. It's TUG-CB-1415. Can you run that through the

compu’cer? "

"T don't need to, Heinrich ... it's the righ’c num]aer," [ said. So it was true then. If I had
reaﬂy needed any more evidence, then this was it. I still didn't understand how it could
]oe, though. Nothing made any sense. Nothing on that S}lip should still be alive, but it
was maneuvering, so clearly someone was at the helm. And since all the batteries were

turning away from us , they had to be manned as well.
Franlely, I still didn't know if we were in mortal clanger.

"Hey, they are opening the doors to a landing Lay. Righ’c down there! Look! I guess
Jchey want us to come and say hello!?" Heinrich said, excite(ﬂy. "It's right there, down ]oy
the foremost wing on this side."

I nodded to myseH. Either ’cha’c, or they were about to send haulers out to get us. |
didn't say as much. Heinrich was excited, and for some reason I didn't want to ruin his
elation. Perhaps for a moment he'd £orgot’cen his fear at the prospect of seeing the insides
of the greatest ship ever built ]:)y human hands.

"Do you think we should?" I aslzed, trying to sound nonchalant.

Heinrich's answer came in the tone of voice children ’chroug}lout the ages have used to
address excessively s’cupicl parents. "How much air do we have left?"

Shmgging very slightly, I had to concede the point. If there was even the most remote
chance of salvation, I'd take it. And the Géttercléimmerung still spor’cecl her original CIN.



TUG-CB-1415.
Terran Unified Government - Carrier Ba’ctleship - 1415.

The number wasn't too important. The first armed vessel had received number 01. As
far as memory served me, that had been a very crude Vessel, used to haul loads of raw
materials from the asteroids to Earth. It had been armed so that it could shoot apart
Smaﬂ, incoming asteroids. It hadn't worked. The point was the Gét’cerdémmerung was

armed Vessel number one thousand four hundrecl ancl fifteen.

The CIN of the Doomsday had been TUG-CV-9447, and that had been an old piece
of shit.

No ship was built these days without armament. Not with the war and all. Even the
smaues’c, two-person transporter had some kind of armament. Pleasure-yachts used for

’craveling around the Solar-sys’cem carried recoiﬂess guns...
There had Leen a /ot of armed ships over the las’c two hundred years.

And now this ancient behemoth was inviting us in. It was frigh’cening , and at the same

time it was terrﬂ)ly tempting.
Not even tempting. I had alreacly made up my mind.
"Well then.. let's go say 'hi’, shall we?" I asked and reactivated the dormant engines.

The sound of Heinrich cliclzing the sa£ety back on his sidearm was one of the most
comforting I've ever heard. 1 gave him a few seconds to gral) a hold of his supports down
in the Lomb-bay, before I hit the thrusters. Slowly, I swung the Hammer around. [ made
sure to goin a 1arge, slow circle to show the crew of the th’cerdémmerung that [ wasn't

maleing an attack run.

As we approached the open 1an(1ing bay ha’cch, [ was able to fully understand the sheer
mass of the S}lip in front of me. I had never seen anything so enormous and yet so
stunningly beautiful. Even marked as she was }Jy so many small asteroid hi’cs, she was the
most beautiful ship I had ever laid my eyes on.

Ships weren't built for looks anymore. Just for eﬂiciency.

For the first time, | understood how stupid that rea//y was. | had never been proud of
the Doomsday. [t was just a ship. The ship on which I did my job, but I held no
par’cicular love for the ugly old thing. But while I had never set foot on the



Gb’cterdémmerung, [ felt my heart swell in my chest at the mere though’c that humanity
had built some’ching like that. I would have been proud to be a part of her crew.

Heinrich ol)viously felt the same way.

" can die happy now, Vish..." he Whispered. "I don't think I've ever seen anything this

awesome Lefore."

"You may yet, my friend. We don't know if we'll be 1anding in front of a firing squacl," I

chuclzlecl as I maneuvered to malze a SlOW, manual 1anc1ing.

Heinrich actuaﬂy 1aughed. "Tf we clo, then they'cl better be wearing suits! We'll be

1anc1ing in an old fashionecl, open ]oay, remember?"

Smiling croolzedly, [ hadn't actually given that much thoug}lt. I had only made that
kind of landing a couple of times before. It was always a bit harrowing. It felt like landing
in space. Of course, in the strictest sense of those words, that was precisely what I was
doing. S’ciﬂ, the doors would hopefuﬂy close behind us and we'd have air to breathe in

moments.

It wasn't until the doors were actuauy coming down behind me that I found myself
wonclering if two hundred year olcl, recyclecl air was ac’cua”y breathable.

Swaﬂowing back my fear, [ looked at the instrument reaclings on my HUD.
"Compu’cer, set for full a’cmospheric scan on my mark minus thir’cy. Marlz," I in’coned,
quie’cly as | glided the Hammer into position and touched down. | I)arely dared to move.
Everything was so quiet out there. Almost too quiet.

The bay around me was as awe inspiring as the exterior of the Sl’lip. More so in fact. It
looked as if the Lay had been built days before. Everything was in pristine condition. The
paint on the walls included. It was a duﬂ, military gray of course, but the paint wasn't
ﬂaleing and coming off in places like I would have expectecl on a ship this old. It dawned
on me that somet}ling wasn't rig}lt. The whole ship looked like it had been cared for and
lzep’c in per£ect condition but even if the original crew had survived the failed Wormhole-
jump, how would they have 1zept the ship in this condition for so many years? | had
served on the Doomsday for three years and the exterior of that brute had been repainted
shortly after | joinecl the crew. By the time it got blown to pieces it had been in dire need
of a new paint-job. The interior had been repain’ced twice in that time. It had required
stupefying amounts of materials to 1eeep her ﬂying and loolzing even as sha]o]oy as she did.
Small scale repairs were always on-going. Replaoements of broken engine parts, new pipes

]oeing instaﬂed, old ones stashed away for recycling ...a ship even of that size was a living



organism, cons’can’cly replacing dead cells , much like a human body. The
Gb’cterdémmerung was about fifteen times as ]:)ig. Where did the materials and spare
parts to 1eeep her ﬂying come from after all these years?

Did I want to 12now?

Or had the Gé’cterdémmemng in fact never been lost? Was it all a hoax, and the ship
had been lzept as a strategic reserve ]:)y the governmen’c? If that was the case, | doubted I
would ever £orgive those responsible. This ship could win the war for the Terran Unified
Government in a matter of a year or two. [t would be able to take on pretty much any
fleet the Rebels could scrape together and come out of it unscathed.

No!

I did not believe that such a cleception had been played on every Soldier and pilot in the
Terran Navy. I Would not. I could not.

Heinrich was unusuaﬂy quiet. I was about to aslz him Why When my sensors swept the
]oay and the resulting information came up on my HUD.

"Oxygen levels M demanded and was prornptly rewarded with a series of syrn]ools across
my HUD. Scanner results were usuaﬂy conveyecl in that way. A pilot did not have time
to sit down and read a few lines of text, while trying to remember what he'd been taught
in basic training, while three enemy FACs were ]:)earing down on him from different
sides. A syml)ol was easily recognizable and swi{"tly understood. With enough training and

enough re etition, the human mind could learn to react instinctively to such things.
gh rep y g

In any case, the a’cmosphere was breathable. I could tell that the mixture was slightly
OH, and I would pro]oa]oly feel 1igh’c headed loy going out t}lere, but I would be able to
breathe. I told Heinrich as much.

He didn't answer.
In all mzelihoool, he was comple’cely overawed Ly what he saw.
I know I was.

But I would be able to breathe out there, and that was the main thing. [ took one last
deep breath and hit the switch to release me from my seat. As usual, it felt nice for about
ten seconds. Then the cramps started and [ groanecl as my 1egs twitched. The helmet
lifted off my head as the coclzpit slid open and I looked around.



As of yet, there was no Welcoming committee. I wasn't quite sure what to make of tha’c,
but 1 still hopped out of the coclzpit. Care£uﬂy, so as not to hurt myself when [ hit the
floor underneath me. I leaned down and waved through the front of Heinrich's winclow,
grinning Widely. [ think I nearly gave him a heart-attack. He had been so far gone in
Simply 1oolzing at everything that he hadn't noticed that I had jumped out.

He scrambled backwards towards the door, kiclzing against it from the inside. o]oligecl
him and openecl it, 1e’cting him out.

He took a cleep 1ung{‘ul of air and nodded, as if convincing himself that he could in fact
breathe here.

"Don't do that too many times or you'H keel over. The oxygen level is a little bit off but
no’ching we can't get Ly on or get used to. Just expect to feel ligh’cheaded in a few
minutes," | explained. I pro]aa]aly should have before getting out, but to be honest I had
other things on my mind at the time.

Heinrich looked around with a look on his face of a child who just found the 1zeys to
the cancly—s’core. "I'm alreacly 1ig}1t}1eadec1," he said and smiled the biggest, dumbest smile

I had ever seen on his face.

I could hardly blame him. "It doesn't seem we're going to face a ﬁring sc_[uacl when
1anc1ing, ei’cher," [ said.

"Tust you wait, they're right behind that pressurized door over there," Heinrich answered
with a completely unconvincing expression of worry on his face, before pumping his hand
in the air and shou’cing lou(ﬂy in relief.

[ couldn't blame him for that either. After aH, we were safe. We had been waiting to die,
and now we were safe on board the mightiest }Jattles}lip in the history of humani’cy. It was
too good to be true, but it was true. We were completely alone in the gigantic hangar.
There were no other ships there. No bombers, no FACs , no’ching at all. The doors were
1arge enoug}l to accommodate a gunship or even corvette but no ... we were completely

alone.

Heinrich was still laughing. It sounded almost like he was close to weeping with relie£,
clespite his 1aughter, but before I got to ask him, he jumpecl up and threw his arms

around my neck and hung on, shalzing like a proverbial leafin a gale.

"It's not a dream ... it's not a dream ... " he 12ep’c w}lispering, his voice ]orealzing.



I pa’c’ced him gently on the back. I don't know where I found the streng’ch to be so calm.
[ think I might have suffered a small shoclz, and | wasn't reaﬂy able to grasp every‘thing
going on around me. Patting Heinrich's back and hugging him back seemed to be the
’ching to do at that moment, and so I did.

"No, it's not a dream. We're alive. We're safe!" | Whispered back.

Heinrich hung on for a 1ong time. I didn't want to let him go any more than vice versa.
We'd come so close. He had removed the safety from his sidearm, in fact ... that's how
close we had been. And now we were here, in this hangar. Still with no idea what was

going on, but alive and well.

When [ finaﬂy let go of my bombardier, I looked towards the pressurizecl door that
Heinrich had pointed out earlier. It seemed as good a place as any to start loolzing for
answers and, just as importantly, our saviors. For some reason | didn't think we were in
danger anymore. If we were, there was no reason for us to still be alive. Admitte(ﬂy, our
saviors might want to interrogate us, but if that was the case, wlly hadn't Jchey been ready
to gra]o a hold of us the moment we landed? Once the doors were closed behind us, there

was no way for us to run away after all.

I straightenecl down my ﬂight suit and nodded to myself. Righ’c then. This was it.
Whatever lay Leyond that door, I'd be face-to-face with it soon. Heinrich followed right
behind me. His steps were irregular, like he constantly had to remind himself to lzeep
Waﬂzing and not stop and gawlz at the size of the hangar. I admit I felt much the same
way myself, but I forced myself to 1zeep Wauzing with long , s’ceady strides. | hones’cly
couldn't say Why. Perhaps it made me feel more in control of a situation that I reaﬂy had
no control over whatsoever. Perhaps. Or may]ae I was just eager to find out who had

savecl us.

The pressurized door slid open a moment before I put my hand into the DNA-scanner
next to it. I'm not sure what that would have accomplished anyway, since | wasn't a
registerecl crew-member. Stiﬂ, the fact that the door opened like that was a bit eerie.

"That was kinda creepy," Heinrich said and came up next to me.

He was clearly experiencing conﬂicting feelings. His eyes were the size of a Hammer's
exhausts and his short hair was s’cicleing out in all directions. He was the only person |
knew who could get helmet-hair with a crew-cut. His shoulders were slightly hunched,
like he was ready to jump for safety, but despite this, he had a ]:)ig , relieved smile on his

£ace.



I almos’c Wanted to reach down and scra’cch ljis hair. He reminded me o£ an overeager
puppy- Perhaps a slightly nervous, overeager puppy, actually. I restrainecl myself before 1
told him not to wet the carpet, and nodded. He was right. It was 'kinda creepy'.

Of course, the fact that the haﬂway ]oeyond the pressurized door was empty only added

to the creepiness.
"Left or righ’c?" I aslzed, hoping to snap my friend out of his resurgent worries.

It worked. I was rewarded with a Lig grin. "Remember what Jchey ’caugh’c us about the
Hammer's ﬂight characteristics?"

"Sure? What were you t}linleing of, specificauy?"

"You know how it's got a tenclency to puﬂ slightly to the left when you take off

manuaﬂy?"
"Ahh, you mean 'good pilots puu right to compensa’ce’?”

Heinrich nodded and promp’cly set out down the left side of the corridor. Chuclzling I
followed him. I liked his way of thinlzing. If the rulebook said 'go right' , we'd go left.

It ][e/t right ... going left.

My head was hur’cing a little and I realized the atmospheric mixture was a££ecting me. |
felt light-headed and siuy. A little drunlz, even. | tried to close my eyes for a few moment
to get back in control of my senses again. The crew of this S}lip in all likelihood weren't
hostile, but it was still a ship I had never set foot upon l)e£ore, and I didn't want to

accidentaﬂy hop , slzip and jump into a waste compactor.

Trying to push the ridiculous image of myself as a two foot ]oy two foot cube with arms
and legs from my mind, I opened my eyes again. I blinked a few times. Heinrich was
eviden’cly experiencing similar effects. He had s’copped, 1eaning against the bulkhead to
his left. He sounded almost like he was hyperventilating.

"I wonder where everylaody's hiding?" I said, 10012ing around, trying to focus on the
matter at hand instead of stupicl mental images.

Heinrich stood upright and turned around to face me, nodding. "Me too. But listen ..."

[ did. Fora long moment, [ couldn't hear anything, and I was about to say so when he
motioned me towards the bulkhead. So that was Why he'd been 1eaning against it. He had



put his ear against the metal to listen. I did the same and true enough, [ could hear

distinct sounds of someone Waﬂzing.

Loolzing up, Wide-eyed, [ turned back to my friend. Again I was in’cerruptecl before I got
a chance to spealz. A shudder ran down the length of the ship. Almost impercepti]oly, but
it was there. | recogniZed it instantly. The engines had been fired up and we were moving
again. This reaﬂy was somet}ling else! Whenever the Doomsday had done the same thing,

everyone had grab]oecl a hold of the nearest immovable o]oject to avoid getting ﬂung to the
floor.

"This is pure luxury, Vis}l," Heinrich said, awe not only in his voice but plain as clay on
his face. "Did you feel that?"

"Oh yes, [ felt that ... "

"We're actuaﬂy moving. It's like ..."

[ looked expectantly at him. Words failed me, but if he could come up with a good
clescription for what was happening, I'd be very interested to hear it. His mouth openecl
and closecl a £ew times before his shoulders sagged.

"Alrigh’c, you win. [ can't think of anything it is like. This is better than the first time I
got laid!" he said.

"I know who she was, Heinrich. That's not saying much,” [ chuckled and beckoned for
him to follow.

Heinrich grumbled good-na’cure(ﬂy and punched my arm 1ight1y as he came up
alongside me. "No you don’t," he grumble(l.

"Laurene Dubois from the gaﬂey, behind the water recycling installation on the
Doomsday."

"Oleay, so you do. I was drun]e, oleay?"

"I should Hoody well hope so. Heinrich, Laurene, of all the women in the human race?
Miss Round Robin Mk. 4? And the water recycling installation? Good grief, of all the

p/aces..."
"It was her idea!! She said no one Would find us there!"

"No shit? Well ... o]:)Viously no shit. Just a lot of pi..."



"VISHALYA! Come on, gimme a break. She showed an interest, alright?"

Sniclzering , I once again realized the oxygen mixture was a££ecting me. It wasn't fair on
Heinrich. He'd always been shy around women, and at least Laurene had been a good
loolzing specimen. She simply had a problem with her 1egs inexorably dri{"ting apart as
soon as something male came within reach. I tried very hard to recover as | approachecl
the next pressurizecl door. Presumaljly, that would lead to a part of the ship with other
people in it.

I held out a hand ... and stoppecl myself just before I reached the DNA-scanner.

Again, the door openecl without me taleing a part in it.
"Welcome on board the Gétterdémmemng."

The voice sounded distor’ced, but not unpleasant. I blinked and took a step back. The
creature ]:)eyon(l the door was wearing a style of uniform that hadn't been in use for over
one hundred and seventy five years, and his sidearm looked heavier than anything in use
now, including the PS/RP.C-45 ... which quite franlely was what I'd call a Big Bloody
Gun. It was stancling there, calmly, with its arms behind its baclz, 10012ing at me with
eyes that seemed like holes into an endless , dark void. It smiled in what I assumed was a
pleasant, frien(ﬂy gesture, showing teeth that were too white to look at. They 1iteraﬂy

skone.

Behind me, Heinrich was uttering something I can only assume was a string of

o]:)scenities. He was scrambling baclzwarcls. I didn't reaﬂy hear or take much notice.
I couldn"c ’calze my eyes O££ Jche creature ]:)efore me.
Apar’c £rom the eyes ... and Jche teeth ... 1t could have been human

.. if not for the fact that I could see straight t}lrough it.



