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A blinding flash… 

An alien creature… 

Tumbling through the air… 

Smashing into the bulkhead…

Darkness.

Thunderblade was a robot – a toy, really, even with all his unique up-

grades from his scientist owners.  And even though his humans thought 

otherwise, he was never really “off”.  Various systems might shut down or 

fail – flight control, visual and auditory sensors, communications, and the 

like – but in his center his master system always flickered with life.

To Thunderblade, his master processor was his very self.  It ruled all 

the others, using them as tools for his existence.  He could change out any 

of those other components or systems and survive.  He could lose all of 

them and remain operational with suitable replacements or upgrades.  

But if his master processor was lost, it was the end of his existence.

And right now, it was only barely operational.

The massive simultaneous data spikes of all his damaged systems 

had crashed upon his master processor like an avalanche.  Each failure 

mode had primary and secondary responses, yet each failed in an over-

lapping cascade until nothing operational remained.



At this moment he existed solely within himself with no contact to the 

outside world, and nothing but hellas of data endlessly looping and cram-

ming into any available bit of memory.  It was eating him alive.

Thunderblade considered dumping all that data, but something of 

vital importance was in there, the key to unlock this self-destructive spiral. 

It was something he might never reconstruct to get himself working again.

No humans would ever understand this moment, and very few could 

even appreciate it.  It was as if a human were thrown into the sea, holding 

a well-packaged inflatable life raft.  The raft – his greatest chance for 

salvation – is also at that moment an incredible dead weight, quickly 

pulling him down deeper and deeper, faster and faster.  But the choice is 

clear: let go of the raft in order to swim to the surface and a short-lived 

pause in drowning or to hold on, hoping to get the raft open and inflated 

before it was too deep, too late.

Thunderblade needed that data, and so as he sunk deeper into 

breathless oblivion he methodically worked at opening his life raft.  With 

each passing second his memory grew more clogged and each action 

even slower.

Slower
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And like the sudden flash of a lightning bolt, he found what he need-

ed.  The systems matrix began to reboot.  The life raft had opened!  He 

dumped unneeded data from that system, freeing up resources to focus 

on the next.  

Slowly, ever so slowly, his outer self began to awaken.  Where was 

he?  What had happened?



Carefully, he began to divert a small fraction of his processing power 

to scan his recent memory files.  And then he remembered: the cutter had 

been attacked by humanity’s very first contact with intelligent life outside 

of Earth.  

His primary human, a fourteen year-old boy named Seamus O’Neil, 

had flown with great skill trying to escape their attackers, but their endless 

barrage of missiles had finally landed.  It had sent them spinning until the 

alien ship had caught them in a rocket-fired clamp, reeling them in.

The aliens resembled sharks with two long, wavy fins they used for 

feet and hands.  When one had grabbed Seamus, Thunderblade did the 

only thing he could have done.  He converted from humanoid form to 

helicopter mode, and flew straight at the roaring beast.  There had only 

been a 23.2% chance of startling the alien into dropping Seamus, but it 

was the only response with any hope of success.

And that was the last entry in his memory files.

As Thunderblade mapped out possible resulting scenarios and calcu-

lated their likelihood of success, his sensory processor finally came to life. 

His robotic eyes and ears filled with images and sounds.  

He appeared to still be on the flight deck of the cutter, wedged 

between the forward bulkhead and the back side of the mounting panel 

for the navigation computer, except it looked like the computer was gone.

“I am twitching,” he noted, not knowing beforehand.

It took a few more minutes for the system controlling his physical 

activities to reassert itself, but it did not seem to help much.  His move-

ments were jerky and extremely limited.  Only his right side worked and his 

pivot points for ‘copter conversion had jammed.  There would be no flying. 

It took a few moments, but he determined the most efficient way to move. 

With great difficulty he pulled himself free.

The cutter, a small, three-room spaceship (not counting the tiny 

engine compartment), was dark, cold, and ripped to shreds.  There was no 



sign of his family or the aliens.  The rest of the computers had been pulled 

out.  Loose pieces of metal and wire slowly drifted through the air.

In the null gravity, Thunderblade pushed off the bulkhead with his 

one operational arm, drifting through the smashed door.  Blood floated in 

the corridor, clinging to different surfaces.  There was more blood in the 

lab, and all the equipment was gone or trashed.  A quick check revealed 

the engine room and living quarters had also been stripped of equipment 

and computers.   And still no sign of his family.

Other than the blood.

He moved back toward the flight deck.  The inner airlock door hung 

loosely, pried open.  And beyond, the outer door stood open to darkness, 

though he sensed a pressurized atmosphere.  Where could they be with a 

pressurized atmosphere but no gravity?

Just as Thunderblade drifted to the outer opening, a muffled echoing 

throb filled the air.  He froze, peering out into the darkness.  It was a 

hangar bay of some sort, filled with several small service ships but 

otherwise empty.  The alarms – if that was what they were – continued to 

pulse, while white lights began flashing.  And then with a sudden rumble, 

the bay doors beneath the cutter slid open revealing the starry black of 

space.  Some sort of energy field or yellow membrane kept the atmos-

phere in the bay.

Thunderblade’s master processor was only just beginning to reach a 

truly minimal operating level, but something told him to move quickly.  He 

leapt one-legged, toward the nearest structure, just as the cutter began to 

lower toward the open doorway.

With a slow topple he landed against the far wall, grabbing a conduit 

with his good arm.  He turned to see the cutter tumble out into space until 

two missiles intercepted it with an optical sensor-overloading glare.

The ball of fire dimmed to tiny motes and then…

…nothing.



Robots are not supposed to feel, but Thunderblade had witnessed 

thirty-four years of emotions during his existence.  And right now – if he 

were human – he knew he would feel an intense despair.  Every metric 

that mattered to him, that defined his purpose, hovered just above zero. 

His family was likely dead, his own operational existence in doubt.  And he 

had failed in his primary mission only hours after having received it.

With his limited resources, reviewing the memory nearly seemed like 

reliving it…

“…More like rub my face into it!  So much for a ‘fresh start’,” Seamus 

shouted furiously as his hands squeezed into white-knuckled fists.

Liam, his father, reached out toward him.  “You know I didn’t mean—”

“Yeah, whatever!  You know, Dad, if you don’t like my flying then do it  

yourself!”

Thunderblade watched as the boy tossed his headset, turned his  

back on his father, and soared from the flight deck down the corridor in a 

weightless leap.  The door slid shut, indifferent to the argument that had 

just ended, or rather, had just been postponed.  Thunderblade calculated 

an 89.3% chance it would continue later. 

“That went well,” Liam muttered sarcastically, plopping down in the 

pilot’s chair.

In the following .84 seconds Thunderblade formulated a response 

while querying an update on the research vessel’s relative position to the 

rings of Corvus 2267-F, the gas giant they presently orbited.  There was 

only a .0001% variance between Thunderblade’s expectations and the 

navigation computer’s report.  On the other hand, his best calculated 

reply to Liam had only a 27.5% chance of being helpful.

“Your response is warranted, and Seamus is behaving within  

established parameters.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s working,” Liam sighed.



Thunderblade did not respond.  He was a toy, after all.

Silence lingered for 9.2 seconds. 

 “So, TB, how did I act when I was his age?” Liam asked.

Thunderblade accessed his archived memories from twenty-six years  

previously, scanning the tags he placed on notable events.  1.4 seconds 

later he reported: “Similarly, but with less… energy.”

“Really?”  Liam genuinely sounded surprised.  “How can you say 

that?  I never rigged a door to crush someone like he did at the school.”

“True.”  Thunderblade decided bringing up the hovercar incident  

when Liam was fifteen would be counterproductive.  The adult Liam was 

quite a different person from the boy Liam Thunderblade had first met.  

The human capacity to grow and change though experience and time still  

fascinated him.  “From my limited research, his passive aggressive ten-

dencies are above average.”

Liam wiped his face with both hands, looking absently at the blue 

gas giant filling the bulkhead screen.  “This is my fault, I know it is.  If I… 

TB, we’ve got to do something.  I just don’t know what.”

Thunderblade took the silence to query the status of the Fernão de 

Magalhães, their mother survey ship parked on a nearby moon.  1.1 sec-

onds later the Fernão reported all systems nominal.

“TB, go talk to him.  He listens to you.”

“My rate of success is limited, Liam.  He listens 41.4% of the time 

with a 35.4% rate of behavior modification.”

“You forever drive me crazy with your statistics… so how does that  

compare to me?  I feel like he never listens to me.”

Thunderblade was not sure if he ever felt emotions.  Could atoms 

spinning in different directions in a quantum processor actually feel?  Yet,  

he hesitated to answer.  “My efforts are more successful in comparison to  

your or Lisa’s attempts.”

“Then, please, please, go to him.”



“Liam, may I remind you I am a toy?  As you well know, my purpose is  

to entertain and educate.”  It was a purpose that had waned in the last  

several years as Seamus had gotten older.  But that had happened before 

with Liam.

“I’ve made you into much more than just a toy with all my upgrades,  

but let me give you a new purpose.  Seamus is on a self-destructive  

course and we have to help him.  He won’t listen to me.  He won’t listen to 

his mother.  But he listens to you.  Change your programming if you need 

to, but your top priority is to keep him safe.”

“From what, Liam?”

“From anything, but especially himself.”

Thunderblade mapped out the impact of his orders.  He would cer-

tainly have to deepen his programming of human psychology.  He init-

iated a request to the Fernão’s medical system.  “I will try, Liam, but I  

calculate only a marginal impact, if any.”

Thunderblade hung in the weightless darkness, his one good hand 

holding onto a piece of piping.  During the next hour as his self-repairing 

systems went to work, he attempted to determine the best course of act-

ion.  When he reached 14.6% operational efficiency, he stopped.  There 

was nothing more that could be done automatically. 

Fourteen-point-six percent operational.

No optimal course of action.

He knew the Fernão’s systems well enough to know they were likely 

dead by now.  The Agency had prepared for this meeting, and Thunder-

blade had sensed just before the attack how the Fernão’s A.I. had brought 

up on standby the Omega Protocol – the self-destruct program if they were 

captured by aliens.  The Fernão was likely gone.

Should he shut himself down, too?  Should he erase himself to 

protect Earth from any potential invaders?  As he considered this, one 



other factor continued to surface: Seamus’ father had given him a new 

purpose.  Talking to Seamus was one thing.  But now?  Thunderblade was 

still a toy.  What could he realistically do to protect him?

After several more minutes of internal debate – an extremely long 

time in the computational world – Thunderblade narrowed his future down 

to two choices: to either remain a toy or to become what Seamus’ father 

wanted, a protector.  But the ramifications of those choices were just as 

clear.  To remain a toy meant destroying himself to protect humanity, but 

to become a protector required more than what he was. 

But there actually was a third choice: not to decide.  

The likelihood of his family being alive to where the question even 

mattered was quite low, so he postponed making a choice.  He chose not 

to decide.  Maybe more data was needed before he should answer the 

Unresolved Question.

♦ ♦ ♦

The next 7.2 hours taxed Thunderblade to the limit of his diminished 

abilities and his willingness to continue.  In flight mode he could move 

quite well in zero or low gravity, but his damage was so extensive he could 

only move about in his humanoid form – and that, without the use of his 

left side.  Yet after searching the alien boat bay he had found a service 

duct leading into the rest of the ship where the outer pressure door had 

been left open.  

Just inside the duct was a grate made of an odd material, a sort of 

calcium crystal lattice with a translucent quality.  It had taken hours for 

him to loosen the grate to gain entry, but once inside he had quickly 

deducted he had found what he needed: considerable access around the 

ship.  There was a slight pull of gravity inside, which made reattaching the 

grate easier.  

Thunderblade had many urgent, conflicting priorities and depend-

encies.  Finding Seamus, Liam, and Lisa was his top priority, but to be 



successful he had to get his operational index higher.  He needed repairs. 

And for that he needed raw materials and tools.  He would also need more 

information on the aliens and their intentions, which would best come 

from the alien ship’s computer system.  With those goals in mind he 

began exploring with long, one-legged hops through the labyrinthine duct 

work.  

Much like the grate, the round duct wall also seemed to be made of 

some sort of damp, extruded calcium mixture.  His information on such 

materials was nearly nonexistent, but it seemed a curious choice for 

starship construction.  The duct dead-ended in a larger one, lined with 

translucent hoses filled with florescent fluids.  Following these, he came to 

round room filled with all sorts of glowing components.  The leaky tubes 

fed into these crystalline structures containing what appeared to be sea 

sponges.  Everything seemed to throb and glow as if it were alive.

Curious.

As Thunderblade studied the configuration he ruled out the obvious 

uses like water reclamation and distribution.  Instead it looked very similar 

to a power and data junction in design, though the alien technology was 

hardly recognizable.  As he explored this possibility, the pattern became 

clearer.  Instead of the ceramic and nanotube conduits humans commonly 

used to move electricity and data, the aliens appeared to use a completely 

different system.  And then he noted there were no metals here, and no 

electricity.

This was unexpected.

He considered what he knew of the aliens.  Thunderblade had al-

ready deducted from their telling appearance the shark-like aliens must 

come from a watery world.  Yet now as he fully considered the implications 

of their origin, all the evidence pointed to one amazing conclusion: all their 

engineering must be bio-chemical instead of geo-electrical.  



Closer inspection confirmed everything within sight was of biological 

origin.  Everything had been grown, not manufactured.  This new inform-

ation populated his files, redefining his understanding.  The ventilation 

duct was no longer a cast or extrusion made of calcium carbonate.  It was 

now likely the adapted exoskeleton of a marine creature.

As he studied each object he realized each piece had been created 

with the same precision of any manufactured process.  And with this 

information his hypothesis became even more likely – now at 86.8%.   

Just like humans, the aliens had domesticated the creatures around 

them.  But while humanity had been limited in the uses for animals and 

had turned toward industry for durable goods, apparently the same must 

not have been true for the aliens.  Their focus had continued toward 

animal husbandry, developing more and more ability to create specialized 

products.  

As he took in the details around him, he imagined how the aliens had 

bred shell-making animals to produce exactly what they needed.  And 

some of those animals must be enormous.  When he recalled the appear-

ance of the ship itself, he wondered if the hull were the exoskeleton of a 

gigantic animal developed for the purpose of making starships.

Thunderblade had to change his plans in response to this conclusion. 

Electricity, liquids, and living beings typically did not mix well, so the aliens 

likely used other power sources than electricity.  And from the sponges in 

the crystal junction boxes, there was a 74.2% probability the aliens used a 

biological analog to computers.  If this was the fact, Thunderblade would 

have a much more difficult time in repairing himself and tapping into the 

alien computer systems to find out more.

Swish-plop.  Swish-plop.

Thunderblade’s auditory sensors picked up a new sound, one dis-

tinctively different than the hums and gurgles of the bio-machinery around 

him.  Had he been discovered?  With silent care he crept out of the junc-



tion room down an adjacent duct toward the noise.  As the duct curved 

ahead of him he detected motion: the uncoiling tip of a tentacle.  As 

quickly and silently as possible, Thunderblade backed away toward the 

junction room, scanning his memory for possible hiding places.

When he entered the room, he sprung one-legged toward a gap 

between two of the larger tubes hanging overhead.  The pulsing hoses 

were flexible and he squeezed his way through until he rested atop them. 

He turned to peer down just as an octopus-like creature crawled into the 

entry.

The animal was gray with lighter shaded speckles.  A dozen arms 

licked out here and there, remarkably like its Earth counterparts.  In the 

low gravity, it walked on these arms, which coiled and unwound with every 

movement.  Its head was a round, lumpy sack with two eyes – one on 

either side.  It appeared to have a scar running sideways across its head, 

just above the eyes.  Thunderblade estimated it stood twice as large as 

him and likely had four times his mass. 

 Thunderblade watched as the creature’s tentacles delicately slid over 

the various biological components as if it were blind and touch was its 

only sense.  It appeared to be inspecting each connection and giving 

special attention to those that were leaking.  The robot was fascinated.  At 

every leak the octopus lowered itself where the mouth at the center of its 

legs could feed.  And when it left, a thick mucus remained, which harden-

ed almost instantly, stopping the leaks.

 Remarkable.  By feeding, the animal repaired the ship.

 With arms coiling like springs, the octopus propelled itself to the next 

bank of components, sailing through the low gravity as if it were water.  As 

Thunderblade watched it, he wondered why the aliens did not simply fill 

their ships with water, instead of simulating it as much as possible in an 

atmosphere.



 Just as the animal began to climb out of the component pit and 

continue down the ductwork, it paused with a start.  It drew away from a 

yellow dot on the floor, but then encircled it with all of its arms like a 

witch’s fingers waving over a cauldron.  The arm tips seemed to wiggle in 

toward the dot, tentatively, cautiously, until one slowly dared to touch it.  

The octopus recoiled instantly, hissing like a bundle of serpents.  It darted 

around the room crazily as if searching, checking the doorways.  

And then it slowly came back to the dot.

Thunderblade’s optic controls were operating at only 22.1%, but it 

was enough for him to magnify his vision.  He postulated with 87.7% cer-

tainty the yellow dot was a drip – a drip of his hydraulic fluid from the sys-

tem used when he transformed into ‘copter mode.  This development had 

a significant negative impact, Thunderblade calculated.  Not only had he 

revealed his presence, but the loss of too much hydraulic fluid might be 

debilitating.

And now, he saw, there was another concern.  The cephalopod encir-

cled the drip and then slowly lowered its mouth toward the yellow fluid.   A 

long tongue stretched out, and having lapped up the drop, the creature 

shuddered as if it were having a euphoric reaction.  With a burst of energy, 

the octopus checked the ground nearby in an almost flailing dance.  It was 

obviously searching, and Thunderblade decided with 99.0% certainty it 

was looking for him.

 With much greater speed than seen previously, the creature jetted 

out of the room, down the ducts where Thunderblade had come.  It was 

tracking him.  

Just as quickly, Thunderblade performed a diagnostic on his hydraulic 

system before moving onward.  The leak was slight, and caused by a 

particular movement he could minimize.  With his good arm he manually 

extended several flight controls, which he hoped might lower the pressure 



in his hydraulic system, slowing the leak.  He did not possess enough data 

to predict if it would be enough.

He climbed down with the most minimal of movement he could 

possibly make in his present condition, and headed down the duct from 

which the octopus had come.  He stopped periodically to check for leaks 

and to listen for the swish-plop of the creature.  Fortunately, he did not 

appear to be leaking or was being followed.

♦ ♦ ♦

For the next three hours Thunderblade alternated between scouting 

out the damp, tube-lined ducts, mapping as he went, pausing for minor 

adjustments to his systems, and hiding when he heard an octopus.  There 

appeared to be several of the creatures in a slow, random patrol, repairing 

leaks as a by-product of their feeding.  None appeared to be Scar, as he 

designated the one that had tasted his hydraulic fluid, from the scar over 

its eyes.  He was eager to avoid him, as nearly all the scenarios he had 

mapped out ended with a confrontation.

The tunnels were quite extensive.  He found more junctions with the 

curious biological components, but also began to find what he catalogued 

as access panels on the floors.  Panels were hardly a fitting term, Thunder-

blade thought, as they were some sort of living creature which filled the 

opening.  In appearance they were almost translucent, much like a bat’s 

wing.  

During his study of one of these he heard an octopus coming, and hid 

in a nearby tangle of the pulsing tubes.  The creature did not sense him, 

and Thunderblade watched as it swirled a tentacle over the panel.  The 

doorway shuddered before opening like an iris.  The octopus dropped 

through, and slowly the panel squeezed shut.  

After 1000 seconds, Thunderblade pulled himself out of the tubes 

and went to a different panel.  Mimicking the octopus, he lightly brushed 

the edges of the doorway until the creature responded.  It opened, reveal-



ing a storage room below.  As before, a few seconds later the doorway 

slowly closed.  Incredible.  It was another example of how the aliens had 

developed nature for their specific needs.  He tried it again but the panel 

did not respond.  Only after 26.4 seconds did it open again.

Thunderblade began experimenting and soon learned how to entice 

the panels to open just a few millimeters.  Unlike humans, Thunderblade’s 

optics could easily construct an image of the other side through such an 

opening, and with this technique Thunderblade began mapping both the 

ductwork and its panels.  Each led to different rooms or hallways below, 

often with the shark-like aliens engaged in some task.  

♦ ♦ ♦

After 2.1 hours of mapping, he found a room of great significance, 

one that increased his odds of survival by several orders of magnitude. 

Quite possibly, it was the most vital find outside of locating his family.  It 

was a laboratory, and throughout the contents of the cutter had been 

spread out for study.  He already knew the alien technology was of no use 

to him.  If he were to find any tools or materials to repair himself, it would 

be here.  

He watched for hours as three aliens studied the salvaged gear.  Of 

particular interest to them – and to Thunderblade – were their attempts to 

access the computers.  In this lab the humidity was much lower, and they 

appeared to have tools and equipment vastly different from all he had 

encountered so far: machines made with metals and plastics, and which 

appeared to use electricity.  And they also had connectors to their own 

biologic analogues that appeared to be hybrids between the two; con-

nectors they were attempting to adapt to the cutter’s computers.  

And now Thunderblade determined there was a fourth priority. 

Besides repairing himself, finding his family, and determining a way of 

escape, he had to ensure the aliens found nothing that would endanger 

Earth.



♦ ♦ ♦

Over thirty hours later Thunderblade triggered the panel and dropped 

into the lab.  He had vigilantly watched from above during the entire time, 

seeking to learn their patterns.  Like all ships, this alien vessel never slept, 

but it did seem to quiet down at regular intervals, which he theorized were 

for meals and sleeping.  At the expected time the three sharks left for 

what he postulated was the night.  He had roughly seven hours to work.

He had already extensively planned this operation and had located 

tools and likely sources of raw materials, so he worked quickly.  There 

were two levels of repairs he needed.  The first was what he could only do 

in the lab.  The second was what he could do elsewhere.  So his priority 

was to locate what he needed for elsewhere and stash that in the duct-

work first.  Even in the low gravity this was difficult, but 56.4 minutes later, 

this task was complete.

Next came the most difficult and most dangerous part. While he per-

formed repairs in the lab, he was exposed, and for several critical points 

he would not be operational to escape.  With an optic trained on the door, 

he repaired his systems for humanoid mode and after two hours tested 

his now-operational left side at 44.8%.  Next came his flight systems and 

the leaking hydraulic system.  This took just over three hours, and was 

62.4% successful.  More could be done for these systems, but he could 

work on them elsewhere.  Right now he had just under an hour for his next 

task.

Thunderblade searched the lab, carefully examining the computers 

from the cutter.  The important ones – the systems containing references 

to Earth – appeared to be destroyed by an immense electrical surge.  How 

and when this happened, he could not tell, but it appeared Earth was safe 

for now.  

With 42.7 minutes left in his self-imposed countdown he began to 

focus on the hybrid equipment.  There seemed to be standardized con-



nections, which meant this bridge between bio-chemical and geo-electrical 

technology was used regularly.  And that meant the aliens had come into 

the possession of geo-electric technology before, likely from another civil-

ization.  He found some connectors small enough to be useful and stowed 

them in a small compartment on his chest.

With one last glance around, he decided to leave the lab a few min-

utes early.  He probably had at least a half-hour more, but nothing else 

warranted the risk.  And it might be possible to visit the lab again if need-

ed.  With a leap he caught hold of the panel leading to the duct and 

brushed its periphery, triggering it to open.

Above him, inside the duct, Scar spun around.

Apparently, it had found the tools and supplies he had left just inside 

the panel.  Thunderblade kept still, staring up at the octopus.  He hoped 

remaining motionless might make some difference.  Scar slowly turned to 

fully face him, the tips of its tentacles twitching.  They regarded each other 

for 7.9 seconds.  And then, slowly, the closest arm reached out, the tip 

stretching like a finger.  Suction cups on the underside pulsed.  It paused 

a few centimeters away from Thunderblade’s left hand. 

Suddenly, the creature lunged at him, hissing.

Thunderblade let go with his left hand and swung away, leaping 

toward the floor.  But Scar had a dozen arms and without much gravity, 

Thunderblade’s momentum did not add much speed.  Several tentacles 

grabbed his right arm and neck, snatching him from the air.

He kicked as Scar pulled him back toward the duct, and then 

transformed to ‘copter mode, hoping all the shifting surfaces would either 

pinch Scar or cause him to lose his grip.

Scar let go.

Thunderblade fell but too slowly to truly get away.

Scar leapt after him.



Now in full ‘copter mode, Thunderblade’s rotor began to turn.  Before 

touching the ground he swooped upward, cutting though the air.  Now the 

low gravity worked to his advantage.

Scar landed with a clatter in a stack of equipment, batting at him as 

he flew off.  Thunderblade recovered, and then circled the room before 

landing in a whirl of realignment on one of the tilted racks the sharks used 

as tables.

Hissing, Scar rose on some of its legs, walking toward him, yet keep-

ing itself between Thunderblade and the opening to the duct.  Thunder-

blade noticed the panel creature was beginning to close.  In another 10 

seconds or so, the opening would be too small for passage.  He could use 

that to his advantage but he had to move quickly.

Scar stalked closer, several arms spreading out on either side like a 

net.

Thunderblade shifted partially back into ‘copter mode.  He crouched, 

ready to leap, and opened his hands wide, ready for any darting arms from 

Scar.  The turbine on his back deployed and began to whirl.

Scar leapt, arms flailing in all directions to catch him.

Thunderblade waited then jumped backward at the last moment.  As 

Scar’s arms came down in landing, Thunderblade leapt toward him, land-

ed right on the scar between the creature’s eyes and sprung toward the 

duct in full ‘copter mode.  Just before the panel squeezed shut, Thunder-

blade froze his rotor lengthwise and shot through. 

As he landed in humanoid form, Thunderblade turned to see Scar’s 

shape press into the closed panel as he rammed it, followed by the 

sounds of a crash below.  Thunderblade did not wait.  He gathered his 

supplies and moon-hopped away, knowing that Scar would be after him in 

another 26.4 seconds when the panel would be ready to reopen. 

♦ ♦ ♦



It had been just over three days since he had awoken, and as 

Thunderblade gazed through the pinhole he had triggered in a panel, he 

felt what he would consider gratitude.  

He had found Seamus.  

Unfortunately, Thunderblade calculated it would be several weeks 

before he could safely engineer any escape attempt.  The sharks had 

apparently just completed a surgical procedure, where they placed some 

sort of biochip implant into Seamus’ cerebellum.  It appeared to be a 

microsurgical method, but still it might be some time before Seamus 

recovered.

They moved Seamus shortly thereafter, and Thunderblade located 

him within fifteen minutes.  He appeared to be housed in one of a dozen 

cells full of creatures.  The central corridor was guarded and double the 

typical number of the fluid-filled lines terminated at each compartment. 

Knowing what he did of the sharks, Thunderblade theorized they had 

adapted biology to their specific needs here as they had elsewhere.  If 

these were holding cells for their captives, these walls might actually have 

eyes and ears.  He would not be able to contact Seamus until he knew for 

sure.

As he watched Seamus sleep, Thunderblade reviewed the Unresolved 

Question.  Seamus’ father had given Thunderblade a new purpose: to be a 

guardian and protector of his child.  Yet, Thunderblade was a toy.  But as 

he considered that question further he wondered if he should reclassify 

himself.  

He had been a toy.  But toys typically do not have all the custom up-

grades he had been given through the years.  As he scanned his memory, 

he recalled he had been damaged dozens of times.  Yet in every instance, 

Liam had not only repaired him, he had improved him.  Thunderblade now 

had many times the ability than he had when first activated.  He had more 



in common with an android now than the dim-minded toy he once was. 

Maybe he had been equipped to become Seamus’ protector.

He was not quite sure if he could yet answer the Unresolved Quest-

ion, but he decided to do what he could to protect Seamus until he could. 

♦ ♦ ♦

Three days passed.  

Thunderblade spent his time refining his repairs, checking in on Sea-

mus, and scouting out the rest of the ship.  He found no trace of Liam and 

Lisa despite his systematic searches, and concluded they were either 

dead or had been moved to another ship.  He calculated a 12.2% chance 

they had been moved.  

On the other hand, Seamus appeared to be recovering quickly, and, 

curiously, appeared to have begun to provide the sharks with a language 

base.  And from what Thunderblade could observe, more and more Sea-

mus appeared to understand the sharks’ language.  Thunderblade con-

cluded the biochip the sharks had inserted into Seamus’ brain must help 

with translation.  And if so, he needed one, too.

Thunderblade reordered his priorities to focus more on the hybrid 

connector he had taken from the lab.  With the limited set of tools he had 

taken it took several hours to adapt it for his own use, but once complete 

he had a new interface to his processors.  Now he only needed some of 

the sharks’ biochips.  And that meant another nighttime visit to their labs.

Unlike his first foray into the sharks’ laboratories, this visit proved to 

be brief and uneventful.  He quickly found where the translation chips 

were stored and took six – enough for each slot on the hybrid connector. 

After returning to one of his bases, he studied them for some time.  They 

were certainly of biological origin, but also had qualities similar to crystals. 

After taking every precaution he could conceive, Thunderblade installed 

one of the chips and began to interface with it.



It was difficult for humans to understand this moment.  Data streams 

could be like clear, cool water on a hot day or they could be like swallow-

ing acid.  The problem was that it was as if a human had to drink the 

whole glass to tell if the contents were deadly or not.

Like refreshing nectar, the data stream tasted clear and enchanting 

in Thunderblade’s data matrix.  Not only was it of good quality, but it was 

fast, too.  His auditory processor reconfigured and the sounds around him 

took on new meaning.  The gurgles of the lines took on moods and the 

panels’ gentle flexing became sighs of contentment.  

The ship was alive.

Thunderblade installed the remaining five chips, reconfiguring them 

toward his own purposes.  Through this process he wondered if a mere toy 

would upgrade itself in such a manner.  And then as he determined his 

next course of action should be to use his new equipment to hack into the 

aliens’ computer system – or biological equivalent – he wondered if a toy 

would decide to do such a thing.

♦ ♦ ♦

That next morning Thunderblade headed toward where he believed 

the central nexus of the alien computer system was located.  He had not-

iced in his scouting the fluid-filled lines and their occasional junctions 

appeared to model a nervous system, and they all seemed to be leading 

toward one central point.  And so at nearly 98.2% operational efficiency, 

he made his way deeper into the alien vessel.

71.4 minutes later he located what he had been looking for.  From 

dozens of ducts, huge bundles of lines twisted together into a fluid-filled 

chamber, glowing with crystals.  With his new bio-chips, he could hear 

more than just the sounds of machinery humming.  He heard the emo-

tional interaction of a complete symbiotic biosphere as living creatures 

designed by the sharks for specific purposes received and gave what was 

needed for one another and for their masters.



He found a place were he could easily access the alien system and 

began to navigate the data streams.  It was like music, or more like whale 

song.  Yet, he understood it.  It was very different than any other data he 

had ever accessed.  It seemed to always be in motion, never staying in 

one place.  Human data was compartmentalized and stored, where one 

only had to find the location.  But this… Thunderblade had to listen to 

millions of tunes, narrowing in on one, then another, then another.  Finally 

he knew.

They were slavers.

They knew Seamus came from outside their worlds.

They intended to find Earth, to conquer and exploit it.

They planed to interrogate Seamus, to the death if needed.

With a sense of urgency he returned to Seamus’ cell, intent upon 

working up an escape plan and contacting Seamus as soon as possible. 

When he arrived, he was surprised a lion creature had been delivered to 

the cell.  It was a tall, powerful creature but appeared drugged and re-

strained.  Yet it seemed friendly enough, talking to Seamus.  Thunder-

blade increased his auditory sensitivity to listen in to their conversation.

Seamus sounded frightened.  “To find slaves?”

“Yes, cub,” the lion answered.  “And whatever else they can use.”

“What if we escape?  There’s got to be some way to—”

The cat launched itself across the room, clamping its covered paws 

over Seamus mouth.  

Thunderblade had almost triggered the panel to fully open in order to 

attack the cat before he heard the creature answer: “Quiet, cub!  Or we’ll 

both be meat for the beasts!”  

And then the lion fainted from exertion.

Thunderblade made two quick decisions.  The first was the lion was 

likely an ally, though he needed to confirm it.  The second was he had to 



hack into whatever surveillance systems monitored the cell and to prevent 

them from hearing anything like that again.

For the next few minutes he worked at the closest junction, trying to 

access the data flowing through the fluid-filled lines without damaging 

them.  Within a half hour he had developed a method to read the data, 

though he would still have to learn to interpret the signals and manipulate 

them in some way that would not alert the sharks to his presence.  

That proved easier than estimated.  With their data in the form of 

song, all Thunderblade had to do was to alter it as it flowed past.  He left 

the video intact, but dampened the audio, while inserting data song from 

one of the other cells in its place.  But he could not do this continually.  He 

began working on one of the crystal boxes and soon had coaxed the 

organism inside to do this for him after learning how to trigger its reward 

mechanism.  It had proved quite simple once he mastered the techniques.

When he returned to the panel above Seamus’ cell, he was alarmed 

to find Seamus missing.  He began checking the nearby rooms used for 

medical and other prisoner-related tasks.  No Seamus.   After working his 

way outward to adjacent corridors with no success, he returned to the cell.

Seamus was there.  Unconscious.  Bruised.  Bleeding.

The torture had already begun.

The lion appeared to be tending to Seamus, in its slow, drugged 

manner, so Thunderblade left, choosing to trust this new ally.  Besides, if 

Seamus were to escape, Thunderblade had a lot of work to do.

♦ ♦ ♦

Thunderblade made his way to the hangar where he had first entered 

the alien ductwork.  Through the lattice of the opening’s cover, he scan-

ned the cavernous bay.  He saw no ships other than the few small service 

craft that were here when they were captured.  And he had already since 

determined those were nothing more than oversized pods, hardly capable 

of anything more than EVAs around the ship.



If he wanted, Thunderblade could easily get Seamus and the snowcat 

named Löwin up into the duct work and lead them here.  But without a 

ship, there would be no point.  And time was running out.  Despite his best 

efforts, he had yet to determine the sharks’ ultimate destination.  Yet 

every minute was a minute – and opportunity – lost forever.

For the next 16.7 seconds he mulled over different possible strat-

egies, their logical courses, and their probable outcomes.  He settled on a 

plan, one of subterfuge.  Even if a ship did turn up they could steal, it 

would still be a useful back-up plan.  And better learning the aliens’ com-

puter systems would only be a plus.  

He got to work.

♦ ♦ ♦

After working non-stop for 18.4 hours trying to learn all he needed, 

the most negative possible factor in a successful escape happened.  The 

aliens arrived at what was apparently their home world and final destin-

ation, Kaarthaagg.  

The probability of getting Seamus away unharmed dwindled as he 

considered the various data songs coming through the lines.  Upon enter-

ing the system, the ship’s captain had contacted their government with 

news of Seamus.  The quick response was to bring him to them as soon as 

the ship landed.  This had been expected, but it pushed Thunderblade’s 

calculations beyond zero, as all the unknown factors quickly began to out-

weigh what he did know.

As he reconsidered each input, uncertainty multiplied.  As a machine 

ruled by a matrix of probabilities and desired results, this was devast-

ating.  He had no basis in which to act.  But then he came to the last 

factor: himself.  If he considered himself a toy, all hope was lost.  But if he 

considered himself something more, then all the probabilities rose.  All of 

them.  The Unanswered Question loomed.  What was he?  A toy?  An 

android of amazing capabilities?  



He reviewed all the upgrades and capabilities Seamus’ father had 

given him through the years.  He recalled the mission he had been given: 

to protect Seamus.  And last he determined that the potential of his 

abilities and how he had further developed them actually seemed to 

match his new purpose.  The only thing that did not match was how he 

classified himself.

He answered the question.  

He was not a toy.

Like a surge of power into a dying battery, all the sinking probabilities 

which had paralyzed him began to rise.  And they kept rising, towed higher 

by his soaring belief.  Yet, suddenly those numbers did not matter quite as 

much anymore.  If he believed, then belief demanded action.

Through the ship’s strengthening data link to the alien home world he 

reached out, singing his way into data song after data song.  To a human 

this was like trying to pick out one conversation out of trillions, only Thun-

derblade was not sure what he looked for.  He only knew that when he 

found it, his plan would come together.

One of the bio-computers Thunderblade had reprogrammed reported 

to him that a service ship was on the way to pick up the cargo – all 23 of 

the beings the sharks had captured on this hunt, including Seamus.  The 

new data reminded him of another bit of information: the sharks were 

slavers.  He hacked into the incoming ship’s systems and saw the destin-

ation was an automated facility that sorted and shipped slaves.

That was what he needed.  By the time the service ship had pulled 

into the hangar bay, Thunderblade had all the data he needed.  Only he 

would have to do this manually for it to work.  Just then a report came in 

from Thunderblade’s co-opted network that Seamus was being transferred 

to the service ship.

With a blur of realignment Thunderblade shifted into ‘copter mode, 

screaming down the ductwork at the upper limits of his ability.  Banking 



and diving he navigated the meandering tunnels, heading ever closer to 

the boat bay.  He shot through data junctions and thundered through 

straightaways, all the while he inwardly scanned lists of names for some-

one he could redirect Seamus to, away from the ruling council intent on 

torturing the boy for Earth’s location.

As he turned the last bend, he began to shift back into humanoid 

form.  Just as his feet touched the ground, something dropped on him like 

a heavy blanket, driving him downward.  

Thunderblade collapsed under the weight, recognizing the screeching 

hiss of Scar.  They rolled to a struggling stop. Thunderblade kicked, 

pinched, and twisted.  Scar squeezed tighter, blocking off all light.  

With his vocalizer at maximum volume he bombarded the octopus 

with a scream of shark song.  The creature paused momentarily, enough 

for Thunderblade to wiggle his left arm free.  He extended the landing 

skid, driving it into one of the tentacles wrapped around his torso.

With a growl, Scar chomped down on the back of Thunderblade’s 

neck, twisting back and forth.

Thunderblade swung up at the beak, his fist glancing off the slick 

surface.  His hand went in the creature’s mouth.  He grabbed its tongue 

and squeezed.  

Scar spun like a skater, flinging Thunderblade against the duct wall.  

In the low gravity he bounded off, back into the creature’s arms.  

Thunderblade stabbed again, causing dark blue blood to trickle on a 

tentacle slipping around him.  This gave him an idea.  He accessed his 

hydraulic system, opening a port.  A stream of yellow liquid sprayed in the 

creature’s snapping beak.

Suddenly Thunderblade was free.  

Scar shrieked with either pain or euphoria, and began careening 

recklessly in the narrow tunnel, slamming into its walls and ricocheting in 

a thrashing seizure.



Thunderblade did not waste one moment.  He ran to the grate, shov-

ed it open, and kicked it shut with a leap across the hangar bay toward the 

service craft.  Just before landing on the adapted exoskeleton, he switch-

ed to ‘copter mode and flew over and around the ship.

He found no other openings than the one where Seamus, Löwin, and 

their guards had just stepped through, so he landed just above the door in 

humanoid form, waiting.  As the guards departed, he swung inside.

A moment later, the airlock closed and the ship shuddered as it low-

ered out of the hangar bay toward open space.

He made his way to the cargo compartment.  Stacks of crates lined 

the room in numerous rows, each filled with a slave crying out for mercy 

and freedom.  Apparently the orbiter had made many more pick-ups 

before now.  He shifted back into ‘copter mode and buzzed the rows.  

Finally he saw who he had worked to free for these many days.  He 

landed, and climbed up to the window.

“Thunderblade!”

He gripped one of Seamus’ fingers.  “Seamus, I do not have much 

time.  The odds of the guards returning are extremely high.”

“I can’t believe it’s you!  How?  Where have you—”

“Seamus, if you wish to live, listen to me!  I am reprogramming the ID 

system on your container to send you to someplace other than to the 

Junta.  It identifies you as Seamus Robert O’Neil.  Please give me another 

name you will readily answer.”

“Onesimus!”

“I am rerouting you to a reputable slave trader bound for the capital 

city of Rom.  I will track your movements and catch up with you there.”

Thunderblade had no data about guards or surveillance.  Even now 

the sharks could be on their way.  He turned to find a hiding place where 

he could find computer access.

“Wait!  What about Mom and Dad?”



“I have no information on them, but I am searching for them as well.” 

This was true, however unlikely.  “I must leave now.  I risk everything being 

in the open.”

“One more thing!  If you find a Gothan cat named Löwin, try to save 

her too!”

“I will try.”

He leapt from the crate.

“Thunderblade, thank you!”

The robot landed on the deck, intent on continuing his mission and 

fulfilling his purpose.  

And no toy would do that.

THE END


