TALE OF THE RED DRAGON
   There was no hint of danger as the titanic warship passed through the warp point, no hint of imminent death until the first huge asteroid collided with the ship as it completed its' transit into the system. Once, twice, three times the monstrous vessel was struck by immense boulders from the recently formed asteroid belt. As the deadly rocks hit, the warship staggered, hull plates crumpling as thousands of its' personnel were instantly sucked to their deaths as the mighty ship was gutted. Only the huge size of the vessel saved it from total destruction, although its' companion ships weren't so lucky. One by one as they passed through the warp point the cruisers, light carriers, and destroyers of Task Force 37 were utterly demolished when they unexpectedly materialized into the asteroid field. In moments the immense warship, fatally crippled, stumbled alone out of the field and into darkness.......
   The man slowly came back to consciousness, with the bitter taste in his mouth that could only come from blood and he awoke into pitch darkness, the kind of darkness that is so black you couldn’t see your own hand in front of your face. He turned his head to the right and blinked hard, but the blackness wouldn’t go away. The gravity had obviously gone out as well because the huge man felt that gnawing feeling in the stomach that only came from zero-g. He swallowed several times, trying to get the bitter taste of blood out of his mouth. The iron-copper sensation was unpleasant and it was obviously a warning sign from his body that something had happened. The man grasped about for something to hold onto, realizing that the air surrounding him was very cool and there was a slight smell of meat and gravy in his nostrils. 

   He concentrated more, his mind seeking out the computer links that connected to the rest of the ship and his shipmates, but there was nothing but local computer noise from the interface band encircling his forehead. A quick nano-diagnostic showed nothing was seriously physically wrong with his body, he was just slightly achy. Except there were no external computer links at all and it disorientated him. He slowly began to move, pushing away from a bulkhead in the darkness, not knowing where he was floating too but knowing he had to move. All datalinks to the central computer onboard the small ship were completely down and apparently the main link to the AI was disrupted too.

   Definitely not a good sign. 

   As his head cleared more, hearing came back to him and his eyesight adjusted to the blackness of the inside of the ship. Voices sounded out in the darkness, voices that were not far away and he tried to angle himself at the sounds, just before he unwittingly hit a bulkhead and slowly bounced off of it. His ooof of surprise alerted someone in the adjacent compartment because there was suddenly silence and then, 

   “Brian, is that you?” A woman’s voice sang out.
   “Yeah, it’s me. What the hell’s going on?” Brian growled, trying to find a wall or something to grab onto. 

   His interface band didn’t recognize who he was talking too and Brian muttered in frustration. Interface bands had finally enabled humans to make substantial breakthroughs in genetic engineering and nanotechnology, and had now made them something more than human. Newer generation interface bands are massively parallel, each one easily equaling the computing capability of all of Earth’s 20th century computers but his was giving him no external data at all. 

   “Sir, we have a massive power failure, and I can’t contact anyone outside the Cestus,” the woman’s voice came back, a slightly worried sound in her voice. Brian then remembered her name, 

   “Thanks Erika. Try to get power back online. I will be with you in a minute,” he said. He was the senior petty officer on board the small parasite warship they were working on. They had been laboring on the Cestus, a battlerider located inside the hangar bay of the Tiamat, when something had hit and knocked him out and obviously it wasn’t just him that had been effected by whatever had happened. 

   Without warning low emergency lights came on and Brian glanced around. He was in the mess hall of the ship and it was really damn messy at the moment, he thought grumpily. Large trays, pieces of uneaten food, and liquid floated about him, some of which was helplessly clinging to his work dungarees. Brian reached out a huge hand and grabbed a nearby table, swinging himself around wildly in the zero-g. He had nearly forgotten his own strength and shot rapidly across the room towards the door where Erika’s voice was coming from. He hit the door hard, grasping a handle along the frame and after a second he hauled himself through, cruising down a gray, non-descript hallway, headed towards the engineering section of the vessel. The Cestus itself was a battlerider, much larger than any fighter and nearly five times larger than a standard gunboat, so it took him a moment to clear the hallway and desperately grab at a bolted-down chair. The room was large, gray, and dominated by the massive engine core. 

   This section of the ship was also heavily shielded and three people occupied several seats, two of whom were obviously trying to get the ship’s computers and power systems online. Without much success, Brian noted ruefully. One of the other engineers, Andel Koontz, was a muscle-bound heavy worlder who Brian barely knew. The other crewman, Robb Nazzal, was an ethnic Arab who was their only computer specialist. 

   “Ok, what happened?” Brain asked while trying to seat himself into the chair he had commandeered. He looked over at a petite black woman with a short, wild afro hairstyle, dressed in work coveralls. She was strapped into the hard metal-backed chair, looking at him with worry in her eyes.

   “Sir, I don’t know what happened. We just have the battery going right now. I'm trying to get the power core online and it looks like all the computer links are down, and that’s just not possible.” 

   Nodding his head slightly, Brian Labuda knew she was right. Megaknox was a vastly powerfully AI, and to knock him off-line took either a deliberate decision from the Captain to scramble its brains….or massive damage to the ship. The Tiamat was a 900,000 ton juggernaut-sized vessel and only the powerful mind of an AI could keep the Red Dragon-class warships' systems stable. In addition to the 9,000 odd crew there were over 2,000 nanotech androids onboard that were an extension of the AIs mind, but they could also run autonomously or under human command as well. 

   The huge red headed man once again tried to link with the central computer/communications web, known as CentralNet but their was nothing, not even static, in the bandwidth. Thousands of minds should be communicating via CentralNet, and constant updates of information should be coming from 'Knox, but their was nothing and Brian began to be a little afraid at that thought. 

   "Okay Robb, talk to me," Brian said aloud, exasperation in his voice.

   The huge Arab bodybuilder was only a few feet away from him, but he started when Brian suddenly spoke in the quietness of the room. The swarthy man's big black bushy eyebrows scrunched downward, and he said, 

   "Well, the computers show that we only have emergency power. Gravity is coming back on.......now." And his timing couldn't have been better because just then Brian and everyone else in the room felt the sudden and familiar tug of gravity, and as one the group of soldiers sighed in relief. Adjusting themselves into more comfortable positions, Brian patiently awaited further details from his team.

   With full power back up and the engine core thrumming behind them, Brian began inquiries via the local computer net onboard the Cestus. Engine status was above standard and systems all over the ship began to awake and send information out and suddenly Brians’ interface band began to receive data, relieving the man with their code green status checks. He searched with his mind for a moment, and his interface band located the rest of his team. Three were in the weapons bay and three were on the bridge. He data-sent to them:

   You guys all right?

   Immediately he d-received back from them, each sounding somewhat relieved and a little scared,

   Mora: Yeah, okay here, sir.

   Minto: Fine, what the hell happened?

   Kabu: Shaken, but okay.

   He thought for a moment and then d-sent:

   Sit tight, we'll find out what's happening and I'll get back to you. 

   Brian contacted the others as well and ordered them to stay put until he contacted them. He then again looked at his subordinates in the engine room. He sighed and thought for a moment. 

   "Robb, bring up external cam. I wanna see what's going on in the flight deck." As he watched, Robb interfaced fully with the Cestus' computer and his eyes glassed over. Brian then began receiving images from the ship-mounted cameras inside his head, his interface band snatching the data from the localnet. 

   The flight deck was huge and it had to be because it was the primary center for holding the Tiamat's small craft, including the ships' twenty-four huge battleriders. Over one hundred forty drone fighters were held in nearby fighter bays and 180 drones, fifteen warpods, and sixteen automatic attack bits were also being stored on board the Tiamat. As he concentrated in his mind, Brian could see that the bay was nearly empty except for the hulking battleriders, some of which looked seriously damaged. Nothing was visible except for emergency floodlights from the Cestus. Nothing. That was a very bad sign. It was then that Brian noticed the electromagnetic barrier guarding the flight bay doors was down and he instantly understood why their wasn’t anyone visible to the cameras. When the field had failed, everything portable had been viciously sucked out the doors and into space. But why hadn't the ships' engineers closed the manual doors? Where was the crew? Why was their no comm?

   Brian began to seriously worry now. Main power was out on the Tiamat and its' computers were down and their was no sign of the ships' crew or their android counterparts. He could tell through his interface band that the pressure outside the Cestus was zero so they would be leaving via vaccsuits, but that was no problem. There were over thirty of them onboard the battlerider. 

   Brian, Robb d-sent, I have some computer interface with the rest of the ship. I think you should take a look at these readings. 

   Brian received the information from Robb and he was shaken by what he saw. The Tiamats' internal autonomous computers were telling him that their was no life aboard their immense warship. The computers continuously ran health and welfare scans on each individual in the ship via their interface band and sent that data to the AI Megaknox and anyone who requested it. Robb had done just that and of the 9,101 crew on the juggernaut when they’d left Meetpoint Station, only eleven still onboard according to the computers....all onboard the Cestus. The computers also showed massive damage to the ship with two-thirds of it completely invisible, as if somehow destroyed. That’s not possible, Brian thought as he pondered the data he had gotten from Robb. They were on a milk run, delivering 200,000 prisoners in stasis to the Purgatory System before heading to Depot. The Tiamat, although being a brand-new warship, would be mothballed there because of her immense maintenance needs. With the apparent removal of the Hre'Daak threat and the dissolution of the Pan-Sentient Union in the wake of the destruction of Terra and New Valkha, the costs of keeping the Tiamat and all six of her monstrous sister ships running couldn't be sustained. The last thing he knew they were passing through a local warp point and were just one system away from the prison planet Purgatory when all hell broke lose.

   And I blacked out, Brian thought angrily. He leaned back into his high-backed chair, knowing that all eyes in the room were on him. He glanced over at Robb, who was looking thoughtful, as if pondering their fate in some abstract way and although Erika's skin was very black, he could still see fear upon her face. She smiled grimly at him when he looked at her. Only Andel, the heavy worlder who was stacked with corded muscles and tension, showed anger on his face.....powerful anger. 

   Brian thought for a moment longer while rubbing his temples with his huge fingers and then said, 

   "Alright, lets' get the androids in here to seal the breaches and I want everyone in EVA suits in twenty minutes. We need to get contact with the rest of the ship and our shipmates. I'm counting on you guys," Brian said in his gruff tone. He signed off and motioned for the people in the room to get moving.

   God, just two more months and we were all going to be Demoblized. Shit! 
