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	It had been traveling for many millennia, perhaps thousands, in its journey across the universe. Its surface revealed its age – pockmarked by thousands of meteorites, scorched by the heat of stars and returned to the chill between them. Only a few thousand kilometers across, it sped towards its destination at close to five percent the speed of light.


	And it traveled with a purpose.





***





	“A what???”


	“Some sort of extremely large object, larger than our own moon, headed through the outer solar system. It is estimated that it will sweep just inside Pluto’s orbit here—“ the radarman pointed to the large points on his monitor – “and leave Sol system through the Oort cloud, taking a few comets with it.” He swiveled around to face the captain. “Frankly, sir, I think that this is more a job for the big foreheads in R&D than us military guys.”


	Captain Yaeman stroked his short beard thoughtfully, twirled the gray hairs around his thick fingers. “Do we have any other data on the object?”


	The radarman licked his lips nervously. “Umm, yes, sir. It seems to be tectonically inactive – totally dead, in fact. There are a number of large, cavernous spaces burrowed hundreds of kilometers beneath the crust, all stable.”


	Yaeman raised an eyebrow. “’Burrowed?’ Don’t you mean, ‘drilled?’”


	“No, sir. The irregularities suggest an entirely organic origin, rather than a mechanical one. The same sort of drilling is present on the planet’s surface, but on a much smaller scale. It’s turned the surface into a sort of labyrinth.”


	“Organic.” Both men looked worried – the radarman at what the captain might do to him, Yaeman at what the object (or what was inside the object) could do to them. “Maybe this isn’t a job for R&D after all.”


	The radarman drew his short, spindly body straight in his chair. “Should I send in a scoutcraft?”


	Yaeman considered it a moment. “No. Deploy a number of mechanical drones and direct them through the labyrinths and… the burrows. Have RAINsystems analyze the results.”


	“Yes sir.”





***





	Yaeman, even at his full height, seemed insignificant next to the Advisory Chairman. His height seemed intimidating enough – he was a giant at 2.2 meters – but his unemotional, calculating demeanor made him downright threatening. None of this helped Yaeman report what news he had to bring.


	“It was confirmed that the burrows were, in fact, organic in nature?”


	“Only a few of our drones made it that far. Most of them were destroyed by the exterior defense systems and the creatures on the surface. But the corridors – that’s what we’re calling the burrows now – hold the most threatening life forms of all.”


	Yaeman reluctantly brought drone 52A’s recordings on the viewscreen. Instantly, a cacophony of noise and action blared at both the men. Hundreds of bizarre creatures – large, tentacled fliers, skittering crustaceans, and even formless abominations – flew about in chaotic motion, only moving in order once they noticed the probe. Instantly, all of the creatures seized the mechanism, after which the screen filled with static. Yaeman presumed that it was immediately destroyed.


	“So we can assume that these… organisms… are hostile.” It was a statement, not a question. That sort of comment from the Chairman usually did not bode well for those concerned, to say the least.


	“Well, it is not believed that they are entirely sentient, but they certainly constitute a danger to those who would encounter them.”


	“And who, pray tell, is going to encounter them?” The Chairman’s voice was icy with threat, rife with danger and warning.


	Yaeman swallowed, wiped away the sweat that was already forming on his brow. “The object has just recently changed trajectory. It should intercept Earth orbit in a matter of weeks.”


	The Chairman himself looked astonished at that information, which was something Yaeman had not seen before. It did not make him comfortable.





***





	A military operation was set up. The Council and RAINsystems decided to deploy a large starfleet toward the object, in order to “eliminate the threat.” Roughly translated, that meant that the planet would be sterilized, inside and out. Twenty-nine hours after Yaeman’s audience with the Chairman, the fleet reached the object… and was somehow eliminated. Not even the most intelligent scientists or cunning generals could explain how seventy-eight capital starships could become burned-out, mauled hunks of metal at the hands (claws?) of these creatures. Not even the toughest organisms known to man could even scratch the hull of the weakest of these ships.


	Obviously, a new plan was in order.





***





	“It all has to do with scale. Send a large fleet, get a large response. Send a single, small object…”


	“And get a small response.”


	“Which allows us to infiltrate the labyrinths in order to find a weakness. It’ll take some work to pack a large amount of weaponry into so small a package, but I’m sure RAINsystems can help us.”


	“They’d better. Even the AI network is at serious risk here.”


	“We all are, Chairman. We all are.”





***





	RAINdrop I was activated eighty-three hours after the first discovery of the object. She was a human being (cloned from the vats at the RAINscience facilities), but enhanced with a myriad of mechanical systems, even a trio of EightPlus AIs. A human body, a mechanical mind, the weaponry of a tank. RAINdrop I’s main weapon was a standard issue pulse cannon, modified to allow a much greater energy output. She had an EMR shield, which also allowed protection against everything from hard vacuum to powerful radiation. Added strength, higher thought processes, and many other enhancements aided her as well. Most importantly, however, her backpack allowed her to convert to an aerial assault mode, in which she would first approach the object. It also possessed several special-purpose AIs, devoted to utilizing t
