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      Jack rode the lift into engineering, looking through the transparent sides of the car. Commander Kelly Danek had done a lot over the last month to get Hunter back into fighting shape. Now it was time to find out how far they’d come, what was left to do, and what would be beyond their capabilities.

      In the time since they’d defeated both the second colonization wave sent by the symbiotic Tardans and the follow-up attack by the Novarites, things had calmed down, and they’d made a lot of progress, but he wasn’t holding his breath. There would be damage they couldn’t repair.

      The tall woman met him as the lift opened. Her brown hair was, as usual, just a shade out of regulation length and more than a bit mussed. It was almost like a challenge. How much could she get away with without him saying anything?

      Quite a lot, actually. She and her people had come through time and again and had earned quite a bit of leeway. If she wanted longer hair, he was more than happy to let her have it.

      Not that he’d say so. If he gave in on this, there was no telling what she’d try next. Best to manage expectations rather than see how far she’d go. She was stubborn and a bit of an iconoclast, so a bit of restraint was warranted.

      “Sir,” she said as he stepped out of the lift.

      “It looks like you’ve gotten a lot of work done, Commander,” Jack said as he looked around. “You and your people have pulled off a miracle.”

      The corners of her mouth quirked up slightly. “That’s our mission statement, sir. Whatever you need, we exceed. We can start the tour at the back of the compartment. It’s taken the longest of all the repairs, but we’ve finally pumped the replacement material into the fractures, and it’s hardened. Our hull is as solid as the day this ship was built.”

      “Even the bow?” he asked as he started toward the compartment’s rear bulkhead. “Surely we took some damage when we rammed the big Novarite warship.”

      She stepped up beside him and shrugged. “Nothing that couldn’t be put right with some judicious application of replacement material. Having the hull chewed up by those phased packet plasma guns did more damage overall. The Novarites might build large ships, but Hunter masses significantly more than they do. It was like hitting a watermelon with a sledgehammer.”

      She gestured with her hands as if something had blown apart and flown everywhere, which wasn’t far from the actual events when Hunter had plowed through the massive warship. He wasn’t sure what technical designation the Novarites would have given that enormous vessel, but he’d call it a battleship. The thing had disintegrated, and they had come through mostly undamaged, other than having the weapons on their front quarter scoured away.

      That made winning the fight more difficult, but they’d managed. At the end of the day, one of the smaller Novarite vessels had escaped, which they’d have to deal with at some point, but not today. That chicken had flown the coop.

      And for once, even with a strange saying like that, he knew what a chicken was. He and his mother had taken a trip to a petting zoo when he was younger, and he’d seen some. Not that petting chickens was generally recommended. The darned things like to peck.

      What was done was done. They had to deal with the circumstances as they found them rather than as they’d wish them to be. To use one of the gambling metaphors Lisa Gane liked to toss out every once in a while, he had to play the cards he’d been dealt.

      He glanced up at the massive alien hyperdrive sitting almost overhead in the cylindrical chamber. The interior of engineering was arranged so that the gravity plates kept a person’s feet on the outer hull so one could walk around the gigantic compartment if one chose. That certainly made for the ability to install a lot of equipment, but it was occasionally disorienting.

      The hyperdrive was radically different from the independent quantum drive his ship typically used, much less the more common quantum gates. He was told they worked off the same general scientific laws, though he didn’t see the connection.

      In any case, that alien device had saved their collective bacon. When their independent quantum drive had been destroyed, they’d had no means of leaving New Copenhagen and had had to stand and defend against whatever came their way. Adding the ability to use hyperspace had given them the flexibility they’d needed and saved their lives.

      Even as he was looking at the alien drive, he saw movement at the two spherical crystalline computers attached to it. Those had come from a destroyed Tardan colonization vessel and were how the hyperdrive was controlled. According to Lisa—their resident hacker from Port Royale—they were providing information about the alien society as well. Things they didn’t have to ask Regex–the alien implanted in her body–about so they could be relatively confident the information they were receiving hadn’t been shaded in any way.

      Of course, that same fight had seen the alien’s host body shot between the eyes, so without transplanting Regex into one of their people, he’d have died. Hopefully, that would generate some gratitude because they could use the alien’s help with their multitude of problems.

      The Tardans had invaded the Confederation, and the naval response had severed the cluster from all assistance and destroyed the ability to go between occupied systems through the quantum gates. That had been Vice Admiral Suzanne LaChasse’s final act before Jack’s father had arrested her.

      At least, that’s what he assumed had happened since he’d jumped for the cluster and had no way of knowing how things had turned out. He supposed it was possible the traitorous flag officer had successfully resisted being taken into custody and that his father was dead or in a brig somewhere, but he doubted it.

      One more issue he had no way of controlling. Frankly, even though he and his father had never gotten along, he wished the man every bit of success in dealing with the murderous conspiracy they’d uncovered. He was thrilled that it was someone else’s problem. He had enough of his own.

      Kelly gestured toward the rear bulkhead as they approached. He could still see where the cracks had formed because the newer nickel-iron material wasn’t quite the same color as the old. That made perfect sense, considering it had been melted and pumped into place two centuries after the ship had been hollowed out.

      “It looks good,” he said. “How strong is it?”

      “Just as strong as the original material,” she said, patting the smooth wall. “We ran a lot of reinforcement through the fractured areas and drilled deep before we pumped the new material into place. We also did some initial heating inside the damaged areas to fuse everything back together as well as we could. I think there’s probably a bit more structural strength in this area than there was to begin with.”

      He nodded and crossed his arms as he turned to look at all the mechanisms inside engineering. “That sounds good. What about everything else?”

      “Before I get into that, I should mention we took an opportunity to run current through the outer hull all the way around the ship as we added material. Those phased packet plasma guns and the kamikaze drones and motherships left a lot of pits and fractures that needed filling. Since we were spending the time anyway, I figured we might as well do the job right. The hull has been heated and fused as deeply as we could manage without getting too close to airlocks and weapons batteries. I figure it made the outer third of the hull just as strong as the repairs back here.”

      “Does that mean it can stand up to combat damage better?”

      “Somewhat, though I wouldn’t get carried away if I were you. Think of what we did as something of a refit. We won’t always be able to do it, but we had the time, so we went whole hog.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind when I tell Derek not to ram any battleships in the future.”

      His wisecrack made her scowl. “That young man is a menace. Doesn’t he understand how dangerous these crazy ideas of his can be? He seems willing to take just about any risk that comes his way.”

      Jack laughed. “He does need a bit more seasoning, but he’s come through so far. Even when things haven’t gone as well as we’d hoped. What about our other gear?”

      “We had them disassemble an independent quantum drive from one of the other battleships and bring it over from Port Royale. We put it together, added new parts as needed, and everything checks out. We’ll give it a test drive whenever you’re ready.”

      She turned toward the fusion drives at the rear of the chamber. “We also had to replace half our fusion drives, which took more time. All of them read as functional now, and we’ve even moved around the system a bit to verify we’re getting the right amount of thrust. We’ve replaced all the damaged and destroyed fusion plants and are back up to full power, too. Engineering is ready for operations, sir.”

      Her words made him grin. That was one worry he was glad to set aside. “What about the rest of the ship? How are we doing on replacing damaged or destroyed weapons and getting other systems operational?”

      “Better than I’d hoped. We’re getting a lot of assistance up from New Copenhagen, and they’ve been through the ship from top to bottom, working on systems we didn’t have time or hands to deal with. I won’t say everything is functional, but this ship is more operational than she’s been in a very long time. Amanda will have to tell you more about the weapons, but we’ve got people working on them. There’s still a lot to be done, but progress is being made.”

      That was excellent news since it was only a matter of time before they had to fight again. Having his ship in condition to do so was critically important.

      “Let’s talk with Lisa and our alien friend before we get ready to try the independent quantum drive. If it doesn’t work, the hyperdrive is our only way back, and I want to make sure it’s ready.”

      The two walked around engineering until they arrived at the massive hyperdrive and its computers. A few technicians were examining the cables, but his focus was on Professor Alan Prescott and their resident hacker, Lisa Gane. The two of them were hunched over one of the alien consoles examining the strange text on the screen. Jack cleared his throat as they got closer.

      The professor turned and smiled. “Jack! Perfect timing, my boy. We were just reviewing some of the information Lisa is pulling from their systems. The Tardans didn’t have complete access to the Novarite’s databases, but they’d acquired a general map of Novarite space, and we’ve determined roughly where it sits relative to the Confederation.”

      Jack pursed his lips. “That’s good to know, but it’s not something that will help us right now. We have to find the ship that got away and figure out what they’ll do when they get to wherever they’re going.”

      “There’s no telling,” Lisa said. “From everything Regex has said, they’ll probably run back home and announce what they found. Even at the speed they left, it will take them fifty years to get there, so it’s not like we have to worry about it right now. Unless, of course, they sent other ships to follow the first group, but I kind of think that’s unlikely.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “They’re busy fighting a war that’s lasted centuries with a group of people that are their equals. They’re not going to send ships they can’t spare. I can’t believe they sent that big monstrosity we rammed, honestly. Seems like that would’ve been worth a lot more in a local fight than in chasing down the slaves that got away.”

      “I wish it was that easy, but we can’t count on things being so straightforward,” Jack said with a sigh. “All it takes is being wrong, and we’ve got a second invasion to fight alongside the first. Trust me when I say that just because the Novarites would attack the Tardans first doesn’t mean they wouldn’t do something horrific to the humans they find here. For that matter, they might invade the rest of the Confederation. That ship, as small as it is, is a major threat.”

      He grimaced. “They were traveling at twenty times the speed of light when they left, so they could be almost two light-years away by now. Since they’re not heading directly toward any systems, getting in front of them isn’t a straightforward option, particularly when we can’t jump into deep space. If they stick to deep space, they’re out of our reach unless we jump ahead and hyper out to find them. Since we don’t have a location for them, that’s pretty much impossible.”

      “It’s not going to get any easier with time, though,” Prescott said, clapping a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “I understand you’ve got a lot of worries on your plate, but you can’t let that ship get away. No matter how hard it is to search the area it could have traveled to, I believe that’s more doable than waiting for the inevitable response, which will almost certainly come at a time and place not of our choosing.”

      “The hyperspace detector has a range of about sixty light-hours,” Jack objected. “Even if we guessed where they were going, we’d never find them. And that brings us to the other thing you haven’t considered. We only have enough trained people to crew two of the exploration ships, and one of them is off doing something. That leaves Hunter and one other ship. Not quite the net of coverage we’d need.”

      He’d sent Captain India MacKinnon—his executive officer—and some of his senior people back to the system where they’d parked the civilian vessels that had escaped from the Gateway system. As her people got the ships ready to travel, she and her people would assemble a gate near the vessels and jump them to a system leading back toward New Copenhagen. They’d set up the matched gate there, and as soon as all the civilian vessels were extracted, they’d disassemble the gate in that system and return to New Copenhagen. Since there was no need to provide signposts to where they’d gone for any Locusts, and the gates were a limited and expensive resource, they’d disassemble them as they went all the way back. That also eased any worry that the Locusts might circumvent the protections built into them. Paranoia was good in small doses.

      By this time, they should hopefully be more than halfway back. The assumption was that the entire process would take between four and six weeks. If things went well, they could show up at any moment. If things went poorly, he was willing to give them an extra month before declaring them overdue. After all, it wasn’t as if he could send them a message urging them to hurry up.

      He considered what the scientist had proposed and slowly nodded. “Even with one exploration ship, you might be right. One of the problems is that we don’t have enough hyperspace detectors to make this work. We’d have to negotiate with the Tardan colony vessels to get any additional hyperspace detectors. I’m not certain they’d be willing to give them up.”

      Lisa smiled. “Leave that up to us. Regex and I can be very persuasive.”

      “We can’t count on having our independent quantum drive working unless we test it out,” Kelly Danek said. “It’s all good and fine to say that it’s fixed, but until we put it through its paces, that’s still hypothetical. We could make a guess at their first exit point and go take a look. They’ll be long gone, but it can’t hurt, right?”

      “All good points,” Jack conceded. “Lisa, I’ll let you and Regex see what you can manage. Have you been helping David and Tina Chen in their work?”

      “As much as I could,” she said. “Now that we’ve gotten ready to start doing things, I should probably check to make sure they don’t need anything else from me. I’ve been focused on working with Regex to crack into the Tardan military computer, and that’s still my main focus. We’ve also got the Novarite warship’s computer, but I need a better understanding of how the hardware works before I try that.”

      Jack nodded. “It sounds like you’ve got your priorities right, but multitask if you can. I can’t begin to tell you how excited I am to be on the move again. We’ve got a lot of things to accomplish and very little time to get them done. Let’s get about this, shall we?”
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      David Chen watched the video feed from the cells housing the Novarite prisoners. Considering the number of aliens they’d encountered, surprisingly few were in custody. Only seventeen of the aliens remained alive, and even after a month, some still showed signs of injury.

      Fifteen of them had been armed combatants that had boarded Hunter and survived being shot when they’d failed to surrender. Two had been rescued from the crippled Novarite ship. Others had survived the battle but died when they’d refused to give up, even as their oxygen ran out.

      “Do you think we’ll ever be able to talk to them?” Tina asked from where she sat beside him. “We haven’t exactly had good luck dealing with them thus far, and I’m not sure that’s going to change.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more xenophobic lot,” he agreed. “Just seeing someone of another species seems to enrage them. Not a recipe for good bilateral relations if we ever encounter them again.”

      “Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?” his wife said with a grin. “I’m not so sure that’s going to happen during our lifetime. After all, they sent those ships to kill the Tardans that escaped their control. They weren’t expecting to find another nation of aliens. I think the odds of running into more of them—other than the ship that got away—are fairly low.”

      He turned to face her and shook his head. “We can’t count on what the odds say. This is one of those situations where we have to assume the worst. We need information from these people about what’s coming next. If, of course, they know. It seems their society has a hierarchy of castes, and I doubt any of the people sent on the boarding action know about other aspects of their mission. I suppose those we captured on the ship might be officers, but there’s no way of knowing for sure.”

      “And that’s where you’re wrong,” his wife said. “We can see how the prisoners interact with one another, and those from the boarding action don’t defer to the two we rescued from the ship, so they’re not officers.”

      Honestly, that pretty well matched his assessment. They’d tried everything in their power to get worthwhile individuals to question but failed. These people would rather die than be captured. Even now, if they had an opportunity to attack, they’d take it.

      He frowned and double-checked the records of all the encounters. While the Novarites had attacked the Marine guards that entered the holding area, were the crewmembers from the destroyed ship as violent as the boarders? He didn’t know, but there was a way to find out.

      David activated his comm and called Lieutenant Colonel Mac Turner. The grizzled warrior answered almost immediately. “Turner.”

      “Mac, this is David Chen. I’m reviewing my records of the interactions with the Novarites and wonder if the crewmembers have reacted violently toward your Marines. I know the rest have, but that may be an aspect of their training. If we’re ever going to get answers from these people, we need to at least be able to talk to them, and I’m uncertain those who survived the boarding action will ever cooperate. That leaves the two we rescued from the ship, and I need a read on what you think.”

      The other man was silent for a few seconds. “I can’t say that I remember being told one way or the other. Honestly, when the entire compartment seems to be swarming you, it focuses your attention on the ones coming at you rather than the ones that might be hanging back. Everything is recorded, though. All you have to do is look back to the last few encounters, which should give you an idea. With as violent as they’ve been, do you think they’ll cooperate even if they aren’t attacking our people?”

      “If we go into this assuming we’ll never have success, that’s going to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. We need to find the weak spots and keep pushing. Surely they’re not all violent monsters.”

      “From what I understand, the Tardans seem to disagree with that assessment.”

      David chuckled. “They might be a little biased, and with good reason. The best we can do is shake the tree and see what falls out. Thanks for the information.”

      Once he’d disconnected the call, David brought the various encounters up on his console and watched them play out. Just the presence of the Marines started a brawl. That was one of the reasons they’d kept the prisoners separated into smaller groups: two with six people and one with five.

      Two crewmembers were part of the larger groups, having been split so that one was in each of the six-person assemblages. The Marines had minimized their intrusions, so there weren’t that many encounters to look over. One of the crew people participated in the violence, whereas the other held back in the encounters they had recorded.

      He wasn’t sure how to interpret that, though. Was it because the one didn’t want to attack, or did the circumstances not favor his participation? David stood and walked over to the console being used by the Marine overseeing the prisoners. The woman looked up and quirked an eyebrow at him.

      “I want to extract one of the Novarite prisoners,” he said. “Number seven.”

      She checked her console and called for backup. They’d had to do this process several times because the doctors wanted to examine the injured, which always seemed to mean a fight to get to them. They’d worked out a process by which the Marines went in fast with net guns to immobilize the prisoners, which seemed to work well enough.

      “Where are you going to put him?” his wife asked. “We’ll need a separate housing facility if we want to keep him isolated long term.”

      “If there’s one thing we don’t lack, it’s space. I’m sure the Marines can come up with a room we can use as an individual cell. The difficulty isn’t going to be keeping him isolated from the others, though that will be problematic over the long term. It’s getting him to cooperate at all. We can utilize the translation program to attempt to communicate, but thus far, no one has seemed willing to respond.”

      The two of them returned to their console and watched the Marines as they went into the cell and dealt with its occupants when they erupted from their resting places. Once again, the crewman held back, even though he made as if to attack. It wasn’t that the male was hesitant, but he seemed to always place himself in a poor position to make an assault on the Marines. In fact, he dodged right into an area that got him netted pretty quickly this time.

      Even though the subject thrashed around and snarled, David suspected that might be for show. If so, that was interesting. Why would this prisoner behave differently than the others?

      It took about five minutes for the Marines to sort the prisoners out and extract the one he was interested in. They used short-acting tranquilizers on the ones they were leaving so they could safely retrieve the nets before withdrawing. They then hustled the alien into a new room and mostly cut him free before removing the last of the netting and retreating from the compartment.

      The Novarite in question was short compared to his brethren. That didn’t make him small by any means, but coming in at two and a half meters was smaller than the rest of the prisoners, male or female.

      The alien in question had the same almost doglike muzzle that the rest of his kind had, though it seemed a bit blunter and narrower. The fur that covered it was light gray with striations of black mixed in. He stalked around the compartment, snarling.

      “Now that you’ve got him, what next?” his wife asked. “The Marines won’t let you go in with him, and neither will I. How do we proceed?”

      “The same way we did every other time. We’ll use the comm built into the bulkhead to attempt to talk via the translation program. It’s not as good as being there in person, but it’s as good as it’s going to get.”

      David waited until the prisoner was near the comm unit before he spoke. “We want to talk. Are you willing to speak with us?”

      The other end spat out a translation in the Tardan tongue. Lisa and Regex said that it was moderately accurate and would do for basic conversation. If it ran across any words or phrases it didn’t understand, it would make a note of them and flag the deviations for further review. They even had linguists from New Copenhagen studying the language so they might someday be able to interface directly with their visitors, but at the moment, the only one who could understand the language was Lisa.

      Their prisoner stopped and stared at the comm unit. If this had been one of the warriors, David would’ve expected him to try to smash it with his fist, but this one simply stood there and growled. “What do you want?”

      “Well, that’s a surprise,” Tina said. “Thus far, we haven’t found a single one that would admit to even understanding what we said, though I was sure they spoke the same language as the Tardans. It looks like you picked the right one to isolate.”

      He pressed the button to activate his microphone. “I want to understand you better. With your ship destroyed, you’re not going anywhere, and if you hope to ever have anything better than those cells you’ve been in, you’ll cooperate.”

      The being barked softly. “We are Novarites. We do not cooperate with lesser beings. We rule them.”

      “If that’s the case, why is it that you’re the only one that never seems to exhibit violent tendencies? If given the opportunity to attack our people, you find ways to avoid it. Would you care for me to guess why?”

      The being cocked his head and considered the comm for a moment. “If you choose to do so, I will listen.”

      “I believe your society has different castes. You’re not a warrior, and I assume you’re not a leader. The warriors tend to ignore you but don’t abuse you. That tells me you’re not much lower in standing than them, but it does intrigue me. What makes you different?”

      “I am crew, and they are not. I grow tired of speaking to someone that I do not know. What is your name, captor?”

      “My name is David Chen. What is your name?”

      “I am Aralan, of the Blue Mountains clan. I serve as crew aboard Fist of the Wind.”

      “Why are you talking with us?” David asked. “None of your people seem interested in conversing, so what makes you different?”

      The being turned his back on the comm unit and walked across the chamber before turning and walking back. “I see no purpose in fighting the inevitable. You have captured me, and now I am yours to do with as you please. It matters little that my people will crush yours in the end because my feet are no longer my own to command. Do what you will.”

      “Would you believe me if I said that we had no intention of fighting you until you charged in and started the battle? You showed hostile intent first, and we defended ourselves.”

      “That is between our leaders and you. My position does not give me the luxury of knowing why something has occurred. All I can say with any certainty is that I am your prisoner. If you want someone to fight, deal with our warriors. They will fight you until death. I will wait for an opportunity to improve my lot, but I see no reason to fight.”

      Tina reached over and muted the microphone. “The other crewperson we rescued fights us, so there’s something else going on, and we need to get to the bottom of it if we ever hope to understand why he’s behaving the way he is.”

      David unmuted the microphone. “You’re not the only prisoner we’ve retrieved from your ship. Perhaps you know the other one.”

      “I have seen only the warriors you put me with. Even if I knew them, I would tell you nothing.”

      “And yet, here he is talking to us,” Tina said after she pressed the mute button. “He’s definitely an odd bird.”

      Once he’d unmuted the microphone, David continued. “We don’t know who she is, but according to the records, both of you were found in the same compartment, so you know her.”

      Aralan stopped his pacing and turned toward the comm unit. “She is mine. You will return her to me now.”

      David smiled. They’d found a lever. “I’m willing to discuss that, but I want to know why she fights, and you don’t. Who is she to you?”

      Aralan smashed his fist into the wall next to the comm unit. “I may be your prisoner, but you do not dictate what I must do. You will bring her to me if you want my grudging cooperation.”

      And with that, he turned his back on the comm unit and walked to the other side of the compartment, making it obvious that the conversation was at an end.

      David killed the connection and turned to his wife. “Should we reunite them?”

      Tina shrugged. “I’m willing to give it a try, but is it worth the risk? There’s no telling what he’ll do if we bring her to him. Are they lovers? Relatives? Mortal enemies? Maybe his intent is to kill her to keep her from telling us something important. Maybe he hopes that she’ll kill him. We know so little that we can’t even guess how they will behave.”

      “True,” he admitted. “And that’s one of the reasons we’re going to have to be careful. If the two of them are in danger from the warriors, maybe isolating them together will make them more cooperative. They can’t resist us trying to communicate with them more than the rest of the aliens have already done, so I think it’s worth a try.”

      He passed instructions to the Marine, and she once again summoned her team and performed another extraction for the second alien. Unlike the male, the female attacked the Marines just as viciously as the warriors around her. That didn’t save her from being netted and dragged unceremoniously to her new accommodations.

      The male watched them bring the female in and attacked the Marines for the first time, trying to get at her. Thankfully, they were ready for such an occurrence and netted him quickly. Getting the two into a position where they could be released simultaneously. As they were focused on one another, the Marines were able to successfully withdraw from the compartment without issue.

      The prisoners circled one another, and for a moment, David thought they would attack. Then they grasped one another and pulled themselves together.

      “I’m still not sure if they’re friends or lovers, but that’s not how I’d expect enemies to behave,” Tina said. “The question now is will her presence keep him from speaking or make him more cooperative?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” he said as he pressed the transmit button on his console. “We’ve done as you asked, Aralan. Are you prepared to talk?”

      “I am Larista, of the Blue Mountains clan,” the female said, her muzzle high in the air. “How dare you speak to my mate like that? I will rend the flesh from your bones.”

      “He speaks as he does because I made a bargain,” the male said. “I agreed to speak with them if you were brought to me.”

      David grinned. This was an unexpected stroke of luck. Any initial cooperation would probably be limited, but it was possible they’d eventually get information they might never have otherwise received.

      “You should not cooperate with the enemies of our people,” Larista scolded him. “We should tell them nothing.” She then dragged him across the compartment, and they began speaking in hushed tones.

      The microphones were sensitive enough to pick up what was being said, but David was disinclined to listen. He muted the microphone and turned to face his wife. “Do you think this will actually work?”

      “I do,” she said as she leaned back in her seat. “Getting them to cooperate with us will be a long-term project, though. We’d be better off counting on Lisa to dig up the information we need from their computers. Any idea how that’s going?”

      “None. As of the last report, the encryption still has her stymied. She’s a smart woman and has a lot of insight into their computer systems because of Regex. She’ll figure a way around the problem at some point, but we can’t count on that happening anytime soon.”

      He rose. “Why don’t we let our lovers argue while we get some lunch? I’m starving.”
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      Lisa Gane sat at the alien computer console and typed on the keyboard. Though she’d gotten used to dealing with the discontinuity of typing in a language that wasn’t her own, the strange keys were still just as odd as they had been the first time. Even more odd was the fact that her ability to read it had improved to the point where she thought she was developing the capacity to comprehend what she was seeing on her own, rather than simply tapping into Regex’s memory.

      And with the symbiote in her body becoming less and less terrifying as the days progressed, it almost felt bizarrely normal. She supposed she’d accepted the situation as one she couldn’t change. That didn’t make her happy, but neither of them had had a choice, so they’d found ways to adapt.

      The two of them had worked hard at setting boundaries, and even though they hadn’t been entirely successful at avoiding problems, they’d made progress. Enough that she felt sure she’d be able to adjust to his presence for the rest of her life. Eventually.

      Then she frowned. Exactly how long did Tardans live? Was he old? Did she have to worry about him dying while she was still alive? The two of them were linked, and the death of either would be catastrophic for the other.

      Lisa thought about that while she worked. She could do so in peace because she’d finally learned to shield her thoughts from Regex’s attention when she chose. She could still make whatever she wanted to say to him clear, but if she wanted a private musing, she could have it.

      Rather than worrying about something beyond her control, perhaps she should ask. This may be a strange question, but how long do your people live? Am I in danger of you dying while I’m still in the prime of my life? Is the reverse true?

      <My people are long-lived, but I’ve been around for quite some time. I may outlive you by a few decades, but considering that we’re in the middle of a war, we have larger concerns than a natural death, don’t you think? I wouldn’t focus on what might happen in some distant future until we’ve dealt with the crises in front of us.>

      That made sense. Why worry about something that would happen so far in the future? They definitely had threats that could come calling much sooner than that. The Tardan military could launch another strike on New Copenhagen. Or the motherships infesting the cluster could come calling any moment, too.

      Well, not at any moment. The things were limited to about ten times the speed of light, and even if they’d started from the closest system the moment the gates had been destroyed, they’d still be weeks away.

      If the forces in New Copenhagen had sent for help, it would be months from responding. There was no reason to expect motherships would come calling any sooner, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t. Aliens were going to alien, as the commodore often said.

      And she should know better than most.

      That still didn’t make the process any easier. She was something of a worrier, and they didn’t know how their symbiosis would work, which still bothered her.

      Perhaps something of what she was feeling bled through, or he knew her well enough to figure out that she was still worried about the subject. In either case, Regex spoke again without her having said anything.

      <In the near term, I believe we’ll be fine. Even if we live our lives to the point where one of us dies, our associates now know enough about how our bodies work that they can deal with it. If I were to die, they could remove me, and you’d live out the rest of your life, though you’d be paralyzed. For that alone, I hope to outlive you. If you die before me, either your people will remove me from your body, or I will perish shortly after that. Hopefully, we’ll both live full lives and be satisfied with the things we’ve accomplished once they are over.>

      Hearing someone project their thoughts into her head was still freaky, but her brain had somehow assigned him a different voice and accent than her own thoughts. It really was like someone else was in the room speaking to her, though no one else could hear his words.

      Are you able to modulate how I interpret your thoughts? It seems like your tone has become more distinct since we began integration. Is that what happens when two beings join together to become a symbiont?

      <I have made an effort to vary my voice from yours. I noticed when I began doing so that you reacted better. I hope it helps.>

      It does. Thank you.

      She looked down at what she’d been working on, brought her mind back into focus, and re-examined the problem they were working on. They’d salvaged an alien computer system from the wrecked Novarite warship the Confederation had recovered two centuries ago and were trying to break into it. They’d also recovered one from the Novarite vessel Hunter had beaten in combat. The two were set up next to one another, and both were proving resistant to her access attempts.

      The systems were encrypted. That much was obvious, but intriguingly, the two seemed to be encrypted in similar but different manners. She wasn’t sure if that revolved around the amount of time that had passed between when the vessels had been built or if every computer used by the Novarites used a slightly different form of encryption to prevent anyone from breaking into one and gaining access to them all.

      One of the most interesting aspects of working on these computers with Regex was that their knowledge synergized as they worked. In fact, her experience with hacking was quite helpful in bypassing the security that had proven resistant to Regex’s skills.

      In the beginning, they weren’t even able to access the basic systems, but insights she had into finding weaknesses in human computer systems had given him ideas of places to look in the Novarite ones.

      That had given them partial access and driven a wedge into the security protocols. That chink in their armor would hopefully provide a method for them to gain full access, though it didn’t seem to be working in the short term. Still, she had high hopes they’d be able to get in before much longer.

      It’s frustrating, isn’t it? Together, we seem to know enough to get through most of these problems, but our knowledge is still segregated, and we can’t combine it into an integrated whole. I wish I could access your memories directly.

      <I have been trying, but it seems you can only access my memories of computing skills indirectly and unconsciously. I’ve seen your memories of working on your computers, but that doesn’t come across cleanly either. Our minds are not linked so that we can pull that knowledge together in a way that makes complete sense to either of us. Maybe with time, we’ll make that happen.>

      Personally, Lisa wasn’t sure. It was one thing to share someone else’s memories when they were connected to your brain, but mixing and matching two completely different sets of knowledge about computers when those hardware systems and programming languages had nothing to do with one another seemed impossible. Even if it was possible, would it help?

      She supposed it couldn’t hurt to try. It wasn’t like they were having much luck doing what they were doing. Changing things up would at least be interesting.

      How are we supposed to do this when the two of us have had no luck intentionally sharing memories and knowledge back and forth? Yes, I can access your memories about speaking the Tardan language, but that doesn’t seem to be carrying across to programming in your computer languages. Or being able to use my hacking skills to look for vulnerabilities inside these systems. How do we change that?

      <I don’t know. In the beginning, I could roam your memories at will, but it was definitely a matter of looking through a window at what was there rather than interacting with them. I was able to access the language centers of your brain because of my direct connection and the capabilities designed into my people, but that doesn’t carry back to you. The Novarites never thought there would be a need for us to share information and memories with those we were implanted inside. Shortsighted of them, yet here we are.>

      Not that shortsighted, considering the situation we find ourselves in. What do you think is happening on your world? If the Novarites knew to follow the colony waves, that means they’ve taken action against your planet. How far would they go?

      There was a pause before Regex responded. <I don’t believe they would go to extermination as the first step, but as you’ve seen, they are violent and emotional. They don’t take it well when someone defies them, and it’s clear they had some method of looking in on what we were doing, though they obviously didn’t act in time to make a difference with the initial exploration and the follow-up colonization waves. I’m sure more of our people got away than they’d have preferred. To use your turn of phrase, the fate of my people keeps me up at night.>

      The most straightforward thing they could do is find where you were building your ships and disable those facilities. Or, if they still needed you to build warships for them, they could station someone there to be certain what was being built. They already have a war on their hands, and I don’t think they’d spare the time to destroy your people, but that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t do something terrible. For your sake, I hope that’s not the case, but without going back to look, there’s no way to know.

      None of this helped them with the project sitting right in front of them, and it was depressing her. They couldn’t wallow in self-pity and worry. They had too many things that still needed to be done. If they hoped to make any progress breaking into the Novarite computer systems, they needed to change the circumstances they were working under.

      Here’s what I think we should try. I’ll focus on everything I can think of regarding my computer hacking and programming skills. I’ll try to share that with you as deeply as I can. That’s what you did when you were working on sharing your language with me. I suggest you do the same thing with your programming and hardware knowledge. Perhaps if we’re simultaneously sharing, that will create some synergy.

      At the very least, it couldn’t hurt. The hardware used in the Novarite computer systems was the same as the Tardans utilized, with a couple of things added in. Those had to be security measures for hardware the Novarites hadn’t wished to share with their slaves in everything but name.

      They’d extracted some of those pieces and examined them before reinstalling them, but she was still uncertain what each was meant for. Once she had a better idea of how the systems worked, she might be able to contribute more to cracking them. Regex wasn’t a hardware expert, but he was knowledgeable. He’d worked on academic versions of these computers for many years and was intimately familiar with their operation.

      If they could combine their knowledge, it would go a great way toward giving them an angle that might get them inside these restricted systems. She longed to be able to use her hacking tools to get in and find what they wanted, but the languages were incompatible, and the hardware wouldn’t work together either. Her goal now was to translate those concepts from her experience to Regex’s. Talk about a cerebral endeavor.

      Lisa closed her eyes and focused on her skills as a hacker. There was far too much to send across to her passenger, but she could feel her knowledge as sort of a combined package that she envisioned holding out toward the symbiote. In a way, she could feel him doing the same.

      There was resistance, but it slowly felt like their knowledge was merging into a single package of information. When the process was complete, she felt utterly wrung out. It was as if she’d run a marathon, and considering she wasn’t very athletic, that wasn’t a good thing.

      She stood to get some water. How long had she been sitting there? It had only felt like a couple of minutes, but a glance at her chronometer showed they’d been working for over four hours. How could the time have gotten away from her so badly?

      <Well, that was a singular experience. What exactly did we do?>

      I’m not sure, but it felt as if we combined our knowledge. Not what we held inside ourselves, but a copy forced together in a new area like a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

      <I’m not sure what that is, but it makes me hungry for some reason. Perhaps we should have one for lunch.>

      The idea made her laugh, and she found herself agreeing with the concept. It did sound delicious.

      Once she sat back down, she closed her eyes again and focused on that conglomeration of knowledge. It seemingly floated between them, separate but still hanging there as some type of construct they’d made together.

      She tentatively tried to tap into the knowledge and was almost overwhelmed by a flood of information about both the alien computers and her own abilities. It was like a hurricane of information blowing in a great circle, and everything was mixing together. Right now, it seemed incomprehensible, but there had to be a way to create order. It was just going to take time and perhaps a great deal of effort to focus on sorting the information to where it all fit together.

      <That has to be the most unusual thing I’ve ever felt.>

      In what way? I’ll admit this is strange, but what do you see? It looks like a cloud of knowledge that seems separate from us. It’s really chaotic.

      <That is what I see as well. It’s not my memories or your own, but some conglomeration of a copy of each mixing together. It resides partially inside both of us. None of my people ever reported anything like this. While it’s true that we could use a host’s body for information processing and storage, I’ve never had to do so because my capacity is so high.>

      It’s an experiment, she said as she stood and stretched. I don’t think we’ll have any short-term success with this, but we’ll see what happens. Unlike the rest of your people, we’re something of an oddity. The way we do things isn’t the same as everyone else. Who knows what’s going to work?

      <That’s true enough. Now, if we’ve done enough research and experimentation for the day, perhaps we could look into that peanut butter and jelly sandwich. I’ve seen your memories of them, and I find the idea intriguing. Tasting what you taste is a somewhat peculiar sensation because your pleasure or displeasure at what you eat bleeds through. I look forward to forming my own impression of this delicacy.>

      She laughed and headed for the mess hall. Sandwiches were something one could make on the side if one had a decent relationship with the cook. She did, so she’d take shameless advantage of that and pinch herself a good lunch.

      And maybe a nap. Duncan McRae continually nagged at her to take things easy, and maybe if she slept on the mixed memories and experiences, they’d make more sense when she woke up. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

      Working with the disgraced Navy doctor was easier than talking to Jesse Romanoff. The commodore’s mother had decided to implant Regex inside her without her permission, and she was still angry about it. She’d grudgingly—though privately—admitted the other woman had made the same decision she would have made, but it hadn’t been her call to make.

      Rather than work with the person who’d done this to her, she’d settled on the gruff medic and found he suited her. He didn’t take any crap, and he didn’t give her useless information. If he thought something, that’s what he told you. Nothing more, nothing less. If you fell short, he tore a strip off you. If you did better than expected, he’d give you a reluctant nod.

      There might come a day when she’d forgive Romanoff, but she didn’t see it coming anytime soon. That being the case, it was better to avoid the woman than to glare at her every time they crossed paths.

      Lisa took a deep breath and pushed those thoughts away. I think we’re done for the day. Let’s go have an awesome sandwich or two.
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      Lieutenant Derek Calvo guided Hunter out of orbit and was pleased with her responsiveness. Her fusion drives reacted strongly and promptly to his orders, and the ship was answering the helm as well as it ever had. Perhaps even slightly better.

      While he hadn’t been involved with the repairs, he’d heard specialists from Port Royale and New Copenhagen had come to assist in fine-tuning the fusion drives and the power plants. They’d done good work.

      “Helm is responding as expected, sir,” he told Commodore Romanoff. “Shall I set course for the jump limit?”

      The ship’s commander leaned back in his seat. “Actually, I think it might behoove us to perform another couple of tests of the hyperdrive before we give the independent quantum drive a run. Do you have any idea if the two might work in conjunction with one another?

      “I’m not sure I understand what you mean, sir. How are you proposing we use them? Enter hyperspace and then try to engage the quantum drive? That sounds dangerous to me.”

      “No. I suggest we go to the edge of where we can use the hyperdrive and have it take us out to the jump limit for the independent quantum drive. Once we reach that spot, we drop out of hyperspace and immediately jump to Port Royale. I don’t want to do anything dangerous, but something like that might save our bacon if we have to get away from somewhere faster than might otherwise be safe.”

      Derek thought about that and found himself nodding. “That should be doable, sir. I suppose that brings up another question. Should we be jumping for Port Royale, or do we want to do a few jumps into the system’s outskirts to see if we can detect the fleeing Novarite warship?”

      Romanoff raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think we’d be able to detect them? Regex said we can detect a ship in hyperspace about sixty light-hours out. The Novarites are traveling at twenty times the speed of light, so the window for us to spot their vessel is small. Space is big, and we don’t know if they even maintained the same course. I wouldn’t. Is this a wise use of our time?”

      Derek shrugged. “It can’t hurt to try. Every day, the chances of pinning them down drop, so are we going to lose anything by trying?”

      “What do we do if the independent quantum drive fails after we jump?” the flag officer asked.

      “We could tag an exploration ship to come with us. If we run into problems, it can head to Port Royale and get us any needed parts.”

      Romanoff pursed his lips. “I’ll have to think about it. Can we even get out to where they might be? I thought we couldn’t use the independent quantum drive for a deep space destination. That’s why we’re trapped in the cluster.”

      “I might have been a bit loose with the description of deep space. We’d have to test the limits, but we’ve already seen the exploration ships go out a full light day beyond the outer planet in this system. I feel confident we can get a full light-week out without danger. Maybe more.”

      Romanoff shook his head. “That’s not a lot of space to search. At twenty times the speed of light, a single hour in hyperspace gets them almost a light day. They’d have been a light-week out by the time they dropped out the first time to bleed off the radiation. By now, they’re coming up on a light month of travel. Could we make it that far?”

      Derek shrugged. “Maybe. If not, the jump will just fail. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

      “Take us out toward the jump limit, and I’ll have an answer for you before we get there.”

      Just to be sure he was ready for either eventuality, Derek plotted out a series of jumps that would execute a search pattern in the most likely area if the aliens retreated directly back the way they’d come. The Novarites had no reason to expect that anything like the independent quantum drive existed, so there was little reason for them to dodge and change course. At least not after the initial period of trying to escape any immediate pursuit.

      Once they were clear, they could set course back to their home unless there was a rally point nearby. If it had been him setting up this raid, he’d have insisted they meet back up where they’d last exited hyperspace. If anyone was separated, that was a great place to meet up if things got too hot.

      It had now been a month, so they should be far past that. Still, if they’d been damaged, they might’ve stopped for repairs, and there could be evidence of their presence.

      Trying to figure out exactly where a ship like that would go was just a guessing game, but it helped pass the time. When they were about twenty minutes away from the edge of the zone where he could start using the hyperdrive, he rose from his station and walked over to the command chair.

      Romanoff smiled at him. “I’ve been thinking about it, and we can at least do a couple of jumps out into that area. I want to have your itinerary sent to the exploration ship. If we don’t come back within two hours, they’re to come looking for us. Now, what do you have in mind?”

      Derek explained his plan of jumping to the location where the Novarites might have exited hyperspace the first time. Then, he mentioned three or four areas they could search that might give them a reading. The odds of discovering anything were vanishingly small, and he admitted that.

      If they did find something, it would be a lopsided fight because they’d gotten a lot of their weapons back online, and unless there was a mobile shipyard of some kind out there, he doubted the fleeing warship would’ve done more than make crude repairs to the damage they’d suffered during the fight.

      “That sounds like an excellent test pattern, so make it happen,” Romanoff said. “When we reach the earliest point that we can jump into hyperspace, go ahead and execute that, and then pop us out when you can use the independent quantum drive. I want a least time execution on that, but it needs to be safe. Don’t take any chances trying to do everything too quickly.”

      “Understood, sir. It won’t take us but a second to drop out of hyperspace and head into a quantum jump. I’ll take as much time as I need to make that safe, but once it’s a practiced move, we should be able to do it with no more than half a second interval between exit and jump. Unless somebody’s right on top of us, we can get away. Heck, we can spend five seconds in normal space, and they’d have to be right there to tag us.”

      “Let’s split the difference for this first test. Don’t make it any less than three seconds from exit to jump. Once we arrive at the first search location, you can take us back into hyperspace, drop us out, and practice jumping again. Let’s do that at every exit point unless we pick up something useful on the hyperspace detector.”

      “Sounds good, sir.”

      Derek resumed his station and plotted the hyperspace entry and the quantum jump once they exited. It was a straightforward process to engage the hyperdrive and travel to the area where they could safely make a quantum jump. He counted off the seconds they were in normal space and executed the jump while holding his breath. If anything was going to go wrong, it would happen now.

      It worked flawlessly. It took a few seconds for him to locate the nearest stars after they’d exited and verify they’d jumped about a light-week away from New Copenhagen. At that distance, the star looked like all the rest.

      He engaged the active sensors and put a call in to the team in engineering. They didn’t have a direct interface with the hyperspace detector, so several crew members had received training to run the system. The answer came back a few seconds later. There was nothing in hyperspace. Not a shock, but disappointing.

      “The hyperspace detector is clear, sir,” he said. “I’m running the sensors to see if I pick anything up, but out in deep space, I think the odds are low.”

      And just after he’d said that, the passive sensors picked something up. It wasn’t big enough to be a ship, but it was artificial. He took a few moments to go over the readings. It was probably debris.

      “I’m picking up a scattering of artificial material, sir,” he said. “There’s not enough mass to be a ship, but it might be debris left over after some hasty repairs. If so, we might have damaged them more than we suspected.”

      “Set a course to bring us closer to the debris,” Romanoff said, leaning forward slightly. “Let’s go to battle stations just in case. They might have set up some kind of booby trap just in case anyone came looking for them, and I’d rather be ready than get surprised.”

      Derek engaged the fusion drives and set course for the debris after calling the ship to battle stations. He moved at a relatively slow pace and kept examining the debris, trying to figure out what he was looking at. They’d arrive at the location in roughly half an hour at the current speed. He could cut that down drastically with a short blip in hyperspace, but he’d rather save that for once he figured out what they were looking at.

      It took about ten minutes for the active sensors to start getting returns to be confident about what he was looking at. It was definitely battle debris. If the vessel had serious damage and had chosen to stop here for repairs, they might’ve cut out sections of the ship wholesale simply because they were too wrecked to provide any use whatsoever.

      That likely meant many pieces of internal equipment had been jettisoned along with damaged hull plates. There probably wouldn’t be anything overly exciting in the debris, but its nature would indicate how badly they’d hit the other vessel and where.

      He took a moment to report to the commodore what he’d found. “If you want us to get closer to it more quickly, I can blip us into hyperspace.”

      The older man grinned. “I can’t begin to tell you how much I like this new capability. It’s not as good as our independent quantum drive for long distances, but it gives us a short-range advantage that we couldn’t have dreamed of before. At least as long as we’re away from the heavy gravity zones around a star or planet. Do it.”

      Derek laid in a course and then double-checked it. Thus far, he hadn’t been that accurate in calculating exit points from hyperspace, and he wanted to correct that. Every time they tried it, he gathered more data, which made the next trip safer. With sufficient practice, he should be able to pinpoint where he wanted to exit hyperspace and make it happen every time. It was a lofty goal and one that he would eventually achieve.

      They popped out within a dozen kilometers of his target zone. Not bad. He ran the active sensors across the debris from the closer vantage point, confirming everything he’d guessed. There were hull plates, lots of what could be equipment and furnishings from inside the damaged vessel, and what were obviously corpses.

      He grimaced in distaste. “I can now confirm that it’s battle damage, sir. It looks like we’re seeing everything they cut away. Also, lots of internal furnishings and bodies.”

      “Well, aren’t these people just the sweetest things?” Romanoff asked rhetorically. “Find a good place to hold station, and we’ll send the Marines in to go through everything. It’s always possible they threw out something important with the trash. At the very least, we’ll recover their dead. They may not care what happens to the bodies, but we’ll see they’re treated appropriately.”

      Just to be sure there weren’t any ugly surprises, Derek scanned the debris multiple times, looking for anything that might be a weapon. While he did detect at least one weapons array, it looked like it was a phased packet plasma gun. Without an active fusion plant, it wasn’t capable of firing. He was more concerned about hidden explosives or missiles lying there, waiting for an opportunity to shoot at one of the small craft.

      Colonel Turner obviously had the same thoughts because they sent several pinnaces ahead. Those volunteers were taking their lives into their hands, but if something went wrong, they’d save many of their comrades.

      The Marines had lost so many of their own fighting the Locusts. Or, the Tardans, if one wanted to be more specific. In the time since the ground war had ended, most of the injured Marines had recovered, though some had to be discharged because their injuries were too severe. The losses had been made good by volunteers from the Planetary Defense Force. Now that they’d taken their planet back from the invaders, the people of New Copenhagen were more than willing to put their lives on the line to do the same on other worlds.

      That had brought their Marine complement up to the full standards for a ship of Hunter’s size. A battalion of Marines was a lot, but they’d already proven they needed every single person. The fresh people’s training had been focused on combat-oriented tasks, and the word in the staff briefings was that the new Marines were shaping up.

      It took about two hours to go through the debris, looking for any traps or tricks and then sorting through everything looking for interesting bits of refuse. The phased packet plasma gun had been recovered, though it likely wasn’t repairable. That was Amanda’s call. The bodies had been gathered and would be handed over to the medical professionals, whose number had been bolstered by volunteers from New Copenhagen.

      They already had a lot of Novarite bodies, so he wasn’t sure what the new ones would tell them, but that was why he wasn’t a forensic pathologist.

      Once the pinnaces had returned, he reported Hunter ready to travel. Romanoff asked a few questions about his search pattern, then approved it for immediate execution.

      It took hours to visit the various locations he thought would be interesting to examine. Each time they emerged from the quantum jump, they used the hyperspace detector to look for the fleeing vessel. Each time they came up blank.

      The attempts proved they could jump a full light month out from a stellar system, and he was reluctant to push things much more. That would be useful at some point, he was sure.

      “Looks like we’re not going to get lucky,” Romanoff said. “Pity. I’d have rather taken them out of play. Maybe once things are more settled, we can try sending the exploration ships out to search for them along their flight path home. Right now, we’ll have to settle for getting to Port Royale and stocking up on all the parts that Kelly Danek has been demanding. We also need to make sure that the orbital weapons platforms are ready to start coming to New Copenhagen.”

      The orbital weapons platforms were small asteroids modified to hold missile and laser batteries. The rate of fire and the number of shots that could be taken were limited, but the things were almost invisible unless one knew what to look for. They’d be transported to New Copenhagen by one of the exploration vessels, which would carry them in the jump bubble just like they’d brought the wrecked Tardan vessel to Port Royale. The goal was to put them in the orbital space around New Copenhagen and provide an unexpected surprise for any hostiles that might come in for a visit.

      As Derek was laying in the course, he had an idea. “If you don’t mind, sir, I’d like to drop out on the course a ship would take from the initial point to Port Royale and give one final scan. It is the closest system, and if they’re hurt, the enemy might decide it would make a good place to hole up for repairs. They can’t know it’s occupied.”

      Romanoff pursed his lips for a few seconds and then nodded. “Can’t hurt to try. Change approved.”

      The odds of the Novarites going toward Port Royale were low, but they weren’t zero. Once he’d calculated the location that they’d be in, he executed the jump.

      Within a couple of seconds, his comm went off. It was the operator for the hyperspace detector. “We’ve got a hit. Looks like a single source, and it’s about two light-hours behind us.”

      He turned in his seat and grinned like a shark at the commodore. “We found them, sir. It looks like they’re headed for Port Royale. Based on their current location, they’ll arrive at their next hold point in roughly six days.”

      “It’s a good thing you checked,” the flag officer said with a grin. “Now that we have them localized, we can catch them once they drop out of hyperspace. Take us to Port Royale, and we’ll start loading parts. We’ll check on them when they’re closer to returning to normal space.”

      Derek turned back to his console, set the course, and initiated the quantum jump. Port Royale appeared very close to them as they exited, and he was pleased that they were near the enormous space station orbiting the gas giant. They had six days to prepare a surprise party, and he knew everyone would want to get in on the celebration.
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      Jack watched the screen and was pleased to see they’d come out refreshingly close to the giant space station that held their repair parts. That likely wasn’t reassuring to the defenders, but they knew what Hunter looked like, and there was no need to worry they would fire on them unexpectedly.

      Well, probably not, anyway.

      “Communications, let them know we’re here and that we’ll settle into orbit around the gas giant. I’m heading over to meet with Connor and Commodore Nastasi. Tell them we’ve got an update on that last Novarite warship and that while it isn’t time sensitive, I’d like to get together on the station.”

      The woman at the communications console nodded. “I’ll take care of it, sir.”

      Jack considered his next step for just a moment and then smiled slightly. “Amanda, you have the conn. I’m not expecting trouble, but if something comes up, I’m sure you’re more than capable of handling it.”

      The young woman rose smoothly to her feet. “I have you covered, sir.”

      Jack stood and headed toward the nearest small craft bay. The Marines that Mac insisted he have fell in beside him. It had been a month since they’d dealt with the invasion at New Copenhagen, and he’d almost gotten used to their presence.

      He briefly considered if he should take anyone else with him and decided not to. He knew the basic facts of everything they’d discovered thus far, so he could fill them in without assistance.

      When he arrived in the small craft bay, he boarded the old-style cutter he’d designated for his personal use. The engineering team had found the time to paint it, and it looked sharp. When it came to decorum and his dignity, it seemed like his crew cared more about it than he did.

      He dropped into the pilot’s seat and began bringing the cutter to life while the Marines strapped in. Over the last few weeks, he’d worked hard familiarizing himself with the controls, and Derek had finally agreed he was fit for certification. Not that they had an official process for that yet, but it meant everyone trusted him not to wreck the thing if something went wrong.

      Speaking briefly to the controllers who sat in a compartment overlooking the small craft bay, he arranged for permission to lift off and head into the massive tunnel that led through the battleship’s hull and into space.

      He flew to the space station, conversed with their traffic control, and then headed into the large landing bay. There were plenty of places to choose from, so he selected something convenient and parked the cutter. Once he’d shut it down, the Marines formed around him, and they exited together, heading straight for the table where the fees were paid.

      The person sitting there waved them on, but offering to pay the landing fee was the right thing to do. All the courtesies would be observed because he needed to keep on these people’s good side.

      To his surprise, Sara Nastasi was the only person waiting for him. The flag officer representing the Judge Advocate General’s office was in an old-style uniform like his own with a dark navy greatcoat and archaic white peaked hat,and was standing by herself.

      He’d seen her since the fighting had ended, but she’d spent most of her time working with the people at Port Royale while he’d been at New Copenhagen getting the repairs on his ship done and interfacing with the government there. There wasn’t a lot of call for her legal acumen, but that would eventually change, he was sure. Right now, he needed someone to act as a neutral third party, and she fit the bill.

      “I hope nothing’s gone wrong, but when I got word that you needed to speak with us, I headed right over,” she said. “My people are still working on getting Scorpius converted to housing as many of our spare parts and personnel as possible. We’re making good progress but still have a way to go.”

      The engineering section in the other battleship was in terrible condition, and he doubted they’d have her operational anytime soon, but they’d installed a couple of fusion drives, and if necessary, she could leave orbit. At some point, they’d need to bring some of the other battleships back online, but there had been more pressing issues to deal with in the interim.

      The fact that they didn’t have enough crew to man two battleships was also a consideration. They were short of trained personnel, and replacing the weapon systems and refurbishing everything would take much longer than they currently had.

      “The news isn’t all bad,” Jack said. “Where’s Connor?”

      “You caught him on a tour of the belt. I’m sure word of your arrival hasn’t even reached him yet, but if necessary, we can pull in the governing council. He should be back sometime later this evening.”

      “That’ll be fine. I was planning on using his office to brief you, but we can head back to Scorpius if that would be better.”

      “We can go to my office if you need a confidential environment. If not, we could always get lunch at Handor’s.”

      When he’d first come to Port Royale, it was where he’d met with Connor, and their enchiladas were excellent. A cold beer and some food would definitely hit the spot.

      “Handor’s is fine. We’ll want a bit of privacy because I don’t want to cause a panic, but as long as we keep our voices down, everything should be okay.”

      The two of them made their way to the restaurant and the person manning the front inclined her head as they approached. “Welcome to Handor’s, Commodore Romanoff, Commodore Nastasi. Do you have a seating preference?”

      “Do you have a private room?” Sara asked.

      “Of course. If you’d follow me.”

      The woman grabbed two menus and led them deeper into the restaurant. Rather than going to the wide area with many of the tables, she opened a plain door off to the side and led them down a short hall to a private dining room. It was on the small side, which suited him just fine.

      “I can take your drink orders now or come back in a few minutes if you need to consider the menu,” the woman said. “I’ll arrange for you to have a dedicated server, so you don’t have to deal with multiple people coming and going. Here at Handor’s, we appreciate the need for privacy.”

      Jack knew Connor was a majority owner in the place, and he hesitated to guess what kind of business was usually conducted in this room. Still, that wasn’t his concern.

      “We’d appreciate that,” he said with a smile. “I’d like a beer, and I think we can both agree that chips and salsa will work to start. I’d like enchiladas and refried beans, so we can have that as the primary order for me, plus whatever Commodore Nastasi wants.”

      “I’ll take what he’s having,” Sara said. “If you’d make certain the server knocks before coming in, I’d appreciate it. I’m uncertain if this room is monitored, but if so, this is Navy business, and we’d appreciate having the recording turned off. We’re not going to be discussing anything earthshaking, but it is business.”

      “We at Handor’s understand the need for discretion, too, so this room isn’t monitored,” the woman said in a somewhat cool tone. “The server bringing your drinks will bring a chime you can use to summon him.”

      Taking the rebuke, Jack inclined his head. “Thank you.”

      Once she’d departed, Sara raised an eyebrow. “Is it just me, or do I get the impression that a lot of shady deals are conducted in this room?”

      Jack shrugged. “When in Rome, you’re supposed to be a Roman candle. What they do here is none of our business. We should be grateful we have a private nook where we can talk without everybody and their third cousin listening in. Even if they are monitoring us, these people work for Connor, so they’ll keep their mouths shut.”

      There was a knock, then a young man wearing a white apron came in and set out two beers, chips, and salsa. He also left a small device with instructions to press the button anytime they wanted him. He promised to return with their enchiladas as soon as they were ready. That done, he departed and shut the door behind him.

      Once they were alone again, Sara raised an eyebrow. “So, what’s going on?”

      “We have the independent quantum drive working aboard Hunter. Obviously. We’ve also located the surviving Novarite ship. It’s on its way here to Port Royale, though we plan to intercept it before it gets close.”

      “That’s good news,” Sara said, taking a sip of her beer. “How are you going to work it?”

      “We’ll position Hunter as close to its most likely exit point as we can and wait for them to appear. They’ll be in cool-down mode and unable to use hyperspace for about six hours. That will give us plenty of time to deal with them.”

      “Does that mean you’ll have to be waiting there for them when they come out? How will we locate them without being right on top for them for a week?”

      “Once we head back to New Copenhagen, I’ll get my hands on one of the other hyperspace detectors and equip one of the exploration ships with it. We’ll dispatch it to trail behind the Novarite warship, and the exploration ship will come and get us if it drops out early.”

      She considered that and nodded. “I suppose that works. I understand the detector isn’t precise, but if you’ve got them pinned down into a fairly small area, you should be able to locate them using the independent quantum drive before they can enter hyperspace again. Do you think they’ll fight after you handed them their asses last time?”

      “They’ll fight,” he assured her. “Even our prisoners would rather fight than talk. We’ve got a pair of crewmembers we’ve been having a dialogue with, but even they aren’t what I’d call cooperative. It’ll be interesting to see how that plays out in the long run, but I wouldn’t count on any enlightened behavior from the Novarites. Humanity is lucky not to have run into them before, and if I have anything to say about it, no word will get back to them about us.”

      Sara considered him for a few seconds. “And how likely is that? Do we know this is the only group that came in pursuit of the Tardans?”

      “No,” he said with a shake of his head. “Lisa and Regex are working to break into their computers. As one would expect, they’re heavily encrypted, and even though this is the kind of thing Lisa was born to do, it’s complicated.”

      “That seems to be the story of her life these days.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” he muttered.

      She’d almost been killed by a stray bullet and would’ve been paralyzed if his mother hadn’t implanted Regex inside her. The alien’s host body had died in the chaos, and he would have as well if she hadn’t intervened.

      Not that Lisa seemed inclined to forgive. Her life would never be the same, and she blamed his mother for that. It was severe enough that he’d suggested a different doctor oversee her recovery, much to his mother’s annoyance.

      They talked about Sara’s work until their food arrived, and then they dug in. As he’d remembered, the enchiladas were hot and spicy, just the way he liked them. The beer complemented the meal, and one wouldn’t hurt. Thankfully, the Navy understood that impairment was the issue with alcohol rather than any consumption of a limited amount at meals.

      Once the two of them had finished eating, he leaned back in his seat and considered his fellow flag officer. “I know you’ve been busy over the last month and that doing your work from Hunter isn’t convenient, but I have to say I’ve missed having you around. I can’t talk as openly with anyone else about my problems.”

      She took a sip of her beer and set the mug on the table. “What kind of problem are you dealing with now?”

      He laid out the circumstances under which Lisa and Regex had been united and the hacker’s reaction to it, though he knew Sara had gotten word of the incident already. Then he explained how his mother was being obstinate in how she dealt with Lisa.

      When he’d finished, she nodded. “I think you’ve started off on the right path. Duncan McCrae is an abrupt and grumpy man, but he might be the best choice to work with her. Lisa is angry, and with cause. Maybe her outlook will improve. If it doesn’t, things are more complicated, but your mother will just need to cope. Do you think it would help if I spoke with her?”

      “I have no idea. I suppose it can’t hurt. Thank you.”

      “I’m no counselor, but I’ll cheerfully give anybody free advice. Except for the legal kind.”

      Jack laughed. “Fair enough. Well, if we’re done eating, maybe you could show me what’s happening aboard Scorpius. Now that we have offices opening up at New Copenhagen, you may want to move your flag there.”

      “Actually, I think I belong aboard Hunter. That’s where the action is taking place, and I suspect you’re done reacting to events now. Is it time for a real offensive?”

      “I think so. If we can get just a bit more information from our prisoners, I think we can pick out a nice juicy target to liberate next. Would you like to be part of the questioning process? I assure you, we aren’t violating any of the laws of war.”

      “Maybe. I can leave some of my staff here to keep doing the work that needs doing and relocate others to New Copenhagen. I’ll have to expand my staff. It’s not big enough to deal with everything happening in the cluster.”

      He stood and gestured toward the door. “We can talk about that while I fly us over to Scorpius. I’m not sure if you want to do any recruiting at Port Royale, considering many of the residents’ questionable views on legal matters, but whatever assistance I can provide is yours.”

      “That can be a plus, so don’t count them out. Let’s settle our bill, and I’ll show you around.”

      The idea of having her aboard Hunter again pleased him. The two of them had grown quite close during her recovery, and he’d found himself missing her presence. Things were definitely looking up.
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      David decided it was best to leave their prisoners alone until later in the evening so they could unwind in private. Of course, the privacy was illusory because hidden cameras and microphones recorded everything they said or did. The prisoners had to be aware of at least some of that, yet that didn’t stop them from holding an intimate reunion that he promptly forwarded through.

      “Hold up there, Cowboy,” his wife said. “Back that up. We need to hear everything they’re saying.”

      He raised an eyebrow at his wife. “I never pictured you as a voyeur. Don’t you think this is a little personal? I don’t think they’ve got state secrets on their minds.”

      She smiled smugly. “And if it was us in that position, you can rest assured I’d be passing things I didn’t want our captors to hear while they were fast-forwarding. If this makes you uncomfortable, you can always step outside.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “As a heart attack. When is the best time to pass along a secret? When no one else is looking. When’s the second-best time? When you can make someone turn away. Honestly, if that’s what they’re doing, they’re smarter than I gave them credit for. This might be what it looks like, but we can’t make any assumptions.”

      “I’m not going to leave you to work by yourself,” he said with a sigh. “Why don’t I listen to the audio while you take care of the video?”

      “You can’t multitask? I thought you were the big bad analyst and nothing put you off your pace. You just need to buck up and do what needs doing. I won’t hold you watching another couple have sex against you. Much.”

      Now it was his turn to roll his eyes and shake his head. “You’re a real piece of work. I knew there was a reason I loved you.”

      She gave him a lascivious smile. “There are many reasons you love me, and I’ll be happy to demonstrate a few this evening, but for right now, let’s focus on work.”

      The two watched the prisoners having sex. It was apparent that it wasn’t being faked, making David even more uncomfortable. Nevertheless, he forced himself to do it when his wife placed her unwavering attention on the screen and listened closely to everything being muttered back and forth. It was one of the strangest things he’d ever had to do as an intelligence analyst.

      Even so, he had to admit that Tina had been right. In the middle of what was obviously a very passionate moment, Larista began instructing Aralan how to behave in hushed tones meant to come across as intimate whisperings.

      “Aha!” Tina exclaimed triumphantly. “I told you this is what they would do!”

      “You are a frightening woman,” he said. “If this was you trying to conceal information, exactly how would you keep our captors from knowing what you were saying?”

      She gave him a toothy grin. “There’s more than one way to transmit a message, lover. We could use fingers to tap out something in Morse code under the covers. Or there are other ways to get patterns back and forth that would be more… pleasurable and significantly harder to detect.” She waggled her eyebrows at him.

      “You’re incorrigible. What is she telling him?”

      “I’m not incorrigible. I’m saucy. She’s telling him he can’t discuss anything they heard aboard the ship. They also can’t tell us anything about their society or the war they’re fighting. Basically, she’s telling him to say nothing.”

      “And what will she do when we start pressing for information and threatening to separate the two? He has to realize there’s a price for housing them together. They have to feed us at least enough information to keep us hoping for more.”

      “She hasn’t said anything about that, and now she’s a little distracted. We’ll have to wait and see if he agrees with her plan.”

      Leaving his wife to watch over the prisoners having sex, he went back to the record of what had been said in whispers when they’d brought the prisoners together in the first place. It was more of the same, but the male had argued that they had to say something. He was smart enough to see the reality of their situation.

      David tried to determine which of them—if either—was the primary in the relationship. After listening to the short exchange where they were whispering and the more extended conversation after he and his wife had left, he decided they thought of themselves as equals.

      They didn’t have the same views when it came to cooperating. She was a fan of saying nothing and letting the consequences fall where they may, whereas he felt they needed to find a balance and open a dialogue.

      David was a good judge of character and behavior, and even though these were aliens, he felt confident the male would be more likely to cooperate if threatened with being separated from his mate. Personally, he’d rather not have to go that route, but he was here to gather intelligence critical to the survival of humanity. He’d do whatever was necessary.

      Sadly, he doubted they’d get any meaningful information from them anytime soon. That meant they’d have to turn their focus to the Tardan prisoner that was most vulnerable. The one implanted inside the unwilling human survivor: Julian Fogg.

      The unfortunate man was being held in a detention cell near the medical center where the doctors could continue examining him. Once Jesse Romanoff had figured out the drugs that had been used to suppress his consciousness, he’d been able to take control of his body, and they were only mildly concerned that the alien intruder could still influence him.

      The problem was that the monster just wouldn’t shut up. Fogg indicated his unwanted passenger was always whispering in the back of his mind and reading his thoughts. It was justifiably driving him crazy. Something would have to be done to rectify the situation soon because this amounted to torture.

      Once they’d finished reviewing the intelligence take, he and his wife made their way to the medical center and, with a bit of searching around, found Jesse Romanoff talking with one of her colleagues. They waited nearby until she was finished and then approached.

      “What can I do for you two?” the older woman asked, smiling at them.

      “We want to talk to Julian Fogg, and we’d like you to accompany us. We intend to intimidate the alien because we need information, and he’s the best source to get it.”

      “As long as you’re not doing anything physical, and Mister Fogg isn’t too distressed, I don’t have any objections. No matter what Lisa Gane may think, I’m not a fan of having these things inside anyone.”

      “You did the best you could with a difficult situation,” Tina said. “It’s only been a month, but she’s already adjusting. We work closely with her, and the two are beginning to get along like thieves. Give them another month, and they’ll wonder how they lived apart all this time.”

      “I hope you’re right because I don’t like doing things to patients that make them hate me. I made this choice because it was the best option. If the situation came up, I’d do it again. Does that make me a bad person?”

      “I don’t think so, but I’d reserve it for truly terrible situations,” David said. “The Tardans aren’t accepting of having this done, and it doesn’t seem like uninformed individuals like the process any better. Next time, it would be better to ask permission than beg forgiveness.”

      The doctor sighed and nodded. “The Marines are taking more precautions, so there shouldn’t be a repeat of the situation. Now that the Tardans have expressed themselves on the matter, I’ll have to figure out different ways to solve that kind of problem. If you’ll come with me, we’ll see if Mister Fogg’s unwelcome guest will give you the information you desire.”

      As the three started walking, David kept up the conversation with Jesse. “What’s the endgame with the thing inside him? Unlike Lisa, he’s definitely not welcome, and there has to be a plan for getting him out. What is it?”

      “The complications come in with the way the Tardans were designed,” Jesse said as she took them into a side corridor and toward a pair of Marines standing guard at a hatch. “If they are removed while the host is still alive, they release a neurotoxin that’s lethal to most life forms. That wasn’t an issue with Regex because his host was dead, so there was no release. The trick is making sure we contain the symbiote so it can’t get into Mister Fogg’s system.”

      “How is it delivered?” Tina asked.

      “Via the filaments that connect the two. The process will need to be fast and completely thorough. My colleagues and I are working on a strategy we think will be successful, but we won’t be ready to execute it until our confidence level is higher. The Marines might be excited to hear this, but we believe using explosives might be warranted.”

      David found his eyebrows rising as they stopped at the hatch. “That sounds a bit extreme.”

      The older woman chuckled. “Only in minute quantities. We want to be able to press a button and have every filament severed at the same time. If we surround the symbiote with something impermeable, we should be able to get it out before any of the neurotoxins can leak out. There will be remote-controlled servos attached to the filaments to constrict them. This will be dangerous, but it’s the best we can do.”

      She pressed the admittance chime and waited for a response before opening the hatch and stepping inside. David and Tina followed.

      “How are you feeling today, Mister Fogg?” Jesse asked cheerfully. “Are you getting everything you need? Is there anything I can provide?”

      The man looked more than a little ragged. He hadn’t shaved in a while, and his eyes were red and bleary. Maybe he hadn’t slept. David imagined it was probably hard to sleep with something like that yammering at you day and night.

      “Get this thing out of me,” he said, his voice hoarse. “That would help a lot.”

      “We’re working on it, but I’m not quite ready to discuss the details. This is David and Tina Chen. They have a few questions for your unwilling passenger, and I want to stress that any irritation they show is toward it, not you. You’re a victim in this, and we’re doing everything we can to separate you from that thing.”

      “If you were doing everything you could, you’d take me to the operating theater right now and cut this damned thing out of me,” he said in a low, almost desperate tone. “You have no idea what it’s like. He’s crazy and vicious, and says horrible things.”

      “So you can understand him?” Tina asked. “I’m not sure if you need to do any translating for him, but he needs to know there are two ways he can come out of your body: alive or dead. With what he’s done to you and the people of New Copenhagen, I’d be happy with him dead. If he wants to have a chance at life once we remove him, he’ll have to give us something of value. He knows where others of his kind are gathered in the cluster, and we want that information.”

      The man blinked at her, and his eyes became slightly unfocused for a moment before he scowled. “He’s just laughing. He says he was designed so that no one could remove him.”

      “He was also designed to control intelligent beings,” David said. “How’s that working out for him? We’ve had plenty of time to look over dead symbiotes and figure out his biology. We’ve devised a way to get him out without harming you.”

      Personally, David thought it was unlikely the intruder would cooperate. He was a military officer, almost certainly a high-ranking one, so he wasn’t going to say anything that would put their operations in danger. Nevertheless, they had to try.

      Fogg’s expression grew more sour. “He says to do your worst because he’s not going to say anything. Can you really get him out of me? If so, I’m ready right now. Let’s do this.”

      “We’re not ready, but it won’t be long,” Jesse said. “I’m not going to tell you anything about the process because I don’t want your passenger to know about it. I think there’s an excellent chance we can extract him without harming you, but the process isn’t without risk. Are you sure that this is what you want?”

      “More than anything,” Fogg said. “You don’t know how terrible this is. He’s certain he’ll be able to kill me and keep control of my body with just a little more work, and he’s gloating about it. He’s a monster, and he needs to die.”

      “You’re not going to get any argument from me,” Jesse said firmly. “Get what sleep you can, and we’ll speak again tomorrow.”

      The three of them stepped out into the corridor. Once the hatch was closed, her expression became less certain. “I wish I could say we’ll be able to get that thing out and leave him alive, but there’s a chance we won’t be able to contain the neurotoxin, and he’ll die. I’m not sure as a doctor how I could live with that.”

      “You can’t leave him like that,” David said. “He’s made a choice to take the dangerous path to freedom. In his place, I’d do the same.”

      “We’ve got to get that thing out of him and prevent others from ever being in his position,” his wife said. “That means we need to find where they’re congregating and give them a warm welcome to the cluster.”

      The doctor nodded and started back toward the medical center. “I’ll get my people lined up for tomorrow. No matter how this turns out, we’ll learn something that’ll be useful when we try to remove others. Hell, we might even be able to figure out how to get Regex out of Lisa. That would still leave her paralyzed, but if that’s what she truly wants, I suppose that’s what we need to do.”

      “I don’t think I’d rush on that,” David said. “The two of them are our only hope of being able to hack into their computers, and that’s where we’re going to find the detailed information we need.”

      The two separated from Jesse and headed back toward the detention center, each lost in their own thoughts.

      If they were going to strike at the Tardan military, Lisa was their best chance. She and Regex had to figure out how to combine their talents and get the information they desperately needed. The clock was running, and time would eventually run out for humanity if they didn’t.
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      Lisa sat on the deck with her legs crossed and her hands resting in her lap. Her eyes were closed, and she breathed deeply, trying to clear her mind of all distractions. That wasn’t easy when Regex seemed to be humming in the back of her mind.

      She’d heard and seen various meditation rituals in the entertainment videos, and some of them did have a strange humming that went along with the process to help focus, but what he was doing didn’t seem the same. In fact, she wasn’t even sure he was intentionally making the noise.

      With a sigh, she again struggled to focus on the swirling ball of knowledge that seemed to be the combined know-how they shared about their computer and programming experiences. It had grown tighter and seemed to be spinning faster, but since she couldn’t really see anything comprehensible, that was just an approximation of what was really happening.

      She supposed she should be happy it was doing anything at all. It could just be sitting there and taunting them like it had been, but she still hoped they’d be able to find a way to use their shared nervous systems to build links between what she knew and what he knew. Only by doing that could they devise ways to break into the Tardan military computers and get the information they desperately needed.

      Still, she couldn’t help thinking this was a stupid idea, even though she didn’t have anything else to try. She felt ridiculous, like some swami trying to commune with mystical powers. Woo Woo.

      Well, her life was just as strange as that, so perhaps it wasn’t so odd after all.

      With her mind empty, all she could do was visualize the concept of knowing about the computers and embracing the information Regex had shared. Based on the way she’d absorbed his ability to comprehend the Tardan language, if she could grasp this, she’d understand how their computers worked almost instinctually.

      The more she embraced the emptiness of her mind, the more tightly the shared knowledge seemed to swirl. It was definitely one of the oddest sensations she’d ever experienced and considering what she’d been through, that was saying a lot.

      At first, she thought what she was doing was ineffectual, but as the ball of supposed knowledge swirled faster, it shrank and seemed to coalesce into something almost like a polished stone. Was that good? She had no idea.

      Regex, are you seeing this?

      He didn’t respond, the strange humming noise still emanating from him.

      Maybe the process wasn’t done yet. She shouldn’t give up too soon. Best to put the effort in now and be sure she’d done everything possible.

      She opened her palms and set them upright on her legs, then tilted her head back and gazed at the ceiling before closing her eyes. “Ohm.”

      Now she really did feel ridiculous. She had no idea what the rest of the chant was, but she remembered that one word, so she repeated it over and over again, letting it resonate through her body as she sought something that she still didn’t understand.

      The sensation of looking at something like a polished stone began changing. It was contracting even further now. Instead of seeming like something the size of two cupped hands, it shrank to almost an acorn and then glowed brightly.

      <Are you doing that?> Regex sounded bemused and amazed.

      I have no idea. What’s happening?

      <This is the first time I’ve ever tried something like this, so I have no idea either. You don’t suppose it’s dangerous, do you?>

      Let’s hope not since it’s in our mind.

      She mentally frowned at herself. How could she have said it was in their mind like they were a singular thing? They weren’t a single creature. They were individuals. Regex talked like they’d become some kind of symbiont, but that wasn’t going to happen. He’d keep on his side of the fence, and she’d keep on hers.

      With no warning, the glowing acorn-sized conglomeration of knowledge went dark. Suspicious, she reached a mental finger out and tried touching it. Admittedly, that might be as stupid as tapping a bomb that hadn’t gone off yet, but she needed to know what was happening. The thing was inside her.

      The act of touching it seemed to open a floodgate of knowledge that rushed into her. Some of it was familiar, but much of it was not. It went by far too quickly for her to even guess what all of it was, and there was no grand comprehension like with the Tardan language. No, this process was much more chaotic. The flood eventually ceased, and the acorn was gone.

      Did you just see that? It felt like the combined knowledge flowed back through me, and now it’s gone.

      <I did, though if you start thinking about it, I’m not sure it’s truly gone. Now it resides in us, and we must make sense of it.>

      That doesn’t seem very efficient, she grumbled. Wouldn’t it have been better if I just tapped your knowledge of computers?

      <Perhaps, but I’m starting to explore the information, and there seem to be connections between what I know and what you know. I think we were successful in co-mingling our knowledge, and you might now be able to use some of your skills on the unfamiliar hardware. The reverse may be true as well. I have the feeling that if I were to work with your programming knowledge, I could do things to your computers that I would never have believed possible.>

      I suppose there’s only one way to find out. Let’s see what we can do.

      Lisa opened her eyes and was surprised at how much the chamber seemed to swirl a little before her vision steadied. How long had she been sitting there?

      She gingerly levered herself off the floor and found her legs painfully sore and tingly. Human beings weren’t designed to be twisted up like pretzels. Trying to sit like some monk contemplating the infinite was stupid. She should’ve just laid out on her bed and been comfortable.

      Taking a few hesitant steps, she found that her ability to walk returned quickly enough, and she made her way over to the seat beside the captured Tardan military computer. They’d had it shipped up from the surface so she could go through it after Professor Prescott had done whatever magic he could to copy its files to another computer. Regex had agreed that was a wise course of action and had given his input to make sure everything went smoothly.

      As a hacker, she knew the possibility of there being security measures that would overwrite the critical information if she made a mistake was high. They were moving into unknown territory, and she had to be certain she made no mistakes. Even with the files copied off, she didn’t want to fail.

      Once she was seated at the alien keyboard, she was surprised that the layout didn’t bother her anymore. When she’d typed on it before, it was more of a hunt and peck sort of affair. Now, even though it was different, it still felt natural. Perhaps that was a side effect of mixing their knowledge. If so, she’d take it.

      Unfortunately, that still didn’t help her get into the computer. The alien equivalent of a login screen still sat there waiting for her to enter the information it demanded. Information she didn’t have.

      This would’ve been daunting to a neophyte using Confederation equipment as well, so she just needed to focus on the problem and see if the new influx of information would help her figure out how to get around the security measures. There would be a way to get in. Of that, she was sure.

      If this had been a human system, she’d be digging into the hardware, looking for a vulnerability she could use to bypass the software. The same would undoubtedly be true with the alien equipment. It had to be.

      She focused on the problem and tried envisioning how the hardware interfaced with the software. The information seemed to be there for her, and it even made sense, but she wasn’t sure if she should trust the feeling.

      It wasn’t as if she had much to lose, so she gave in to the sensation and let it lead her in a mental direction she might find helpful. Something niggled at her memory, and she focused on figuring out what it meant. Something about the hardware at the back of the computer? Perhaps there would be something there she could use.

      Lisa stood and walked around to the back of the computer. There was an access panel, and thanks to Professor Prescott, she even had the tools to take it off. It only took a minute to get the access panel off and kneel on the floor, looking at the obscure machinery there. At least it would’ve been obscure if she didn’t have a Tardan computer expert inside her.

      I’d like you to walk me through what I’m looking at. Part of me thinks it knows each piece of equipment, but I want you to tell me for sure. This isn’t something we should leave to chance.

      Regex walked her through each piece of hardware and explained its purpose. He went into detail if she showed any interest, and after half an hour, she was confident her understanding of what she’d been looking at was correct. That was astounding and potentially going to save their bacon.

      While Regex knew what each piece of hardware did, he had no skills in bypassing security protocols and accessing data he wasn’t supposed to have. Well, not without trusting her memories to be correct and complete for him. It was time to see if she could utilize some of their makeshift hardware to bypass the login screen and gain access to the data. Everything was encrypted, and that was what they needed to overcome.

      Without a key, she had to use the hardware to access the data. That would’ve been difficult on Confederation equipment but possible with the right tools and software. On Tardan equipment, there would have to be a fair bit of guesswork that might result in failure.

      Knowing this would take a while, she left the compartment and headed to the mess hall, where she ate dinner, and then to Professor Prescott’s laboratory where he’d given her permission to scavenge any needed equipment.

      It took a couple of hours of sorting through everything and consulting with Regex to find pieces of equipment he thought might be helpful. With the aid of a trolley, she pushed everything back to the compartment where the Tardan military computer was.

      She found some pieces she could use to indirectly access the equipment. A second keyboard assisted her in the process, and she found her way into the machine’s code. In Confederation machines, she’d have called it machine language.

      Computers had been around for a long time, and some terms stuck even after the meanings of the original words had changed. This type of programming language was particular to the hardware and could be used to get past the software that ran on it, if one understood how everything worked.

      Through trial and error, she began learning the intricacies of the language. Regex had a great deal of knowledge in computer usage, but he’d never needed to get down to this level of understanding. He’d taken several courses in the core programming methods when he was younger, and that information provided a foundation she could build upon to trick the system into giving her access.

      Bit by bit, she constructed hacking tools she thought would be helpful using the alien machine language and put them on her hardware. The first place she brought them to bear wasn’t very secure, and she used it as a testbed to gain access to one of the ancillary systems. She failed multiple times before she got the code close enough to get in. That didn’t trigger any security issues, so she backed out and refined her programming to make it easier.

      It was very late by the time she felt confident enough to start looking at some of the more secure portions of the hardware. This was where the security sentinels resident in the computer would object if she made a mistake. They’d never even know she was there if she did everything right. It was the equivalent of walking through the sewers underneath a busy street. Their watchful eyes would see nothing.

      This will be risky, so maybe I’d better try this on a different set of hardware. I’ll play around with one of the large computers down in engineering. Really, it’s better to make sure I don’t screw this up. The data on those is already duplicated, so we don’t have to worry about me accidentally erasing everything.

      <I suspect it’s far more likely you’ll cause some type of hardware fault that will have to be reset. Just remember that the computers you’ll be practicing on are not military grade. They were not designed to be as capable or protected as the systems you’ll be trying to intrude upon. They also have significantly more redundancies built into them to prevent accidental data loss, so I don’t anticipate you will run into difficulties.>

      That’s why they call it practice. I wish we had a second military computer to work on because a bit of redundancy would be reassuring. The first time I work with the military computer, I’ll likely screw something up. Just because I’m a hacker doesn’t mean I’m not going to make some stupid mistake that a rookie would know to avoid simply because of my ignorance.

      <There are several military computers you can work with. They just haven’t been recovered yet.>

      That was true. One of the Novarite warships had been wrecked but left intact enough to retrieve survivors. Its computer was supposedly intact, though no one had wanted to risk screwing with it because of potential programming boobytraps. Of course, the data they hoped to get from that computer was about a completely different enemy, and they couldn’t afford to screw it up, either. No pressure.

      There was also the computer on the Novarite ship Confederation Intelligence had been working on. It might be a better choice, but it hadn’t been moved to Hunter either. There hadn’t been any need to since they couldn’t get into it anyway. Professor Prescott had copied its data, but it was encrypted as well.

      I think I’ll hold off on that. It might be even harder to get into than the Tardan military computer.

      She spent the next several hours working with the large computer until she became more comfortable with her ability to access the hardware. That still wouldn’t get her past the encryption on the military-grade version, but it was a beginning. One step at a time.

      Lisa stretched her back as she stood, still feeling the mildest of aches where she’d been shot. Would the pain ever go away? Somehow, she doubted it. It would be a permanent reminder of how her life had changed. As if she needed another one.

      We should get some sleep. If we’re lucky, we’ll get access to the data we need tomorrow. If not, I hope we learn enough that we can make a second try without totally ruining the opportunity.

      <Don’t denigrate your abilities. You’ve shown quite a grasp of how to work with systems that I would have difficulty manipulating, using information I learned in my youth. Combined with your skills in intrusion, I think we have an excellent chance of succeeding. Don’t give up the battle before fighting it.>

      That’s easy to say, but there’s a lot riding on this. Your military is out there somewhere, and we can be sure whatever they’re planning isn’t good for us. I’d much rather come visit them before they’re ready. As things sit, we have capabilities they wouldn’t dream of, but once the warships that escaped New Copenhagen arrive, that advantage is gone.

      <Then we shall make certain your first attempt is successful. Now, it is late, and we should see about additional sustenance. Your body is still healing—though it is almost fully recovered—and you’ve been overextending yourself. It would behoove us to see if the mess hall has any of that roast beef left for sandwiches.>

      She found herself chuckling. That’s just because you like the taste of roast beef. Still, I can see some merit in that suggestion, so let’s go make some sandwiches before we call it a day. Tomorrow will be a lot of fun, and I want to be at the top of my game. One way or the other, we’re going to get the information we need so Commodore Romanoff can take the fight to the enemy.
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      Derek arrived on the bridge feeling refreshed but a little disappointed. He and Amanda had worn some of the edges off of their new relationship and weren’t always spending the nights together now. On days where there was a lot to do, or some type of ticklish operations to perform, they’d made an early evening of it last night so they could be well rested.

      Today he’d relocate all the strange warships and wrecks they wanted to examine to New Copenhagen. There’d been discussions about moving everything to Port Royale, but Commodore Romanoff didn’t trust his smuggler associate that much. Derek couldn’t blame him. Mark Connor would be fun to have a drink with, but you’d want to check the family silver once he left for the evening.

      The Novarite warship that had survived the fight partially intact had already been dragged into orbit around the liberated world, but it was time to use Hunter’s independent quantum drive to move the wrecked colony ship and the Novarite warship that had been captured after the first invasion.

      Commander Danek insisted there was enough leeway to pull both of the ships simultaneously, the same way they’d moved the wrecked colony vessel by itself, but Commodore Romanoff had decided it would be prudent to move them separately, so that’s what they’d do.

      Derek had gone over the engineer’s data about how the independent quantum drive could move other vessels with the modifications she’d made. He thought she had the right of it, but it never hurt to play things carefully when the opportunity presented itself. As the commodore liked to say, risks don’t always pay off.

      Once they had the ships in the New Copenhagen system, they could use cables the engineering team had designed to start moving them toward the planet. Inserting them into orbit would be a navigational challenge, but he thought they’d manage it without too much difficulty.

      “Are you ready, Derek?” the commodore asked from his command chair.

      He turned to face his commander. “We’re ready, sir. The colony vessel is positioned right where we want it. Once we arrive, I’ll set up some acceleration, and we can cut it loose and come back for the Novarite ship.”

      “Then you are go to proceed.”

      Derek double-checked everything one final time and initiated the jump. There was a bit of a twitch, and they were in the New Copenhagen system. The sensors revealed that the colony vessel had made it without issues, and he began slowly accelerating the wreck. It took them an hour to get it up to the speed they wanted, but once it was done, he cut the cables and maneuvered the battleship away from the wreck.

      The jump back to Port Royale went without issue, and they were quickly secured to the Novarite wreck with fresh cables. A jump back and a little more acceleration, and it was following the colony vessel toward the planet. Everything had gone without a hitch, and he was happy to cut the cables and maneuver clear.

      “We’re done, sir,” he said. “Orders?”

      “Take us into New Copenhagen orbit. I want to give Commander Danek another opportunity to go over the newer Novarite wreck and see if there’s anything we can salvage from it. She’s been focusing on Hunter—rightly so—but it’s time to take another look. I want you to give her a hand.”

      “Me, sir? I’m not sure what I’d bring to the party.”

      “Another set of eyes to look over everything while you’re crawling through the ship,” Romanoff said with a grin. “We tore it up pretty good, so a lot of it is still inaccessible. The engineers have been opening it up, but it’s time to get eyes on every single compartment. You’re trained in vacuum operations, and I think you’ll be a good fit. Besides, you need the experience.”

      “I’ll give it everything I have, sir.”

      “That’s all a commanding officer can really expect,” the older man said in a dry tone.

      Leaving the wrecked vessels to make their way in without an escort, they could make orbit in half a shift. That would mean a long day for Derek, but that’s how the cookie crumbled sometimes.

      Once Romanoff released him from his console, he headed to engineering and found that Commander Danek was already prepared to head over to the wreck. She and her people were outfitted in vacuum suits and hefting equipment.

      She frowned as he approached. “I hope you’re not looking for me to do something, Derek. We’re about to head over to the Novarite wreck.”

      “Commodore Romanoff ordered me to give you a hand, ma’am. Said I needed the seasoning.”

      She grinned. “That you do. You can fly us over, and I’ll give you a team to start looking around. I’ve got some experienced damage control people, and one of them will make sure you don’t do anything wrong. They won’t tell you what to do, but you can always ask questions.”

      “I live to ask questions, ma’am.”

      She laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s get to it, then. I’m not sure what we’re expecting to find, but we’ve already begun salvaging some of the weapons that weren’t destroyed. In the great scheme of things, those phased packet plasma guns won’t make a big difference, but waste not, want not. Who knows? Maybe we’ll find something interesting.”

      “Something different from the first Novarite wreck? That was gone over pretty thoroughly.”

      His words soured her expression. “Maybe so, but they didn’t leave any computer records that could tell us about them. There was obviously some equipment taken, too, and we have no idea what it was. It’s a shame that our resident hacker isn’t able to pull some data off its computer.”

      The group made its way down to one of the small craft bays, and he gestured toward one of the pinnaces. “That’s the one I’ve been using, and it’s ready to go. Get your people settled, and I’ll climb into my vacuum suit.”

      He went to the control area and put on his vacuum suit. Once he was done, he returned to the back and let one of the engineers double-check him. Extra eyes were better on something he’d be betting his life on.

      As soon as everyone was strapped in, he returned to the control area and took them out of the battleship. He loved flying the big ship, but small craft were much more fun. They’d parked near the crippled Novarite warship, so it was a simple matter to get them over to the airless wreck and latch on to the hull.

      By the time he’d finished shutting everything down, the engineers had drained the atmosphere from the rear compartment and had the ramp down. They made their way onto the Novarite ship’s hull as a group.

      Amanda had torn it apart in the fighting. One side of the ship had taken several missile hits, but most of the damage came from the lasers that had cut it to ribbons. Deep gouges exposed the interior. They’d made a pass through the readily accessible areas and recovered the bodies while they were doing search and rescue, but there were still areas of the ship that had been impossible to reach in time to save their occupants.

      He knew that meant he’d run into corpses, and he couldn’t say he was excited about that. However nasty these aliens were, they’d been alive at one time and had their own dreams of what the future might hold. Dreams he and his comrades had ended when they’d refused to surrender.

      That wasn’t to say that they were wrong to have defended themselves. They had humanity to think about. There were a lot of things wrong with the Novarites, and they didn’t sound like the kind of people one wanted to give their home address. In fact, they were the kind of people you locked your doors to keep out, and that’s very much what Commodore Romanoff had done.

      Well, almost done. There was the Novarite warship that would pop out in about five days. Once that happened, they could hopefully stop this particular problem from recurring for the rest of his life.

      It was sad that humanity had to fight for their place in the stars, but it looked like their free ride was over. Even though the Tardans weren’t necessarily evil, their military had proven that one couldn’t trust appearances. It was better to be prepared and not need to use the weapons and tactics they were developing now.

      The team went through a hole in the hull that led to the engineering compartment. It had taken several hits, and most of the equipment was mangled. They might find something useful here, but it didn’t look promising.

      Danek made sure her magnetic boots were clamped to one of the bulkheads and started separating the teams and assigning them areas to search. She saved Derek for last and had him work his way through the central corridor as far as he could. The goal would be to cut through any obstacles and make his way to the bow.

      Once everyone was on their way, he turned to the half-dozen men and women assigned to him. “Who’s going to make sure I don’t make an idiot out of myself?”

      “All of us,” a woman said. “But if you mean who’s going to be acting as your senior noncommissioned officer, that would be me, sir. Chief Petty Officer Sarah Yoo.”

      “Well, it’s probably going to take all of you to keep me out of trouble, so don’t feel shy about telling me I’m about to screw something up. At this point, we’re not doing search and rescue, so there’s no need to rush things, and I want to do everything right. Whatever equipment we find might be irreplaceable.”

      “We’ll see about that, sir. Personally, I think everything’s going to be junk.”

      “If it is, it is. I suppose you and your people will be the ones to tell me if something is worth salvaging. Let’s go.”

      The group made their way up the central corridor. As he’d known they would, they ran into an obstruction about halfway to the vessel’s bow. It looked like a missile explosion had shoved a bulkhead across the corridor. Someone had attempted to cut their way through, no doubt looking for survivors, but had been unsuccessful, probably due to time constraints. He was grateful his suit provided protection from the radiation. Even after a month, it was still significant, and anything they salvaged would need to be decontaminated.

      At his gesture, Yoo had the engineering team break out their cutting tools and get to work. Derek watched for a minute and then began sticking his head through the open hatches that dotted the corridor. The compartments’ contents were thoroughly trashed, and there weren’t any bodies. It looked as if someone had already been through and taken anything of interest, though a thorough search by people from New Copenhagen might turn up something later.

      Getting through the ruined bulkhead took almost half an hour, but once they were on the other side, progress going forward was quicker. There were still obstacles, but nothing that completely blocked the corridor.

      They took their time, opening all the hatches and exploring a little. The contents of many compartments didn’t make sense without context, but they took images so someone could figure it all out later. When they came across a body—or worse, parts of the body—they bagged everything up and moved it to the central corridor.

      He briefly wondered what religious ceremonies the Novarites might prefer, if any. He hadn’t asked if the Tardans had religions. Maybe that was only something humans did. He briefly chuckled to himself as he thought of missionaries trying to convert the Novarites. They’d probably get eaten.

      About three hours into the search, they found the bridge. Surprisingly, it was intact. It looked like it had lost pressure during the fighting and killed the Novarites at their stations. A couple of warriors must’ve been near the main hatch when the fighting started because two corpses were armed with Gauss rifles. He made sure that those got set aside for Colonel Turner. He and his people were looking for more of the weapons so they could try to reverse engineer them.

      The central command chair was on a dais in the middle of the compartment with all the consoles facing it. That meant the woman strapped into the seat would be the ship’s commander.

      Derek floated over and anchored his boots on the deck as he examined her. She was enormous—more than three meters tall—and heavily built. Her fur was a mixture of dark brown and gray. Her uniform looked like everyone else’s, but there was one difference. She had a holstered pistol.

      Moving slowly and carefully, he removed the pistol from its holster. It was a Gauss weapon. Thus far, they’d only found rifles. He hadn’t thought they could build something with that technology so small, but he’d been wrong.

      Derek put the weapon back in its holster and figured out how to undo the belt holding it. Once it was free, he wrapped the belt around the weapon and secured it in a bag he carried. It then took them twenty minutes to corral the bodies, bag them, and move them to the central corridor.

      He sent the engineering team looking forward while he and Yoo searched the captain’s office and quarters adjacent to the bridge. Much like the previous set, there were a lot of pillows and what looked like delicate fabrics in use. That had to be something of a status symbol for the Novarites.

      Also, like the other office and quarters, a safe was built into the wall. Unlike the first, this one was still sealed, whatever treasures it contained intact.

      He turned to Yoo. “How can we get into this without damaging its contents?”

      “The same way we get into everything. We cut our way in. I’ve seen pictures of what the other safe looked like, and if this is anything like it, there will be hinges on the left-hand side. If we focus our attention there, we should be able to burn them out and drag the door off. It may still have air inside, and that might help. If there’s anything sensitive inside, we’ll do our best to make sure it’s not damaged.”

      “I’m not a safecracker, so I’ll leave that to you,” he said. “I’d imagine Commander Danek will call us back before much longer, so let’s focus on searching the rest of the bow and digging into the safe. If we can get its contents back to Hunter, it might have critical information the commodore needs.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She called a few of her people back, and they set up one of the cutting torches. Once they began working on the safe, he wandered out to accompany the people going forward.

      There was a lot of equipment up here, including the sensors. He was interested in those, so he made sure everything was marked for later retrieval. Adjacent to that equipment was something he didn’t recognize at first. There were three large spheres attached to a triangular array pointing toward the front of the ship.

      “Does this look familiar to any of you?” he asked as he floated around it.

      None of the engineers was familiar with it, so he took some pictures and opened a channel to Commander Danek.

      “I figure no news is good news,” Danek said, “so what went wrong?”

      “Surprisingly, nothing. We found a piece of equipment I don’t recognize. I wanted to send you one of the images to see if you can tell me what it might be, Commander.”

      He sent an image, and she spoke a few seconds later. “It looks like the hyperspace detector we recovered. That only had a single sphere, but I think they’re related. Make sure and mark the compartment so another team can extract it. If it’s a more advanced version of the hyperspace detector, it might be able to give us more information than we’d otherwise get. Or, it could be something completely different, and we’ll never figure it out.”

      Derek hoped that wouldn’t be the case, but that was an engineering issue, so he’d leave that to the professionals. “We should be just about done searching the bow. Once everything is finished, we’ll head back.”

      “Sounds good. See you then.”

      With that done, he instructed the engineers to mark everything so it could be removed later. Then he headed back for the captain’s quarters and office. Chief Petty Officer Yoo was almost done cutting the safe open.

      Rather than interrupting her, he stood by the hatch and waited, watching the process with interest. It looked like she’d already burned her way through the first set of hinges and was well on her way to wrapping up the second.

      Two minutes later, a puff of gas came from around the edge of the safe, and the hinges came out a little. With the door now apparently released on that side, the engineers inserted a crowbar and quickly levered it out of the way. The problem was that things in motion in microgravity tended to stay in motion. The decapitated door tumbled through the vacuum directly toward him.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t difficult to get out of the way, though it crashed into the hatch and rebounded. The engineers shepherded it into a portion of the compartment where it wouldn’t pose a danger.

      Only once that was done did he allow himself to focus on the contents of the safe. There was quite a haul inside, including some data chips and another Gauss pistol. Those went into the bag with the first pistol.

      There were plenty of other things in the safe, so he got another bag and emptied it. They’d have plenty of time to review the contents and see if anything was worth exploring in more detail later.

      After he finished, he made a circuit of the quarters to be sure they left nothing important behind. Attached to the headboard of a bed that would embarrass anyone with its size and color scheme, he found what was probably a knife for the Novarites. To his hand, it was a short sword and looked razor-sharp. It joined everything else in the treasure bags.

      “Is that it, sir?” Yoo asked.

      “I think so. Let’s head back to engineering. If Commander Danek is done, we can head back over to Hunter and see about getting something to eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      He also couldn’t wait to tell Amanda about everything he’d seen. This was definitely not the usual sort of affair, and he knew she’d appreciate the story. He could do it over dinner.

      With those pleasant thoughts in mind, he and the engineering team started back. He hoped the data chips they’d recovered had information they needed to know about the Novarites. If they didn’t, someone would have to break into the main computer, which might be challenging, though he wasn’t going to count Lisa Gane out just yet.

      In fact, he’d stop by and talk with her about what they’d found. Regex would want to know about the strange detector, and she could look at the data chips. Maybe with their combined knowledge, they could figure out what he’d found. Any edge they could get might just save their lives later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Jack walked around the alien device that had been installed in a compartment just off engineering and compared it to the one sitting next to it. The two were very similar, but that didn’t mean they were identical. The hyperspace detector they’d recovered from the colonization ship was a single milky white sphere of metal, whereas the new one had three, and they were individually half again larger.

      “Do you think they’re the same thing, Regex?”

      Lisa was standing next to him, and she shrugged. “According to him, they have to be related, but he’s never seen anything like this. If it’s a hyperspace detector, it’s significantly more advanced than what he’s been working on, and he finds that annoying since he thought his was a breakthrough that the Novarites did not have.”

      “We already knew that wasn’t true,” Jack said with a shake of his head. “The Novarites were tracking the colonization fleet, and they were at least far enough back that they weren’t detectable. It might be fun to imagine that your enemies are stupider than you are, but it’s rarely good tactics. If this is their hyperspace detector, it’s more capable than what you’ve been working on, Regex. My apologies for that.”

      She smirked a little. “Yeah, he’s really annoyed. He and I can start figuring out how it works in short order. The technology can’t be radically different because it looks like it has the same basis to work off of. He must not have considered that if the Novarites didn’t have anything like this, they got a sample of the detector from somewhere. One of those colonization ships must have gone missing at some point. Or, one of the locations they had detectors at is missing one.”

      “If you’ll see what you can figure out over the next few days, that’ll let us get into position to test it on the ship we’re going to ambush. It’s only about seventy-two hours from dropping out, and I’d like to get a more precise location if I could.”

      “We’ll get on that.”

      “Thank you.”

      Leaving them to their work, Jack headed back toward his office. He hated taking the young hacker away from her work breaking into the Tardan military computers—and eventually the contents of the captain’s safe from the Novarite ship—but this was time sensitive.

      “Just the man I was hoping to see,” Sara Nastasi said as she stepped out of a side corridor. “Are you busy, or can I talk you into having a private lunch? There are a few things I want to chat with you about.”

      “I could do lunch,” he said with a smile. “We can have somebody deliver something.”

      “Or, you could have your brand-new staff whip something up in that refurbished kitchen of yours,” she said with a crooked smile. “David Chen hired them for a reason, didn’t he?”

      “I suppose he did. Let’s go see what they can work up.”

      Rather than hiring a single person to see after Jack’s needs, David had found people down on New Copenhagen. Their leader was his new steward, Noah Redmond. Rather than working alone, the young man had half a dozen people to assist him. It seemed like overkill to Jack, but he wouldn’t argue. Besides, the deed was done.

      He’d have preferred to go with someone in the military, but no one with that particular skill set was available among the crew. These people came highly recommended, so he’d probably manage just fine. In any case, it was time to find out, wasn’t it?

      Jack felt as if he rattled around in the large quarters he had aboard Hunter. The amount of space that one of the old flag officers felt was appropriate for their personal use was ridiculous. He had a formal dining room that could seat dozens of people and still have more than enough room for servers and even people wandering around chatting at the edges of the compartment. Who needed that?

      Honestly, it felt like some of the videos he’d seen of the rich and famous, always surrounded by staff that kept everything looking like it was a museum. That wasn’t how he wanted to live, and it wasn’t going to happen on a warship. Far better to just keep things clean and neat.

      Nevertheless, his crew and the Sons and Daughters of the Locust War had put everything together, and he’d look ungrateful if he avoided the place.

      The engineers had finally added an entrance to his quarters that didn’t have to go through the formal dining room. That meant he didn’t have to see that monstrous table every day.

      He led Sara to his quarters and dropped off his Marine guard to join the two standing outside his private entrance. It wasn’t even in the same corridor as the entrance through the formal dining room, so he couldn’t avoid multiple sets of guards making sure no one intruded into his quarters.

      The front few rooms were overly done, but he walked through them to the kitchen and what he thought of as his actual living room. It had shabbier furniture that was more comfortable to be around, though he couldn’t complain about the ornate furniture because it was designed for comfort in addition to being ostentatious. Apparently, whoever had designed it could multitask.

      As they sat, he pulled his comm off his belt and called Noah. The young man was undoubtedly over in the quarters David and Tina Chen had used until recently. Now that he had somebody to take care of him, they’d moved out, freeing up the area for Noah’s use. Jack wasn’t sure where the other assistants lived, but he doubted there was a dormitory in there now. He should probably ask about that.

      A couple of minutes after being summoned, the dark-haired young man dressed in a ship suit without insignia stepped into the room and bowed slightly. “You called, Commodore?”

      “I hate to spring this on you without warning, but Commodore Nastasi and I are going to take a private lunch. If that’s too much trouble, just send someone to the mess hall, and we’ll deal with whatever they’re eating.”

      The corners of the young man’s mouth quirked upward. “It’s no trouble at all, Commodores. Do you have any meal preferences? I can arrange for an appetizer to tide you over until the meal is ready. And before you can suggest them, Commodore Romanoff, we can do better than sandwiches. I can surprise you if you’re unsure what you’d like.”

      Before Jack could respond, Sara leaned forward and smiled. “Why don’t you surprise us? And I don’t think we’ve been introduced. I’m Sara Nastasi.”

      The young man bowed somewhat more deeply. “Noah Redmond. As you might have guessed, I’m Commodore Romanoff’s personal steward. If I might say, being a flag officer yourself, if you’re looking for someone to perform similar work for you, I might be able to make a few recommendations.”

      “I’ll see if I’m interested once lunch is finished.”

      His smile widened a little. “A wise choice, Commodore. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll see about getting everything in motion.”

      Sara turned to him as soon as the steward had left. “I know some flag officers have personal stewards, but that’s never appealed to me. Now that I’m living on a ship, maybe I should be thinking about it. After all, I can’t just go to a restaurant and eat if that’s what I feel like doing.”

      “Spontaneity is a little hard in the middle of an invasion,” he agreed. “I’ve only had a little while to get used to him, but he seems competent. He’s got half a dozen assistants that make sure everything is kept spick-and-span. They also do other tasks that I’m sure are critically important. Whatever they are.”

      She laughed. “You’ve got a lot of personal space to keep in shape, so I wouldn’t doubt they’re busy keeping everything working and the dust at bay. There’s also your office. Whatever your personal work and relaxation areas are, they’re responsible for that. Whatever happened to the cook David hired for you before all this started?”

      “He decided that he liked working in the mess hall better. Having a large staff and cooking lots of meals to a higher standard than most people think is possible appealed to him. That’s good because I wouldn’t stretch anyone when it comes to meals. A couple sandwiches and a drink, and I’m good.”

      “Low maintenance, are you?”

      “I’d like to think so. So, while we wait for whatever food comes our way, what exactly did you need to talk about?”

      She opened her mouth to say something, but one of Noah’s associates came in with a pitcher of water and two glasses filled with ice. He set them down on the table and poured before bowing slightly and leaving.

      “It really is like having servants,” she said. “I’m not sure I could get used to that kind of treatment. Please tell me they don’t lay your clothes out for you.”

      He smiled a bit wryly. “As a matter of fact, they do. Thankfully, it’s not in the same room I’m in, but they’re always ready for me when I get up in the morning. I’ve tried to tell them I’m more than capable of dressing myself, but they don’t seem interested.”

      In the beginning, it had been more difficult, but he’d finally gotten the hang of being dressed up like Horatio Hornblower. Dealing with a complex and overly fancy uniform wasn’t something to cheer about, but he was done complaining about things he couldn’t change.

      Jack wasn’t a fan of having someone laying out his uniform and involving himself in his daily preparations, but they’d eventually find a comfortable balance between what he was willing to allow them to do and what they felt was appropriate. As far as he was concerned, finding that point couldn’t come soon enough.

      “So, I suppose I should mention how bathing works?” he said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Now I know you’re baiting me,” she said with a chuckle. “There’s absolutely no way you’d let anyone bathe you. Well, not unless you liked them much more than I suspect you like Noah and his people.”

      She paused for a few moments before continuing. “As I was saying, since I’m going to be working aboard Hunter, and you’re going to need someone to be a continuing diplomatic presence as you expand across the cluster, I think the two of us need to start working more closely together. While it’s true that I represent the Judge Advocate General’s office, I’m out of my assigned territory, and there’s no reason that I can’t continue to operate as a somewhat neutral third party. I do have my biases, but you’re going to run into people who might be more difficult to get along with than those we’ve encountered thus far.”

      “More difficult than Connor? Trying to figure out a solution to working with smugglers and the like has been a challenge.”

      “Almost certainly much more difficult,” she agreed. “Connor was willing to work with us right from the beginning. Once we start reaching some of the larger worlds, ones that maybe don’t have any of the Tardans already on the surface, you’re going to run into resistance trying to get the support you need to conduct the war. I wish I could say that every politician we encounter will get behind you one hundred percent, but we both know that’s not true. Someone—probably several someones—will declare themselves in charge and order you to do things you don’t think are in the best interests of fighting the invasion. What do you do then?”

      “Fight the war that I need to fight. If they have any objections, they can complain to Confederation Council.”

      “Bold, but rash. That would be where you need someone that isn’t officially connected with your command structure to negotiate. While it may seem hard to consider right now, someone will set themselves up as the civilian command authority, and they’ll insist that the Navy answers to the civilian authorities. And, to a degree, they’re right.”

      He frowned at her. “Are you suggesting that I bend over backward to please whatever stuck-up politician comes along and demands that my battleships stay in their system and protect it against all comers? We both know that would be a disaster.”

      She nodded. “And that’s why you need to have someone to lay out the facts of the case in a way they’re going to listen to. When the time comes, you’re going to get into a headbutting contest with them, and neither side will want to compromise. While I’m not completely neutral in this particular instance, I can be a voice of reason. You can’t order me to do anything, and neither can they. I can speak the unpleasant truths neither of you want to hear.”

      “You make it sound like this will be an end of the universe kind of event,” he said as he leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “What will they do if I put my foot down and go on my merry way? There’s not much they can do.”

      “What if they deny you supplies that you need? You’re going to run into places where you need more people. For that matter, we should be working at getting the other battleships back into fighting trim. Are you going to trust any of the politicians we meet to send people that won’t steal them right out from under you? There has to be some basis of trust for this to work. They can’t have unilateral control over your forces, but you can’t ignore them either. Do you really want to handle those kinds of negotiations? That sounds like something I’d be a little better at.”

      He wanted to argue, but he knew she was right. Every time he tried dealing with people on the civilian side and didn’t get his way, he’d be inclined to do his own thing and see what happened. That might work in the short term, but it wouldn’t be what they needed to win the war against the invaders.

      “Okay,” he conceded. “You’re right. I should let you and your people smooth out the ruffled feathers I’m going to cause. That said, I will cause them some grief because there are lines I’m not willing to cross, no matter how much they shout and scream. The Confederation can’t afford to lose this war, and I won’t let them do anything that compromises my ability to fight. Civilian oversight is necessary, but there have to be boundaries.”

      “And those are the kinds of things that we need to discuss in advance. How far are you willing to go, and what kind of limitations can you accept? We’ve got time before we speak with any civilian authorities other than the ones at Port Royale and New Copenhagen. We’ve got to settle the details in advance.”

      The door opened, and Noah returned with a small cart. He took out several small platters and served them a salad and appetizer. Once he had them suitably provisioned, he departed.

      While he might not be that happy with the situation they’d be discussing, he’d be glad to spend the time with Sara. Theirs might be a professional relationship, but it was a comfortable one, and he liked her company. It beat an evening alone, that was for sure.

      They dug into the meal and got to work.
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      David rose the next morning, ate breakfast with his wife, and headed for the medical center. He had no idea whether Doctor Romanoff would be willing to go along with what he was going to try today, but it had to be done. Part of him wished his wife was with him, but she had other things requiring her attention. He’d just have to handle this on his own.

      Jesse was waiting for him in the medical center, and she didn’t look pleased. As soon as he stepped inside, she gestured toward her office. “Before we get started, I think we should have a little chat.”

      He nodded and followed her in, unsurprised when she closed the hatch behind them. Once they were sealed away from prying ears, he allowed himself a slight smile. “You’re still not happy with this plan, are you?”

      “Of course I’m not,” she said with more than a hint of irritation. “I may not like these things any more than the next person, but if we perform the surgery, we’ll be condemning a thinking being to death, which goes against everything I believe in.”

      “And how do you balance that against the life and sanity of the person this alien is trying to dominate? How do his rights come into play? This invasion has put us all into a difficult moral position, but is this Mister Fogg’s body or not?”

      She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Yes, but that doesn’t make this any easier. We’ve tried running through various options to save this creature, but his odds of survival aren’t that great. Maybe one in twenty, if we get it into a nutrient solution almost immediately. Even if he survives, we’ll have severed the tendrils he uses to interface with a host, cutting him off from the outside world forever. That’s mutilation, no matter how you look at it. Hippocrates wouldn’t have approved.”

      “I don’t have any sympathy for the thing,” David said in a hard tone. “His intention was to erase Mister Fogg’s intelligence so he could steal his body. That cannot go unchallenged.”

      She whirled around and pointed her finger at him. “And yet you intend to let him think that it can. You’re going to try to get information from him using the threat of being removed from Mister Fogg’s body, yet you have no intention of honoring any agreement you make. Am I right? I’m not an idiot. I know that’s what you have in mind.”

      “I will lie, cheat, steal, and kill to defend humanity from her enemies. That’s as true for one person as it would be for millions. There is very little that’s off limits for me when it comes to protecting our people.”

      She started to respond angrily, but he held up a hand. “I don’t expect you to agree with me, but unless you refuse to be part of saving Mister Fogg, it will be on my shoulders. I assume that to sever all the filaments at once, there will be a central switch. I’ll press the button and do the dirty deed, and I won’t lose one wink of sleep afterward.”

      The chime at the hatch went off before the anguished doctor could retort, yet he wasn’t sure who that could be. Jesse stalked over to the hatch and triggered it. Standing on the other side were Lisa Gane and two of the Tardans. One of them was Pastan—the female leader of the first colonization group—but the male was unknown to him.

      “Doctor Romanoff, Mister Chen,” Lisa said. “May we come in?”

      The doctor made an aggravated gesture. “Why not?”

      Once the visitors were inside, David eyed them warily. The aliens had been furious when Jesse had implanted Regex inside Lisa, and now he wondered if they were angry that he was about to do something that would mean the death of one of their own to save a human. That was a complication he didn’t need.

      “This is Leader Yarest,” Lisa said. “You’ve both met Leader Pastan. I’m acting as an interpreter for them, so don’t take anything I say as personal criticism. I’m speaking for Regex and the other two, and if I have an opinion, I’ll make certain to make that clear. We understand that you’re proposing to remove one of the Tardan military leaders from the human they implanted him in and would like to discuss the matter with you before you proceed.”

      “The more, the merrier,” Jesse said in a flat tone. “I already have doubts about this course of action, and it wouldn’t take much for me to decide to put a stop to it.”

      Lisa frowned. “Okay, this is personal. You’re perfectly fine with putting one of these things inside me without asking my permission, yet when one of them forces their way into another person, you won’t take them out because it might hurt them? That’s pretty hypocritical, don’t you think?”

      That came in a bit hot, David decided. The young woman was still angry about what had happened to her, and if their situations were reversed, he’d likely agree with her. Though he had to admit, the idea of having an intelligence source in his body that was willing to talk at any hour of the day and night would shade his opinion on the matter. Tina would probably disagree with him. Probably.

      Still, best to rein this in before things became too confrontational.

      “I suggest we stick to the matter at hand,” he said. “Rehashing the past isn’t going to make this situation any easier to deal with.”

      “I just want her to understand that she’s cheering for the wrong side,” Lisa said, her eyes narrowed. “If Doctor Romanoff is more worried about the Tardans than the humans, maybe she should ask for a transfer.”

      The female Tardan said something, and Lisa sighed. Then she responded in the alien language, which sounded unnatural coming from her throat. It seemed like she would have to cause herself physical damage to make noises like that. He was somewhat jealous because he still had to use the translation program—with all its flaws—to get information out of any of the aliens.

      When Pastan spoke again, Lisa smoothed her expression until nothing was left. “I’m just going to speak the words that Leader Pastan and the others say. Until otherwise stated, just think of me as a translation program.”

      “It is our understanding that you intend to remove the military leader from the human he forced himself upon,” Pastan said. “If you believe we’re here to argue against doing so, then you are wrong. He has violated one of the moral strictures that we as a people hold dear. He has earned death for his actions, and we wish to see that sentence carried out. In fact, we are here to facilitate it, as his actions constitute a capital crime among our people.”

      Jesse’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Perhaps it would help you to know a little of the history of our people,” Yarest said. “We were designed by the Novarites to be clandestinely inserted into other beings and control them utterly. To say that we find such a thing disgusting would be a gross understatement. We were blessed in that we failed to meet their needs and so could grow as a people rather than being used as tools for their conquest of the universe. Any of us that do not share those views is anathema to us.”

      “The four leaders of my people that are in this system have unanimously condemned this traitor to death for his actions,” Pastan said. “We are here to carry out the sentence. He is our failure, and we will not burden others with carrying out a sentence we have imposed.”

      That was not what David had expected. Perhaps he should have, given what he knew about their background.

      “There’s more to the story,” he said. “I intend to offer him a chance of survival if he gives me the information I want. I will not honor that request. It’s a trick and the only way we have to get the data we need without breaking into their computers. I know you’re doing your best, Lisa, but time grows short.”

      “I wish I could do things faster,” she said, “but the process is more complicated than I expected. I’m making progress, but I don’t know if I’ll make a breakthrough today, next week, or next month. It’s going to happen, don’t doubt that for a second, but you won’t get any argument about getting what we need from this guy. For what it’s worth, I vote for his death, too.”

      David turned to Jesse. “I’m not going to assume this will make things easier for you. I suggest you focus on saving Mister Fogg’s life once we’re done. One way or another, it is coming out of his body, and I want the innocent person to survive. He’ll be scarred for life no matter what we do, but we owe him our utmost effort to grant what peace we can. Now that the Tardan inside him has been condemned to death by his own people for his crimes, will you help us, or will you stand in the way?”

      Jesse paced back and forth a few times before sighing. “I suppose now that he’s been condemned, I don’t really have any reason to yell about what happens once he’s out. We’ll still try to extract him alive because that’s what my people do, but in the end, he’s their problem now. What will you do if he won’t tell you anything, David?”

      “I’ll press the button,” David said without remorse. “His fate was already sealed, but he’s going to get one chance to make things up to the people he’s hurt. If I can convince him to cooperate, there’s a chance we can spare others the same fate. Isn’t that worth the attempt?”

      “Don’t talk to me about worth,” Jesse said as she headed toward the hatch. “I’ve already put myself in a place I’m not sure I can comfortably live in. Let’s just get this over with.”

      Once she’d left the room, David turned to Lisa. “I understand you’re angry with her, but I ask that you remember we all want the very best for you and Regex. We were ignorant of the consequences of our actions, but if it had been me making the decision for Tina, I would have done the same.”

      “Maybe I’ll forgive her one day,” Lisa said in a tone that hinted otherwise, “but today is not that day. Let’s go.”

      “Before we do, I believe it would be best for you and our Tardan guests to remain outside. If he suspects I won’t honor my agreements, he may refuse to cooperate simply to spite me. He needs to believe that he has a chance to live for this to work.”

      The young hacker tilted her head slightly to the side. “You really don’t feel the slightest bit troubled by what you’re doing? This is pretty dark.”

      “I didn’t expect you to object, but it is dark. People in the intelligence services often have to do deplorable things. I won’t apologize for being the kind of person that will deal someone dirty because they’re an enemy of the Confederation. There are uncountable dead people that would still be alive if not for this trash and the people like him. I will shed no tears over this.”

      Without waiting for a response, he headed out of Jesse’s office and spotted her just entering an operating theater on the other side of the large compartment. He hurried and caught up with her.

      He found everything was already set up for the surgery and his ruse. “How are you feeling today, Mister Fogg?” he asked. “Are you ready to find some closure?”

      The man nodded jerkily. He was sitting on the edge of the operating table, already dressed in a gown that was undoubtedly unflattering from the rear.

      “I’m more than ready. Please tell me this is almost over. Tell me that this thing is coming out today.”

      “It is. Now, the real question is whether or not he comes out alive or not. I need you to translate between us so that he understands. There are no circumstances under which he will remain in your body. None. Does he understand that?”

      Fogg grimaced. “He seems to think he can negotiate a better deal. He says he won’t tell you anything if you attempt to remove him from my body.”

      “While that would be unfortunate, we have specialists working on their computers even as we speak. They will get the information I’m looking for in short order. To be clear, I’m not even asking him for specifics of what we’ll find when we get there. Merely point us in the right direction. Once he is out, we’ll put him in a nutrient bath, and there is the possibility of a proper host later. Certain death versus a chance at life. He can take it or leave it.”

      Fogg was silent for a few moments. “He wants to know how this will work. He says removing him without damage won’t be possible, and he’s uncertain how he can be implanted into a second host under those circumstances. The only way his filaments can come out cleanly is if I’m dead and he’s cooperating.”

      David smiled. “This will be a delicate dance, but it’s not impossible. We’ll wrap him in a bag impervious to the neurotoxin he’ll release if he betrays us. Once that happens, Doctor Romanoff will stop your heart. Within a few minutes, the filaments will release, then we’ll remove him and bring you back to life. Miraculous, yet done every day in operating theaters around the Confederation.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “And just how dangerous is that for me? I don’t want to die for a few minutes.”

      “This type of procedure has been done for centuries,” Jesse said. “With all the equipment we have standing by, the chances of you not recovering are infinitesimal. When doing heart surgery, it’s often necessary to stop the heart and manually pump the blood. The brain can be fed oxygen, and there’s little chance that a few short minutes will have a lasting impact on you. You have my word as a doctor.”

      David wasn’t sure that was true, but if it was a lie, it was a good one. He was glad Jesse had decided she would support the deception. She might not like the outcome, but they had to make this happen, or more people would die.

      “What do you want to know?” Fogg asked.

      “I want to know where the major conglomerations of Tardans are,” David said. “You no doubt picked systems to mass your forces and set up major defenses. We intend to attack those areas. You obviously believe you can win this fight, so tell us where to go, and we let this play out. If you’re as strong as you think, what do you have to fear from an archaic battleship that’s been heavily damaged in the fighting?”

      Fogg didn’t say anything for almost a minute. David was confident that it wasn’t because he had nothing to say. The creature was considering just how far he was willing to go.

      “You mentioned a proper host. What do you mean?”

      “We have access to host bodies brought aboard the colonization vessels that just arrived. He can be re-implanted into one of them, allowing us to put him with the other prisoners. That’s the best deal he’s going to get.”

      Once again, Fogg was quiet. Then he nodded. “He agrees to your terms. He will tell you where the primary systems that the Tardan military is working from, and in return, we will remove him from my body and implant him in another host.”

      “Agreed.”

      Of course, it was always possible the alien would lie to them. He wasn’t hypocritical enough to be offended by that, but there was nothing he could do to change the situation if the Tardan chose to do so. It was a risk that they’d just have to live with.

      “He says the Tardan military is concentrating their forces in three systems. He claims to only know the name of one, but it’s supposedly the largest population center in the cluster. If so, that has to be Argent.”

      The name was familiar to David. Argent was a heavily populated and industrialized system and the central hub of the Confederation government inside the cluster. At least it had been.

      New Copenhagen had suffered grievous damage and the complete elimination of its space infrastructure. The death toll would be unimaginable if the same had happened to Argent. If the creatures were on the ground there, it would be a humanitarian disaster.

      “What other information can you tell me about the locations you don’t know the names of?” David asked. “You must know something about them. For example, there were a lot of forces here at New Copenhagen. I assume that the three you are mentioning would be something significantly stronger than that. Correct?”

      “He claims not to have gotten any information about the specific strengths of any system,” Fogg said. “Just based on his tone, he’s lying through his ass. If aliens like him have asses.”

      David shook his head and clicked his tongue. “You really shouldn’t be lying to me. This is the time to be forthright and forthcoming. If I don’t get the information I want, I’ll consider that you didn’t meet your end of the deal. We’re still in the appropriate location to make sure your unwanted passenger goes to sleep and never wakes up.”

      “If you want to find out what’s really out there, you’re going to have to get specific information from the military computers or go to Argent,” the alien said through Fogg. “Not everyone was trusted with what was intended. I am one of the senior officers assigned to this system, and the information I had about the others was intentionally kept vague. As for the other two systems, they were large and spread out in the cluster. I don’t know their names and locations, but they would have been very important. That’s going to have to be good enough because it’s all I have.”

      Fogg shook his head. “Once again, he’s lying. I can almost taste the smugness. He doesn’t think I can sense it, but I can. What do we do now?”

      David considered that, and then he smiled. “We’ll split the difference. He will be removed, and we’ll turn him over to the Tardan authorities. They can make an appropriate decision about his fate.”

      As if they’d been listening to the conversation—which they might have been—Lisa and the two aliens stepped into the operating theater. They didn’t say anything, but their expressions looked grim to him.

      Fogg started laughing. “Now he’s crapping his pants. He’s begging for you not to turn him over to them. He says he’ll tell you whatever you want, but you have to promise not to turn him over to them.”

      “He’s going to have to be very convincing,” David said. “Starting with the names of those systems he swears he doesn’t know. Then we’ll start getting down to what type of forces we might expect and exactly what they’re doing in the cluster. Time is wasting, and he’d better get busy.”

      The alien promptly spilled his guts. He gave David the names of the other two systems, which were significantly further away than Argent, and even roughly laid out the military forces they could expect. David was no Navy man, but it sounded like a lot of firepower. The recorder he had pinned to his lapel would make certain everything was relayed faithfully to Jack.

      As for what the military was doing, his words pretty well matched up with what they’d already been told. They wanted to take control of humanity to have more capable hosts than the Novarites had given them. Then they wanted to use humanity to go to war with their creators. He had no idea that the Novarites had already followed them here, and David saw no reason to mention it.

      “Well, I believe I’ve gotten everything I could hope to get,” David said. “Doctor, it’s time to get this thing out of Mister Fogg so we can hand his unwilling guest over to the Tardans.”

      Fogg blinked, and David smiled. “After what he’s done, you didn’t really think we’d let him go, did you? He deserves to die, and his people agree. In fact, they’ve already sentenced him to death. Since we want them as allies in this conflict, we’ll turn him over to them. Tell him to enjoy his last few minutes of life.”

      As Fogg started laughing, David stepped back to watch the procedure. When the time came to press the button, he’d do it. Then he’d rejoin his wife. They had a lot of data to go over if they were going to make attack plans for Argent.
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      Lisa watched as Doctor Romanoff and her team sedated the patient and opened up his back. It was one of the grossest and most horrifying things she’d ever seen, but this was what had been done to her, and she wanted to know what it looked like. It might feature in her nightmares for decades, but she didn’t turn her eyes away.

      <The Tardan inside that man is not someone you should feel sorry for. He’s done grotesque things and will pay the price for them. That doesn’t need to involve you. Or me, for that matter.>

      I need to see this. If you can, feel free to avert your gaze. Can you?

      <No, but this is probably something we should both see. We’ll be traumatized together.>

      “Almost ready to take him out,” Doctor Romanoff said. “David? It’s time to press the button.”

      <Let me speak with your voice.>

      She gave her mental permission. Her body turned to face the two Tardan leaders without her instructing it to do so. Then Regex spoke with her voice.

      “The humans are willing to sever the traitor from his unwilling host, but I don’t believe it’s appropriate that they should bear that burden. Our people have sentenced him to die, so we should be the ones to press that button.”

      Pastan indicated her agreement. “You speak the truth. What do we need to do?”

      “The doctor will indicate the button on the controls that sever the filaments joining him to the unwilling host. She says they are almost ready. Once that is done, they will remove him from the unwilling host. What will happen to him then?”

      “I will return to the colony vessels and take him with me as soon as the deed is done,” Yarest said. “While I will complete the journey, he will not. I will jettison him into space.”

      That was harsh, but Lisa supposed there were worse fates.

      “Yarest will press the button when you gesture to it,” he said. “Then he will take the condemned and leave so that you can care for Mister Fogg.”

      “Then we’re ready now,” the doctor said, her face twisted in distaste as she pointed to a jury-rigged control.

      Yarest didn’t hesitate and stepped forward to press the button firmly. There was a pop inside Mister Fogg’s body as miniature charges severed every filament simultaneously. The doctors quickly extracted the symbiote in the impermeable sack.

      The alien leader took the crippled Tardan and strode out of the room. Pastan followed, and so did David Chen.

      The doctors jumped to the task of extracting the filaments. Lisa turned her back on the gory affair and headed for the door herself. She was done with this and ready to get back to something less distressing. She had a computer to crack and data to extract if they could manage to do so safely.

      We’ve been experimenting with the big computer for a while now. Do you think we’re ready to try the military computer and see what happens?

      <I’m of two minds. Your skill in bypassing security arrangements is impressive, but I’m not sure it will carry over to Novarite-designed equipment. We’ve done what we can, but the proof is in the doing. I’m also not certain more time and practice will gain you any further advantages, so I suggest we do the best we can and see what happens.>

      The two of them headed back to where the Tardan military computer was set up. It had been a while since they’d directly worked on it, but she’d gained access to the firmware. With the tools she’d put together in consultation with Regex, she believed she’d be able to bypass the security, but it was a risk.

      If she made a mistake, it was possible the computer would erase the data they wanted. They’d made copies, but no one knew if they’d be able to interface with that data outside the hardware where it usually resided. If she’d been constructing a computer like this, it was something she’d have done. She had to assume that the Tardan military was just as paranoid.

      The equipment she’d constructed was a conglomeration of Tardan instruments and Confederation add-ons. It had taken quite a bit of effort on her part to make the modifications so that she could use her hacking tools on the alien equipment. If she was lucky, she’d get her hands on some Tardan hacking tools at some point and be able to make an even more effective set for dual use, but those wouldn’t be just left lying around.

      She sat on the floor behind the computer and pulled the keyboard into her lap. The screen she was using was leaned against the computer and powered by a cable that ran to some other equipment. It was very much a hodgepodge, but she liked it.

      The firmware on the Tardan military computer was different from the civilian computers but shared a similar lineage. It was sure she’d run into unexpected issues, so she’d take things slowly and watch for signs she was about to trigger something. She had a lot of experience doing this with Confederation machines, and it would be interesting to see how this played out on alien hardware.

      The first problem she had to deal with was that the firmware was also encrypted. Unlike the regular computer programs and data she needed to access, this was built into the hardware itself, and the key to unlocking it would also be there. She just had to be smart enough to find it.

      Spending time digging around on the civilian computer had given her an idea of some of the places she could look. She’d modified her programs and the Tardan hardware that would be carrying them to check the most obvious locations first and then work to get into some of the more difficult spots if needed.

      <I’ll be monitoring everything, but I won’t disturb you unless I see something I need to warn you about. I’ll do everything I can to make my knowledge available to you, but I believe you’ve absorbed all I have to offer. The only thing I can add to this endeavor is the extra memory and processing power I can provide to you. You have the skills, but I will serve to make them faster. That should allow you to play out how things will proceed before you execute a program based on what you’re seeing. A kind of premonition, if you will. It may not help, but it won’t hurt.>

      She had no idea how something like that would work, but she was willing to try. They had a limited time frame to operate, so she needed to get this show on the road. Moving slowly, proceeding step-by-step, she inserted her programs into the hardware looking for weaknesses in the firmware.

      Interestingly, everything she saw began constructing a virtual duplicate in her mind. She was able to play out certain options and get an idea of what she thought might happen. She wondered how that would change when she had access to the firmware. Right now, all she had was the civilian version and a general idea of the hardware she expected to find. There would be a security node that the various security programs operated out of, and that was her ultimate target.

      As she found holes in the regular firmware, she’d made note of them, hoping that many would still be available in the military version. If that were the case here, she might get lucky early.

      Unfortunately, it seemed someone had gone through the firmware, closing all the obvious holes. Even most of the ones that weren’t so obvious. That didn’t mean that they got them all, though. She found one that was identical to one she’d located in the civilian firmware.

      That made her smile in anticipation but also made her proceed more carefully. Another thing she’d have done was leave a noticeable gap in the security that would snap shut on a hacker as soon as they stuck their fingers in. If that was the case, she needed to be ready to mitigate the damage or bypass it if she could.

      All in all, this would be Zen. Her experience always translated into split-second decisions and going with her gut. This wasn’t going to be any different. In fact, it would be even more like that than she was used to. If things played out the way she wanted, she’d be ghosting her way through the machine, undetected and unnoticed.

      Well, let’s get the show on the road, shall we?

      The more she thought about it, the more confident she became that the apparent hole in security was a trap. It would lure the unwary into sticking their fingers where they shouldn’t before chopping them off. When digging her way through an unknown system, she got a feel for it before deciding what the weakest place to strike was. Only then did she act. This had to be the same.

      After bypassing that first security lapse, she finished mapping her way through the basic hardware and made note of a couple places that looked interesting. She wasn’t sure if they were weaknesses or merely a portion of the hardware she didn’t understand, but poking around in them probably wouldn’t be harmful in and of itself.

      In fact, it would be good practice. She might get a reaction out of the security programs that fell below the most stringent response if the area wasn’t seen as something under threat.

      Her mental vision of the hardware became clearer the more she looked at those potential weak spots. Once she thought she understood one of them well enough to bring her tools into play, she carefully inserted her code into the hardware and tried to open the area for closer examination. Her efforts failed, but they didn’t fail catastrophically. That meant she got some information that might be helpful when she tried again.

      Over the next fifteen minutes, she poked at that area using different methods and tools. One of the methods she expected to fail instead opened up the piece of hardware for her to examine more closely. That’s why she experimented sometimes. Luck was often fickle and peculiar.

      As she’d expected, the hardware wasn’t anything important, but it had links to things that probably were. And now that she was inside the protected hardware—lightly protected—her queries seemed more legitimate. She could query connected pieces of equipment and, based on their responses, make a map of interesting places she might try next.

      It took almost two hours for her to worm her way through the system until she was so deep that she’d bypassed most of the exterior security measures and looked for the important ones at the center of the tangled mess of programming.

      Part of what she’d thought of as exceptionally intricate code turned out to be old and messy. It wasn’t designed to be better at keeping people out, but it was just so obtuse that it was difficult to get into, even for authorized users. This was the kind of thing she loved doing for fun, but they were on a clock, and she needed to keep pressing her way in until she located the encryption key to the security system. Once she did, she might be able to pull it straight out of the hardware.

      She’d already created herself a login for the system. It wasn’t very hard once she had enough access, but she wanted to give it the equivalent of administrator privileges. She wanted control of everything.

      Lisa got into such a rhythm that it felt like she was working on confederation equipment. All her fear of working on an unknown alien system had vanished. With Regex’s deep knowledge of Tardan hardware and her skills at intrusion, she wasn’t finding this nearly as difficult as she’d expected.

      So, of course, that was when she triggered a security alert. Her failed intrusion attempt set off a series of software queries running throughout the hardware, looking for code that wasn’t supposed to be there. It found some of what she’d done, which made things worse, but it didn’t see her. The intrusion she’d concocted was still active and now monitored the communications back and forth with the security hardware.

      <Why hasn’t it shut everything down or erased the data?>

      It thinks it has. I left a redirect buried in the firmware that made the erase command vanish into nothingness. It wasn’t expecting a direct response to the command, which was kind of shortsighted if you ask me, so I was able to fool it. If we keep poking at it, it’ll probably figure out something is wrong, but we’re okay for the moment.

      <So what will you do now?>

      I was able to see where the commands were coming from and make some guesses as to its physical location. That will likely be where the encryption key is as well. We dig it out and see if we can unlock everything.

      Now that she knew where the hardware was, she could use a cutter to get into the computer casing. The designers had put this hardware out of reach for regular users, which made complete sense to her. Once she had her eyes on it, she noted that there were access ports, but she doubted those would be safe. Attempting to access the hardware in such a blatant manner would trigger a major security alert.

      No, she’d have to be more subtle. There were already wires connecting it to the computer, and one of those would be her pathway in. It was sort of like using the software to get in, but if she could hardwire some of her tools directly in place, she could short-circuit the response time and maybe gain access that wouldn’t otherwise be possible.

      She went through the box of materials she had, found some wire that would work, and rigged up an intrusion device. Then she carefully scraped the coating off the wires and tapped in. There was always a chance that the security sentinels would detect a change in voltage and trigger a response, but they didn’t. The designer hadn’t been suitably paranoid after all.

      With her potential access point now active, she settled in and wormed her way through the initial layers of security, being as paranoid as possible while looking for areas where they might try to trick her. Since she was at the heart of the security protocols, any mistake she made now would be instantly catastrophic.

      Once again, their paranoia wasn’t sufficient. She got through the initial layers without triggering anything and found herself in the center of the security regimen with nothing holding her back. So far as she could see, there were no advanced security protocols active inside the hardware itself, and she had complete access.

      She turned off the security protocols one by one until the computer had no protections whatsoever. If there was any response from a secondary security system, she couldn’t see it. It looked as if they were trusting in this single point of failure. Too bad for them.

      Relatively confident she’d achieved her initial goals, she searched the hardware for a copy of the encryption key. If any piece of hardware would unlock the data on command, it was this one. It took half an hour of diligent searching, but she extracted the encryption key. She tested it on the copy of the data they’d made and was pleased to see it opened everything up.

      To be certain that she’d removed everything dangerous, she pulled the security hardware. It couldn’t set off some hidden protocol if it wasn’t connected. It then went into a shielded box to make certain that even wireless signals couldn’t propagate. She wasn’t going to come this far and have the system fail because she’d triggered something after the fact.

      That done, she returned to the regular keyboard and logged in with her fake account. As it gave her administrator privileges, she was able to enter the encryption key, which unlocked the entire system.

      “Woo!” she exulted, giving herself a fist pump. “That’s what I’m talking about!”

      <I must say that I’m deeply impressed. If I’d been tasked with doing such a thing, I’d have failed miserably. If I’d tried doing it on Confederation equipment—even with the knowledge I now possess—it wouldn’t have worked for me. When it comes to intrusion, you’re quite capable.>

      I don’t think I’d sell yourself short. If you work with some Confederation equipment, I’d wager you’ll be able to pull some of my hacking skills into your repertoire. Now that we have a shared set of knowledge and skills to draw on when it comes to computers and programming, I believe you’ll be able to do far more than you think. Now, that’s not to say that I think you should try to hack a computer like this because that’s not your strong suit, but don’t count yourself out in a pinch.

      <I appreciate the compliment, but I’m a researcher and a scientist. I think I’d be much better suited to leaving this type of shenanigans to you. What shall we do next?>

      I think the first thing we should do is locate any information on the Tardan military. The prisoner indicated Argent was one of the areas they were setting up bases, but we need to find out if that’s true. If there are other spots they’re congregating, we need to know where. Everything he told us could have been a lie, and we need to verify it.

      Matching actions to words, Lisa began searching the data, using the knowledge she’d gathered from Regex to search more efficiently. It didn’t take long for her to find what she was looking for. In fact, she discovered far more than she’d expected.

      Buried deep within the classified information, she found their grand invasion plans for the cluster. It was detailed, and there were annotations made based on changes they’d encountered once they’d arrived. It was out of date because the Confederation Navy had destroyed the gate system, but that hadn’t stopped them from entirely investing in the cluster before they’d been cut off.

      More interesting to her was the fact that while every system was swept by motherships and drones, just a few were marked for actual Tardan presence. Argent was one of those systems, as were two others deeper in the cluster: Emerald and Morning Glory. She didn’t know much about them, but as she had heard of them, they had to be significant.

      In addition to those three worlds, New Copenhagen and half a dozen others were marked for lesser occupation, which meant the prisoner had lied about the extent of the incursion. Big surprise.

      There was also data about how many motherships were allocated for each system and how many Tardan warships were present. It looked as if each of those systems with an actual Tardan presence was marked as receiving colony vessels, so they hadn’t intercepted the only colonization wave. That would complicate matters, but that wasn’t her problem. Commodore Romanoff would have to figure it out.

      She copied the invasion plans to a hybrid machine that she’d created. She’d be able to use it to translate the plans to their language and then into documents the Chens could access on Confederation computers.

      Once that was working, she shut the Tardan computer down and sat there for a few minutes, basking in the pleasure of her triumph.

      <You’ve done well. I realize you still resent my presence, but I believe we make a good team.>

      As much as I hate to admit it, I’m kind of getting used to having you around. I’m still not happy about it, but this isn’t a situation I have any control over. What’s done is done, and even if I still blame Doctor Romanoff and Captain MacKinnon, we wouldn’t have accomplished nearly as much as we have if we weren’t joined at the proverbial hip.

      <We’ve accomplished far more than you’re giving yourself credit for. The nine colony vessels that arrived in this system haven’t been destroyed, and the people aboard them still have the possibility of finding a place to settle and call home. Those negotiations are ongoing, but I suspect there are worlds that humanity has not seen fit to settle where we might find a place to flourish. That has to be worth something for you as well.>

      I’m not sure how the Confederation will react to that, but once again, that’s someone else’s problem. I know your civilians weren’t involved in what happened, and I’m trying my best not to hold it against them, but you can be sure that others in the Confederation won’t be so easygoing. They will blame your people as a whole rather than just the military.

      <There’s nothing we can do about what happens next other than try our best. We should report what we’ve found so Commodore Romanoff can make the decisions he needs to make. We’re less than forty-eight hours from when the Novarite warship comes out of its next hyperspace sprint. Once he takes care of them, he can consider what must come after.>

      I’m good with that. I’m wrung out and starving. Let’s grab something to eat and then go see him.

      <Agreed.>

      Lisa headed for the mess hall. She wasn’t going to get a sandwich this time. As much as her passenger liked that sort of thing, she wanted something more substantial. Maybe they had some stew going. That sounded good.

      What sounded better was having Hunter go to Argent to kick the Tardan military’s asses. She was looking forward to that. It was payback time.
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      Derek monitored his console with interest. The engineering team and Professor Prescott had concocted an interface between the ship’s systems and the hyperspace detector. Well, the hyperspace detectors—plural—since they had the more advanced version attached to the ship as well. The program he would use to monitor it was still a work in progress, and this was the first opportunity to see how it conformed to reality.

      Commodore Romanoff ordered Hunter repositioned in front of where he’d estimated the Novarite ship would emerge. It was a guess on Derek’s part, so he hoped it wasn’t too far off.

      At this point, it had been in hyperspace for almost a week, so it didn’t have a choice about coming out. One way or the other, that ship would be at their mercy for at least a few hours, and they wouldn’t let that opportunity go to waste.

      The commodore had tasked him and Amanda with figuring out how they would deal with the vessel. Their plan was brutally simple. Since they wanted to capture the vessel intact, they’d use the independent quantum drive to pop out at point-blank range. Then they’d let the enemy shoot them as often as they liked. They’d map out where the weapons were and fire the lasers once to incinerate all the weapons they could reach.

      When that was done, they’d launch Marine pinnaces to board the vessel and take everyone prisoner, if possible. Considering how xenophobic the Novarites were, Derek expected they’d fight to the death, but that was between Colonel Turner and them. If possible, they wanted this ship intact.

      He was pleased to note the more advanced hyperspace detector picked up the approaching vessel sooner. It was coming at them at twenty times the speed of light, and they’d picked it up at about a hundred light-hours out. Still not a great distance for anything more than a last-minute warning, but better than what they’d had before.

      When the civilian-grade hyperspace detector began picking up the incoming ship, he started working with the data he was getting from each and refining their tracking ability. It was still educated guesswork, but each time they used the detector, they’d get more accurate at interpreting what it said.

      Derek smiled when the ship vanished from the hyperspace detectors about two light-hours away. That put them just where he’d expected them to be, and they were now locked in for at least six hours.

      He turned to face Romanoff. “They’ve dropped out of hyperspace, sir. I should be able to jump us in close so that our passive sensors can figure out precisely where they are before we jump a second time. If we do things right, they won’t see us arrive until we’re already on top of them.”

      “Take us in. Those phased packet plasma guns will tear us up, but it’s still only one warship. Once we’ve got positioning on their weapons nailed down, I want you to turn that vessel into a defenseless target.”

      “Will do, sir,” Amanda said. “Ready when you are, Derek.”

      He double-checked everything on his console and fine-tuned his course just a little. With that done, he pressed the button and jumped them in with the independent quantum drive.

      When they reappeared, he engaged the passive sensors and reacquired the target. It was just where he’d thought it would be, though the reading he was getting was odd. Its power output was lower than what he’d expected to find.

      They were short on time to act while remaining undetected, so he reported what he saw to both Amanda and the commodore. Romanoff frowned but still ordered him to take them in.

      When he made the second jump, they appeared less than a kilometer away from the enemy vessel. He’d intended to come out somewhat further away, but the enemy must have already been maneuvering, and he’d just picked the wrong side to appear on.

      The first thing he saw was that it wasn’t the warship they’d expected to find. It still looked like a Novarite design, but it was significantly smaller.

      “Sir, that’s not the warship,” he reported. “It’s a lot smaller but still of Novarite design.”

      “Call on them to surrender,” Romanoff ordered. “Any hostile acts will be returned in kind. I doubt they will take advantage of the offer, and we’re not obligated now that their side has initiated hostilities, but let’s give them an opportunity to give up without being blown into little bitty pieces.”

      They ignored the warning and opened fire. Even so, it wasn’t as heavily armed as a true warship. It didn’t stand a chance.

      Amanda tapped her console. “I’ve got the weapons they’ve brought to bear mapped out, sir. Ready to fire.”

      “Fire,” Romanoff ordered.

      The lasers lanced out at the small vessel and ripped through its hull in multiple places. It wasn’t armored like a warship, not that that would have made any difference against weapons as powerful as their lasers at point-blank range. Derek was grateful to see that the small vessel didn’t explode.

      It rolled and fired its remaining weapons, but Amanda took them out just as quickly. Once that was done, Romanoff gave the order to launch the pinnaces.

      The expectation that the Novarites would resist was confirmed when the Marines stormed the vessel. Unfortunately for the enemy, they were few in number and poorly armed. This time around, the Marines were prepared to take prisoners even when they didn’t surrender. They’d still lose some of the Novarites, but they’d have a lot more to question.

      “What kind of ship is that?” Romanoff asked while they waited.

      “I think it’s a scout ship, sir,” he ventured. “Based on the large sensor arrays, this thing could sit beyond the hyperspace limit and pull quite a bit of data from inside a system. I think the ship was designed to be a forward scout.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” Romanoff said, “but that makes me wonder where the escaped warship went. It left here and rendezvoused with this vessel if our guesses are right. Why did it send this one here while it went elsewhere? And speaking of elsewhere, where the hell did it go?”

      “Maybe it went home. Someone has to report what they found here. If this smaller vessel was accompanying them, it might have been ordered to remain behind. Honestly, that makes a lot of sense if you want to have a good bit of data when you arrive back with reinforcements.”

      “But they wouldn’t return in a useful timeframe,” Amanda said. “If they go all the way home, even with their greater speed, it’s going to take them fifty years to get back. We’re talking a century round trip.”

      “Then there are ships closer than their home,” Romanoff said in a flat tone. “It may well be that this first group of ships wasn’t meant to take down everyone that escaped. I suspect we’ll meet the Novarites again sooner than we’d prefer. Now that we’ve captured that ship, it hopefully gives us a second computer we can attempt to get data out of. Lisa will be busy.”

      Derek wasn’t sure they’d get any data at all. The enemy had had plenty of opportunities to purge their systems. The computer they’d salvaged from the wrecked Novarite warship had a much better chance of being intact. They’d gutted that ship in an instant, and no one would have had time to wipe the system.

      The commodore gestured for Derek to approach. Once he’d made his way over to the commodore’s chair, the older man spoke in a lower tone. “I’m going to send Professor Prescott and Lisa over to that ship with an engineering team. Just like you did with the other Novarite warship, I want you along to see what you can find. Just use it as an opportunity to open your eyes and see if anything jumps out. We don’t know what makes the Novarites tick, so let’s go over everything with a fine-toothed comb.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Once he’d summoned one of the backup helmsmen, he made his way down to the small craft bay and found Professor Prescott, Lisa, and Commander Danek getting ready to board his pinnace. The engineer had a team with her, and everyone was in vacuum suits.

      “Looks like the band is back together,” Danek said with a grin. “Yoo can make sure you don’t run into any trouble this time. Not that you did last time, but you’re not an engineer, so there’s that.”

      The CPO rolled her eyes. “You’ll do fine, Lieutenant. This is just going to be a wreck like any other. We’ll go over and find all the interesting stuff and be back in time for dinner.”

      Danek laughed and headed into the pinnace. “Then let’s go see what we can get. The report from the bridge says this looks like a scout ship, so I’d imagine we’ll find some high-end sensors and maybe even a more advanced version of the hyperspace detector. I want you to focus on that, Derek. It’ll be in the front of the ship, so see what you can find.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Once he was suited up and strapped down, he brought the pinnace to life. The trip to the wrecked Novarite ship was similar to his trip to the wrecked military vessel. He found an undamaged place and attached his small craft to the hull.

      As before, they were already draining the atmosphere by the time he came back into the rear of the small craft. They made their way onto the hull and through one of the breaches made by the Marines.

      One thing that Derek quickly discovered was that this was a much uglier scene than the first vessel. There, the death and destruction had been scattered, but here in such a small ship, everything seemed condensed. There were still bodies lying about, having died in the vacuum during the exchange of weapons fire. Some compartments had been spared, but many had not.

      Worse, the bodies were still leaking blood and other fluids. It was horrifying, but that didn’t stop him from doing his duty. These people had brought this on themselves. They’d had an opportunity to surrender and had chosen not to. That was on them.

      The Marines were using emergency rescue balls to secure any living prisoners they’d captured. That kept the Novarites curled up inside the plastic spheres and unable to do anything because of the vacuum conditions. It was somewhat amusing to watch because the rescue balls were sized for humans, and so the Novarites filled them to capacity.

      Based on what he saw as he began the search of the front of the vessel, they’d captured a lot more of the crew than he’d anticipated. That was good. Having more people to talk to meant they’d eventually find someone to give them the information they needed. Even if the computer was wiped, the crew would know if there were other Novarites on their way to the cluster or perhaps even already here.

      The ship’s bow was just as filled with equipment as he’d imagined. Not only were their sensor arrays larger than anything he’d seen before, but they were more massive than the one they’d recovered from the Novarite warship. Whereas that one had had three spheres arranged in a triangle for its detector, this one had three of those triangles arranged in an even larger triangle.

      He didn’t know its range or sensitivity, but it had to be better than what they already had. He couldn’t wait for engineering to dig into it and set it up for their ship. They could really use something like that.

      The one thing he found that wasn’t expected was that the computer was located at the very front of the ship. It had to be because the sensors and hyperspace detector were up here.

      While still looking it over, he activated his comm and called Lisa. “I don’t know if you found a computer back there, but I found one in the ship’s bow. You might want to check it out at some point.”

      “There isn’t one back here, so that must be what I’m looking for. Commander Danek says the ship is mostly intact, so we’ll bring it back to New Copenhagen. Once it’s with the other vessels, we can have some people begin examining things in detail.”

      “Understood. Calvo out.”

      He turned to Yoo and ordered her to record everything. Once that was well underway, he spent a little time examining the hyperspace detector in more detail. He really wanted to get that sucker pulled and sent over to Hunter, but it didn’t sound like that was going to happen anytime soon. Pity.

      Or maybe it could still be arranged. Deciding that it was worth arguing about, he called Commander Danek.

      “What did you find, Calvo?”

      “Looks like an enhanced sensor array of some kind and an enormous hyperspace detector. I talked to Lisa, and she said you intended to keep everything aboard the ship. I’d like to propose we at least remove the sensor array, hyperspace detector, and computer. That won’t be an issue for people examining the ship as a whole, but it might give us some extra data when we get to Argent. If these are as sensitive as I think they are, we can benefit from that.”

      The chief engineer was silent for a few seconds. “You make a convincing argument. Have Yoo start getting everything set up for dismantling. We’ll get everything from that compartment and the arrays on the hull sent over to Hunter. Do you have any idea how much more sensitive the equipment might be?”

      “No, ma’am. We won’t know anything until we can set it up and perform some tests. That’s easy enough to work out once we get back to New Copenhagen.”

      “Keep me informed. If there are parts of this technology we can use to enhance our sensors, I want to know about them. What we’re using right now is a couple of hundred years old, but even our modern Navy sensors aren’t much better. If we can get an edge on the Tardans, I’ll take it. Danek out.”

      They took pictures of everything in situ, and the engineers started taking things apart. He wandered around the rest of the bow but didn’t find anything interesting. No, the fun part would be when they began digging into the technology.

      His comm went off, and he answered. “Calvo.”

      “This is Romanoff. I need you to pass what you’re doing along to someone else and head back. The exploration ship came out to tell us that Captain McKinnon’s ship just made it back. We’ve got a string of refugee ships on their way. Those won’t finish arriving for as much as a week, but that will give us a lot of flexibility going forward. I want you there to help me brief her about everything that’s happened while she was gone.”

      “Will do, sir. Calvo out.”

      He informed Yoo what was going on and started back toward the pinnace. They’d have to send another to pick up the engineering people, but a cutter or cargo shuttle would be more useful to them. With MacKinnon back, that meant all the senior officers that had been on the mission to recover the civilian vessels would be coming back aboard as well. His days of being in charge of the helm department were over again.

      Ah, well. One day he’d be in charge of something like that, but right now, he had a war to help fight. Having all the extra hands they could get to make that happen was definitely worthwhile. That would be particularly true if they ever got any of the other battleships back into service.

      While that wasn’t out of the question, he wasn’t sure how quickly it could happen. They lacked trained personnel, and the systems on those ships were in a horrible state. He was grateful that getting them fixed and crewed wasn’t his responsibility.

      Now that they’d repaired as much as they could aboard Hunter, the attack on Argent wouldn’t be far away. He was looking forward to that. There was no way the Tardans could know they were coming, and it would be a very unpleasant surprise for them.
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      Jack was waiting in small craft bay number four when India landed. She and the other officers from the late Hawkwing had been on the exploration ship they’d used to plant quantum gates along the path Hunter had used to get to New Copenhagen the first time. That involved building a gate in one system and then using the independent quantum drive to jump to the next one and construct its mate. Then they’d go to the other side of the system and start the process over.

      It had taken them a month to get to the system where they’d left the abandoned civilian craft—building quantum gates every step of the way—and another week to get the more than a hundred ships moved to an adjoining system. Then they’d dismantled the gate leading to the system they’d stored the ships in so that the Locusts would be none the wiser when they finally arrived, if they ever did.

      She’d dispatched a passenger liner with a minimum crew to come back and pick up the owners and crews of the vessels at Port Royale, and it was even now gathering everyone that would be needed to get all the ships back to New Copenhagen in roughly a week.

      They’d have one ship following behind to disassemble the impromptu gate network after they’d passed. That would take another month but leave no path the Locusts could use to trace their passage. It was one hell of a job, and he was so proud of her and her people.

      “Welcome back,” he said as he gave the group a jovial salute. “Good job.”

      “Frankly, I’m glad it’s over,” India said with a sigh. “You can’t believe how rough it is to spend an entire month sharing a head with these clowns.”

      “Should I give you guys half an hour to clean up before we have the staff meeting?” he asked with a half-smile, quirking an eyebrow. “I took the liberty of spraying something in my nose that dulled my sense of smell so I can tolerate you for a while.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to need to do that,” India said in a dry tone. “So, have you had an exciting time while we were gone?”

      They headed toward his briefing room as a group. This would be a lot more informal than some of his other staff meetings, but he didn’t mind passing along the preliminary information before they got started. That would speed the process up quite a bit.

      “We thought we’d catch the Novarite warship that got away, but that didn’t pan out. Instead, we found what looks like a scout ship. We only took it down a few hours ago, and we captured more of the crew than I expected. The medical department is working on them now to make sure they’re as healthy as possible. Sadly, that involves knocking them out so they can’t fight.”

      “A scout ship?” India asked as she headed up the stairs. “Why would they need a scout ship? They were already trailing behind their targets.”

      “That’s a great question, and I don’t have an answer for you. They didn’t have an opportunity to purge their computer systems, so Lisa is moderately confident she can get into them. And speaking of getting into computers, she finally broke into the Tardan military computer we recovered from New Copenhagen. That confirms the information we’d gotten from the symbiote implanted in the human we recovered. The Tardans have three primary hard points in the cluster and half a dozen minor ones. One of the primary muster points is at Argent.”

      India frowned. “The name sounds vaguely familiar, but I wasn’t assigned to the cluster, so I don’t know where everything is. Is it a large system?”

      He nodded as they emerged onto his deck. “The biggest. The Confederation Council set up the government hub for the cluster there. That’s also where the primary Navy base was before everything went down. I believe we can count on them having trashed the orbital infrastructure, but it means a lot of important people are probably alive on the surface. Since it’s meant to be one of the Tardan’s main hubs, I feel confident we’ll find space elevators and some of their construction in place. The population there is significantly higher than at New Copenhagen, so it’s undoubtedly an atrocity in progress, and I want to head there as quickly as possible.”

      He walked into his briefing room and found Derek Calvo already there, making coffee in a large enough quantity for everyone. “Good timing. I was just filling everyone in on what we’ve discovered thus far. Have a seat, and I’ll keep going.”

      Once they’d served themselves coffee and sat at one end of the table, Jack took a sip of his coffee and sighed. He wasn’t sure where this coffee had come from, but it was a couple of notches above what had been in his office before. No doubt his new personal steward had dug something up on New Copenhagen. He approved.

      “Now, let’s talk about the Novarite prisoners,” he said. “We captured a number that boarded us and a couple from one of the warships. David and Tina have been working hard to get them to talk, but they wouldn’t give us the time of day. They decided to try isolating one of the crew people, and the man was willing to negotiate. He wanted the other crewperson brought to his location before he would talk. It turns out it was his mate, and they’ve been talking, at least to a degree.”

      “I have to say that surprises me,” Commander Alexey Golousenko said. “Everything I’ve heard about the Novarites says they don’t want to cooperate with anyone. They’re seriously xenophobic.”

      “Considering how the people on the scout ship reacted to us the moment we appeared, I’d say that that’s an accurate statement,” Derek told his newly returned department head. “Even with Hunter at point-blank range, they opened fire. They didn’t even try to negotiate. They had no chance. I can’t understand how anyone gets along with them. How did they develop into an interstellar civilization when the first people they met would get attacked? Did they not run into anyone? Or did they just conquer them?”

      “They’ve obviously met other civilizations because they designed the Tardans to take them over,” Jack said. “Unfortunately, the details are sparse. There’s probably more information inside the Novarite computers, but they didn’t share it with the Tardans. I’m sure they met some of these alien species during the attempt to make them into their controllers, but apparently none of the Tardans ever came back from the testing. The Novarites don’t take failure well, it seems.”

      “That sucks,” India said with a shake of her head. “Still, I’m glad we were able to talk to some of them. Even if they don’t have much information, they might help us understand how the Novarite mind works. There’s got to be a trick we can use to at least get them talking rather than shooting.”

      She smiled at Jack. “And speaking of shooting, now that we know we’re going to Argent, what’s our plan? You said the ship’s repairs have moved along, so I assume we’re combat capable.”

      “We’re a lot more combat capable than we were,” Jack said with a smile. “The excavation of the nuclear weapons storage facility has paid off, and we’ve begun getting more than enough nuclear warheads to arm ourselves. This will be the first time we’ll have gotten into a fight where we don’t have to hoard missiles. We can use them as they were intended and swamp our enemies. I still don’t want to go overboard because the refurbishment process isn’t quick.”

      India grinned. “That’s excellent news. I’ll assume we also have more missile and laser batteries operational. That’s going to be helpful, but we need to keep in mind that the Tardans arrived with enough force to try and fight twelve battleships. The Gateway system was empty when we scouted it, so the motherships loaded up and either came after us or went elsewhere in the cluster. Those kinds of numbers will kill us dead, even fully loaded.”

      “True enough,” Jack agreed. “Derek said the scout ship had some advanced sensors and hyperspace detectors. Once we get them over to Hunter, we can set everything up and see if we can use the technology to gain more insight into the Tardans when we get to Argent. That will take Lisa hacking into their computers and working up a hardware interface, but she’s already done something like that with the hyperspace detector. That gives me hope we can accomplish it relatively quickly.”

      “What kind of timeframe are we looking at?” India asked, leaning forward to rest an elbow on the table. “I don’t like the idea of waiting to confront the enemy, but we’ve got to make sure we do things right. If we wait too long, we have to start wondering if we’ve got some Locusts that might come in for a visit while we’re gone. If I remember right, Argent is more than a single jump away, so that means it would be a bit hard for one of the exploration ships to warn us.”

      “It’ll take two jumps,” Derek said. “Interestingly, the geography of the cluster puts Argent perpendicular to the Tardan line of advance from their home system. It means we might have colony ships and more Tardan warships showing up before long. And, of course, the Novarites.”

      “Well, isn’t that a cheerful thought?” Jack asked. “Let’s hope we have a bit of time to get things in order to ambush them, too. Can you estimate how long we have?”

      The young officer shrugged. “Only in a general way. We don’t know when the Tardan colonization ships would have left. We also don’t know if the Novarites are following them. I suppose we have to assume they are. Say anytime between last month and the next two months.”

      “Not what I was hoping to hear, but what I needed to know. Thanks.” He returned his attention to India. “We can’t be afraid of being away from every system we free, but you’re right. New Copenhagen is important to the war effort. Not only are all the nuclear weapons we need here, it’s the gateway to our repair parts. I’ve been working with Connor over the last month to get as many small asteroids outfitted as defensive stations as possible. Putting missile and laser batteries on them, as well as enough power to operate them. They’re seeding them around Port Royale and New Copenhagen. It’s not going to be as good as being here, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my original question,” she said. “What kind of timeframe are you thinking for us to depart for Argent?”

      “Three days. Argent will be bad, and the longer we wait, the worse it will be. I’d like to have these new sensors brought online and at least do some testing. Seventy-two hours may be a bit ambitious, but let’s run with it and make an assessment in two days. If we have to extend a little, that’ll be the right time to make the call.”

      “That sounds good to me,” she said.

      He glanced at his chronometer. “I think that’s enough for now. Go get cleaned up and settle back in. You’ll want to be rested when we really kick things off. Our days of getting enough sleep might be over for the foreseeable future.”
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      David reviewed the records of what the two Novarite prisoners had been doing overnight. Excluding their mating—which he would leave to his wife to sort out—he had a lot of whispered conversations to translate.

      Not that he had to do a lot of work. The translation program did a decent job of figuring out what things were. There would be aspects that he had to run past Lisa, but he could see that the prisoners were still of two minds about whether they should cooperate or stonewall.

      The male, Aralan, was inclined to see if they could get more for cooperation than the simple cell they were imprisoned in. His larger and more aggressive mate, Larista, was inclined to draw a line because she didn’t want to cooperate with the enemies of their species. It was interesting watching how they spoke to one another because whatever flaws the Novarites had, gender equality wasn’t one of them. Both of them seemed to be on an equal footing in their relationship, and the fact that they couldn’t agree on the best course of action meant that he still had an opportunity to sway them.

      He was pondering how he might go about that when the hatch slid open and Christine Hooghuis walked in. The athletic woman was unaccompanied by her drones, which he found unusual. The little spy devices were constantly monitoring things going on around them, and they especially liked to hover near the commodore.

      As an intelligence agent, he was more comfortable when not being recorded, though he knew he wasn’t a spy in any sense of the word these days, so he didn’t have anything to fear. He had no cover to be blown.

      “Good morning,” he said with a smile as he turned to face her. “I thought you were on New Copenhagen. What brings you to speak with me?”

      “What makes you think I’m not here to talk with your prisoners?” she said with a grin as she sat. “Maybe I want an interview.”

      “Do you? That might be entertaining.”

      “I wouldn’t say no to one, but I’m more interested in getting your take on a couple of scenes from the documentary.”

      “The documentary? Things have barely begun.”

      “True,” she said, “but if I ever want this to get out to the general public, I need to start releasing segments of it. I’m thinking of this as part one of many. The title will be In Defense of Humanity, Part One. It has a ring to it and sets the right tone for what we’re doing.”

      He felt the corners of his mouth quirk up even more. “Are you sure this isn’t a propaganda piece? It sort of sounds like one.”

      “Not propaganda, but there’s definitely a ‘rah rah’ element. I’ve pretty much got it put together, but there are a few scenes that I’m not sure I should include, and I wanted a second opinion. Basically, drones were running around engineering when the Novarites boarded us. That, and the assault on the volcanic island. Both were bloody and showed things that no general audience should see. Death and destruction, blood and gore. There was a lot of it, and it was horrible.”

      David considered that. “You can run it past my wife for a third opinion, but if it was me, I’d use the scenes. It would be traumatic for a general audience to watch, but if you pause the documentary with a graphic warning that what they’re going to see next is something they won’t be able to unsee, tell them why, and give them a button they can press to skip to a sanitized version of what happened, I think you’ll be all right. Some people will want to see war in all its ugliness. Others will want to see the details without having to watch death and maiming. It’s up to the audience to decide what they want, not the documenter, correct?”

      The young woman crossed her arms, leaned back, and stared at the ceiling for a few seconds before slowly nodding. “Maybe. There are other places where I could give them a choice of watching the original footage or a sanitized scene. It would take a little effort to clean them out, but I think we could probably keep most of the impact without the blood and gore. Not all of it, but a lot.”

      She sat up a bit straighter and grinned. “Thanks for helping me clear that up. Now, about that interview with your prisoners.”

      He laughed and started to tell her to get going but then thought about it again. Would there be a benefit to letting the aliens speak with Christine? Maybe a better question would be, could it hurt? If she added something like that to the documentary, it would be helpful. While he wasn’t one to worry about swaying public opinion, he knew there would be times when Jack would need an extra edge, and having a bit of a reputation and an aura of the savior of humanity would be helpful.

      “If I allowed you to interview them, what kind of things would you ask?” he asked.

      She considered that for a moment. “They’re not going to tell me their military secrets, but maybe if I asked about what kind of life they led before they joined the military it would break the ice. Just some background to get color about who the Novarites are. It’s easy to paint them as complete villains, but I’m certain that’s not the case. No one is pure evil. There will be aspects of them we can relate to.”

      David pursed his lips and considered her words. It wouldn’t help him get the information they needed, but perhaps that would put the aliens more at ease. Christine was personable and seemed to be able to get people to open up. It wasn’t an interrogator’s skill. No, it was an interviewer’s.

      “I’m willing to let you interview them, but I want to record you doing so. The other end will be recorded because everything in the cell is under observation, but I want the documentary viewer to see you.”

      She blinked at him. “Me? I’m the person behind the cameras, not the story. That’s everyone else.”

      “That might have been true before, but it’s no longer the case. Though your weapons are different, you’re fighting this war just as hard as we are. You’re shaping public opinion with this piece. For the viewer to get the full impact of everything that’s happening, they must know who you are.”

      He grinned as she squirmed in her seat. “As a matter of fact, I believe we need to sit down and have an interview. One where you’re the subject and my wife and I ask questions, so you’re as well known to the viewer as any of the other participants in this grand story. And it should go out with part one.”

      For a moment, she sat there, obviously struggling to come up with a cogent thought, and then she shook her head. “I’m operating as a member of the press. It’s not my job to be the story.”

      “Then I’ll sadly have to refuse your request to interview the subjects. It’s a shame, really. I think they might open up to someone with your skills. You have a way with people, whether they be human or alien. Everyone likes telling you things that they might not otherwise mention. Pity.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “That’s playing dirty.”

      “I was in Confederation Intelligence, so it comes naturally. It’s not nearly the most despicable thing I’ve done this week. Not by far.”

      He hoped the cameras in the operating theater had been turned off. That was one scene he’d rather not become public knowledge. While the end result had a very karmic edge, it wouldn’t come across well to most people, though they’d utterly believe a Confederation Intelligence operative was capable of doing what he’d done. They just wouldn’t like it, and some things needed to happen in the shadows.

      She stared at him for a long moment before snorting. “You drive a hard bargain, but I’ll play along. I’d really like to talk to these aliens, and if the price is me doing an interview with you, I suppose I’ll do it.”

      The hatch slid open, and Tina walked in with a couple of cups of coffee. She smiled widely at Christine. “I thought you were down on the planet. What brings you up?”

      “She wants to interview our prisoners, and I got her to agree to us interviewing her for the documentary in exchange. Not that we have to do it right this second, but I figured we should get something out of the deal.”

      “Oh, that’s going to be fun! I’ll start thinking of good questions. We can dig into her background and ask the kind of insightful things that no one would know about if they weren’t sneaking through the shadows to figure out everything she’s ever done.”

      “You two are creepy,” Christine said with a laugh. “Trapped in the cluster like we are, though, I’m not sure how much of the good stuff you’re going to find.”

      David rubbed his hands together. “We do love a good challenge, and that’s what this has now become. Rest assured, we’ll find something embarrassing to bring up. After all, I’m sure someone on your staff knows where the bodies are buried. We’ll just have to make them a tempting offer. So, how do you want to do this? The subjects aren’t very cooperative, and I’m uncertain if they’ll even speak to you. We almost have to use leverage to get them to talk.”

      “What kind of leverage?” Christine asked in a serious tone. “Maybe if I act as an intercessor, I can get them to talk to me. And, depending on what they wanted, I might even agree with taking that stance.”

      He shared a look with his wife, and they communicated without speaking. The slightest raise of her eyebrow and the tilt of her head to the left just a hair told him that she was willing to let this play out.

      “Very well. I can’t wait to see how you approach them, though I’ll tell you right now that depending on what they want, we may not agree to their demands. I’m willing to let them hear us negotiate while you stand up for what they want, if you think that’s worthwhile. I do enjoy seeing a professional work.”

      Tina took her seat and observed the prisoners sitting on the bed and speaking in a low tone. “If I were them, I’d want something of an upgrade to their quarters. I’m sure that something could be arranged. With the captured scout ship, we could outfit the quarters in something much more homelike for them. We could even return to the wreck and try to salvage some of their personal belongings. There are options.”

      “Can they see us?”

      He shook his head. “This is voice only. The translator renders what we say into a close approximation of the language and gives us back what they say in return in our language. Considering how xenophobic they are, I’m not certain a visual representation of us would be helpful. With the other groups, our presence causes attacks. The female has also attacked the Marines, so maybe it’s best not to push that particular point.”

      “I think I’ll try to speak with them about nonclassified portions of their life and tell them that I’d be willing to advocate on their behalf for some reasonable accommodations in exchange for that,” Christine said. “Once you’ve introduced me, if they have questions, I’d be happy to discuss it and see what can be arranged. Fair warning. I’m a bit of a dealmaker, so while interrogation may not be my specialty, I can make an agreement like nobody’s business.”

      “Very well,” he said. “Why don’t you take the extra seat while I get started?”

      David found and activated a camera that could record Christine and then pressed the button that sounded a chime in the aliens’ quarters. They turned their heads toward the speaker.

      “What do you want?” Larista asked in a tone that could be charitably called hostile and suspicious.

      “It’s that time of day again, where we speak upon matters that might be of interest. I do have something different this time, though. One of my colleagues would like to ask questions about where you came from and your society. Nothing of military interest, just to get to know you better. In exchange, she is willing to negotiate on your behalf for certain accommodations. I told her I didn’t think you’d be interested, but she seems certain she can be persuasive enough to get you to talk to her. Her name is Christine Hooghuis. Would you like to speak with her?”

      The aliens looked at one another and then spoke in low tones. With the high-gain microphones, David could hear them arguing about whether they should talk with Christine. Unsurprisingly, Aralan favored the idea, and Larista was against it. He was by far the more reasonable of the two.

      He let them argue without intervening, curious what kind of conclusion they’d come to. In the end, the male prisoner was more persuasive and at least convinced his mate to listen to what Christine had to offer.

      “What do you propose?” Aralan asked.

      “I just want to know a little about you,” Christine said. “I’m not in the military or part of any intelligence gathering operation. I make documentaries. I’m someone that finds out about people and tells their stories. I want to hear your story.”

      “I do not understand why you would be interested,” Larista said in a tone that conveyed her skepticism. “We are your prisoners and have no recourse. You can do whatever you wish. Why would anyone want to know more about us? This is some kind of trick to convince us to tell you military secrets. We will not tell you anything.”

      “This is David Chen. Let me tell you what we know. Your forces followed the Tardan colonization ships. You came with one large military vessel and three smaller ones. One of those vessels got away, and we tracked down where it was going, but when we intercepted what we thought was that ship, we found a scout vessel. And by that, I mean a ship designed to spy on a system to determine what was there before other ships came in. One damaged warship is still out there, and I suspect other ships are nearby. Perhaps they haven’t arrived yet, but are on their way. That’s not information you need to worry about us pulling from you because we already have it.”

      From how the two aliens looked at one another, they had no idea what he was talking about. He didn’t even know what they did aboard the warship. There was no reason to expect they had classified information of any significance. Of course, they might have been officers and were deeply in the know about what the Novarites intended. Still, he didn’t think so based on how the warriors treated them.

      “And you should know that we’ve gained access to some of the military computers,” Tina said. “Oh, this is Tina Chen. Right now, we’ve only cracked the Tardan military system, but considering that it’s based on your computers, we have a fair amount of confidence that we’ll get access to your ship’s computer and the one recovered from the scout vessel. In the end, we’ll find out what we need to know. All Christine wants to do is talk about your lives outside the military. What could that hurt?”

      “And if we agree, what type of concessions would you be willing to offer us?” Aralan asked.

      “What do you want?” Christine asked. “I can’t guarantee I can get anything specific on your behalf, but they’re willing to make certain concessions for your cooperation. I haven’t asked what they’re willing to offer yet, but if you tell me what you’d like to have, it gives me a beginning place in the negotiations. You have my word that I’ll act in good faith in negotiating something that would be in your favor. Do you want to spend the rest of your lives in a cell like this? Would you rather be returned to live with the warriors? Something else? I can’t advocate on your behalf until you tell us what you’d like.”

      The aliens leaned closer and whispered softly enough that David couldn’t pick up the information without cranking the microphone all the way up. He didn’t. It was more interesting to listen to this as it happened.

      After a minute of terse discussions, Aralan straightened and looked toward the speaker. “We would like a space that has more amenities like our home. We are prisoners, and that will never change, but perhaps we can forget our situation for some time if we have a retreat that is camouflaged as a den rather than a prison.”

      Christine raised an eyebrow, and David nodded.

      “Something like that can be arranged,” she said. “We can get items from your ship. There are also things from the scout ship that could be used as part of your quarters. They won’t let you have anything that could be used as a weapon, but I’m certain I can successfully negotiate for this. Is there anything else?”

      “The food is terrible,” Larista said. “We would like more meat. This paste you feed us is for the troops rather than the crew. Even so, it is worse than what we had before we joined the military. I am no cook, but I can describe what a good meal should be, and we would like better rations. And privacy. I know you watch us, but perhaps we could have a bedroom where we could at least not have cameras watching us and microphones listening to our every word.”

      David reached over and muted the microphone. “They’re prisoners, and I’m not willing to say that we won’t have a microphone listening in. I would be willing to have the bedroom and bathroom without cameras. Right now, everything they do is recorded. I can understand the desire for some privacy, and I’m willing to go that far.”

      “Let me push back on that a little,” Christine said. “Are they more likely to say something since they know they’re monitored at all times, or might they be willing to do more if they could talk with some level of privacy? What are they going to hide from you? Anything they don’t want you to know, they just won’t say. In any case, even if we promise not to have a microphone in the bedroom, how would they know for sure? You’re not the kind of person that would tell me one thing and then do something else, are you?”

      He said nothing.

      “David is that kind of person,” Tina said. “But if we give you our word that there is no camera or microphone in a room, we will abide by that. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Christine reached over and activated the microphone. “It took some negotiation, but they’re willing to do so.”

      The aliens sat stock still for a few moments. Then Aralan made a snorting noise. “I don’t know if we can trust you to keep your word, but we are willing to speak about unclassified things like our homes before we joined the military.”

      Christine smiled somewhat triumphantly. “That’s excellent. While they’re getting everything arranged, why don’t we get to know one another better? Let me start off by telling you about myself.”

      David stood and stepped to the back of the compartment with Tina. “I’m not sure this is the best idea, but it’s different from what we had in mind.”

      “I think it’s going to relax them somewhat, and we might actually get cooperation on the military front once we can build a rapport,” his wife argued. “Christine is very persuasive and extremely personable. Give her a couple of days, and I’ll wager she has them saying things they’d never have conceived of giving away. This is great.”

      He wasn’t so sure but was willing to let it play out. Building trust with the prisoners was the only way information could be gathered. He’d have never thought to bring the documentarian in on something like this, but it was a stroke of good luck that he wouldn’t turn down.

      “Why don’t we leave her to talk and grab something to eat,” he suggested. “Without us in the room, she might get them to reveal far more than they intend. Besides, we need to start figuring out some really embarrassing questions for our interview.”

      Tina laughed and took his arm as they started down the corridor. “You’re a cad. I knew there was a reason I liked you.”
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      Lisa walked around the Novarite computer systems they’d installed in one of the forward compartments. They had three: one from the warship they’d wrecked, another from the ship Confederation Intelligence had been studying, and the one from the scout ship.

      The units looked substantially the same, and they shared many aspects with the Tardan military computer, but she was confident there were significant differences under the hood.

      First of all, the Tardan military had modified a civilian computer to create something they considered more secure. The warlike Novarites would’ve begun with something significantly more secure. The only real differences would be between the one procured two centuries ago and the other two, she suspected.

      Even so, the hardware itself was substantially the same, which allowed her a little more leeway in probing the oldest system. After a thorough inspection, she decided a security override was unlikely to destroy the hardware itself. She might lose data, but they’d once again taken the precaution of copying the files to a new location before she started.

      The hardware was designed to prevent that, but Professor Prescott had discovered the secret of bypassing that lockout early on with the motherships. His workaround was crude but effective, so it took that worry off her mind.

      During the process of exploring the hardware, she triggered a system wipe four times in less than an hour. Thankfully, copying the data back wasn’t a burden. On the fifth attempt, she managed to gain complete access to the system and eliminate the security protocols. Unlike the Tardan systems, they didn’t have a specific piece of hardware she could remove, so the work was more tedious, but she managed.

      With her newfound knowledge and experience, she turned to the scout ship’s computer and made a run on it. Again, she was glad they’d copied the data because the security was tighter and the hardware slightly different. She caused a system wipe twice before she tamed it. That made the run on the warship’s computer a comparative walk in the park. It took her almost no time, and she didn’t trigger the security protocols.

      With all three Tardan systems unlocked, she sat back in her seat and smiled widely. She really was that good.

      <You’ve become quite adept at penetrating this style of computer system. My congratulations. Now that you have access, what should we do next?>

      She considered Regex’s comment for a moment before responding. I’ve still got quite a lot to learn, but everything makes more sense than I expected. Tell me, are you picking up some of this as well? You’re sharing the same information I am, so some of my hacker skills should be coming through.

      <I am, but I’m not certain I trust my instincts yet. If it came to coding a very complex program, I feel confident I could do so, even on one of your computer systems. Those are my strengths, whereas system intrusion is yours. In fact, I’ve been working on a program for your computer system that I think is a significant upgrade to your current translation algorithms. It should be faster and more effective at correcting issues without our direct intervention. In effect, it’s self-learning.>

      She raised an eyebrow. And where have you been coding that? I haven’t seen my hands typing on any keyboards? Are you doing that all in your proverbial head?

      <As a matter of fact, I am. I’ve always been able to create code and even run it to some degree inside my own mental space. It’s one of the benefits of having so much more processing power than the rest of my species. Whether the program will run on your system or not is questionable, but perhaps with a few tweaks, it will improve the ability of your people to question the prisoners without wondering if what you’ve heard is correct.>

      Exactly how do you intend to get the program out of you and into a computer? We don’t have a hardware interface where we can plug into a computer and go to town. That seems almost as intrusive as having you inside me. I don’t think I’d want to be able to link up with a computer like that.

      <Though I’m uncertain if it’s possible, I’m not willing to rule it out. I’m less concerned about that kind of thing than you because my life has always revolved around being plugged into someone else. To add a computer to the mix seems like a small step. One thing you would need to keep in mind is that accessing a computer by plug-in would not give the computer access to you. You could rig the hardware so that you are in control of the connection. You can send and receive data, but you would have to perhaps have a secure compartment inside your memory from which to operate. It’s an intriguing idea, and I’ll have to give it some thought.>

      Lisa was ready to reject the entire concept out of hand, but maybe there was something to it. There had been science fiction stories for ages that involved artificial intelligence linked with human minds. Sometimes those were implanted inside the brain. Others merely had access to the brain through hardware or even a wireless connection. That was creepy, but she had to admit that she was living something significantly stranger than that.

      If she could access a computer directly, what advantages would she have? Obviously, she could program something faster, and if she was plugged directly into hardware, she could perhaps intrude into a system easier than if she were running programs. Be more nimble, as it were.

      If there were programs running in her mind or working via hardware that connected to her mind directly, how would that be different? She wasn’t sure, but it was an intriguing thought. Not one that needed to be acted upon, but perhaps something to consider.

      Well, in any case, we’ll have to sit down and type out your program or make the modifications to the existing program, but we need to focus on the computers we’ve got sitting in front of us right now. Let’s see if we can find anything interesting.

      She logged into the scout computer and began searching for information on the Novarites. Almost immediately, she hit pay dirt. There were navigational logs and even star maps that showed the area of space controlled by the Novarites.

      A quick check located the Tardan home world. Now they knew where everyone came from, at least in relation to one another. She had no idea what the stars were or where they were located, and that would take someone like Derek Calvo digging into the navigational aspects to figure it out.

      She sent the information to a computer she’d plugged into the Novarite system. It was primarily made of Tardan components, but it had some add-ons allowing it to interface with Confederation equipment. That would be the bridge through which they could take the data they acquired and have a good look at it.

      The next thing she wanted to know was what mission the scout ship had been on. Where had it gone? What had it been hoping to accomplish?

      Finding that information took longer, but once she’d located it, it was a treasure trove. The scout ship was meant to be the eyes and ears of this small incursion. If the Tardans had not detected the Novarites approaching them, it would have sat outside of detection range from a system and gotten as much information as it could.

      For a few minutes, she wondered how that would work. After all, the Tardans had hyperspace detectors. Even the scout ship would’ve been detectable as it approached any system.

      The range of the Tardan hyperspace detector was sixty light-hours. That was almost sixty-five billion kilometers. That was an unworkable distance for sneaking in without using hyperspace. One would have to exit beyond a system’s edge and then sneak in at normal space speeds. That would take months. Maybe a lot of them.

      So that meant there had to be something else. How could a scout ship sneak in without being detected in hyperspace? It wasn’t as if the scout ship had been undetectable because Hunter had tracked it down. There had to be something she was missing.

      Regex, if this ship is meant to spy on someone, how does it get close enough to do so? The hyperspace detector would pick it up when it’s sixty light-hours out. What am I missing?

      <I’m uncertain. If they had the ability to conceal their transit through hyperspace, then we shouldn’t have been able to detect them. There is a piece of the puzzle that we don’t possess. Perhaps this is one of those locations where my increased familiarity with these kinds of computer systems might be of benefit. Will you allow me control of your hands so I can look in a few places?>

      She still wasn’t happy doing that sort of thing, but it wasn’t as if she would ever be rid of her passenger. She might as well accept there would be times when it made sense for her to grant Regex access to her body. This was one of those times, so she just needed to get over her aversion long enough for them to do what needed to be done.

      Go ahead.

      Her hands rose smoothly and began working at the computer, her head turning to see what it needed to see. She recognized what Regex was doing and could keep up as he began his search, but once he’d delved deeply into the system, she had to admit that it was taking more mental effort to follow along than she’d anticipated. This was definitely something he was better at than she was.

      After about fifteen minutes of searching, Regex stopped. <Interesting. I believe I’ve found the answer to the mystery. The hyperdrive used aboard the scout has a special mode that I’m unfamiliar with. It allows the vessel to travel at a bit more than the speed of light.>

      And that helps conceal it how?

      <The hyperspace detector wasn’t made to operate in that band. After all, why would someone choose to go so slowly?>

      Can you update the hyperdrive detector to work with that band?

      <Theoretically, yes, but once you start getting so close to our space, it will become harder to detect anything. There’s a technical reason for that, and I’m unsure whether it can be overcome.>

      Lisa thought about that. If the enemy could use their hyperdrive at that low rate of speed and sneak into a system without being detected, it would be problematic. Their idea of using hyperspace detectors to determine when anyone was approaching their systems was now flawed. The only solution was if the detectors could be tweaked to register vessels moving more slowly.

      They’d have to run that past the engineering department. Regex would be able to help with figuring it out since he had knowledge of how the system worked, but she didn’t. She needed to focus on gathering intelligence that was useful for them now.

      Do you know if their other vessels could travel at that slow rate of speed? If so, we’re in big trouble.

      <Based on the information I saw, the scout vessel carries a second hyperdrive for that purpose. From everything I’ve heard, the warship we have access to didn’t have anything like that. It may be that to achieve such a low velocity, a ship has to be below a certain mass threshold, which the larger vessels simply cannot meet. In other words, they’re too big. Let me dig deeper into this and see if I can verify that.>

      Once again, Regex began working on the system, and Lisa read what he was seeing over his proverbial shoulder. This time she saw when he opened the specifications for the hyperdrive in question. The Novarites called it the sneak drive. She could see why.

      The technical details were over her head, but it plainly stated there was an upper mass limit, and the scout ship was right at it. There was no way that anything bigger could do that. Worse, from the perspective of the Novarites, the sneak drive took a lot of energy. That small vessel had to have two full fusion plants to feed the hyperdrive because a single one was insufficient.

      No wonder the engineering compartment on that thing had been full. Commander Danek would definitely want to pull everything when she had an opportunity. With access to their independent quantum drives, they didn’t need something like the sneak drive, but understanding how it worked might grant them capabilities that would be useful in the future.

      Once Regex was done, she sent a summary of the information to Danek. She also sent the navigational information to Calvo.

      That accomplished, she turned her focus to figuring out what the Novarites were really up to. Had they only sent the single group, or were there others en route?

      She and Regex had to dig into the data and follow numerous leads to get that information. The search functionality on the system was terrible. Perhaps she and Regex could concoct something better. It did them no good if they couldn’t find what they needed in a reasonable timeframe.

      It didn’t take her long to discover the information the Novarites had about the Tardans leaving. It seemed they’d chanced across what they were doing while testing their scout ships. The Tardans had no way of knowing they were under observation as they built ships that the Novarites had not authorized, loaded them up with pods full of people, and sent them off into deep space.

      The Novarites didn’t know what to think of that, so they immediately began making plans. Their assumption was that the Tardans were planning to betray them. Based on the ships’ trajectory, this would be a long journey, so they’d outfitted several warships with sleep pods and tasked them to follow and report back once they’d arrived at the final destination. That was the good news.

      The bad news was this wasn’t the only group of Novarites tasked to follow the Tardans. It was the fourth and likely not the last. That meant that there were other Tardan colonization waves. If those earlier groups had been able to restrain their eagerness, the Tardans might not even have realized they were being followed before the ambush came. If they’d come out at their destinations yet, of course.

      This was definitely not what she’d hoped to find, but they needed to know. She wrote up a summary and sent it off to Commodore Romanoff. The other colony ships were probably headed for Argent and the other major Tardan bases, but that wasn’t a sure thing. They could arrive anywhere.

      They also didn’t know if any follow-up groups would’ve been sent after none of the original groups returned. If it had been her and she’d sent out scouts, and none of them had come back, she’d have gotten a larger group together and sent them along to make sure that whatever was there was taken care of. It would be foolhardy to assume the Novarites would do anything less.

      One of the things working in their favor was that unless these groups had been leaving data capsules at prearranged locations—of which she saw no sign in the data—then any follow-up groups wouldn’t be able to discern their specific destinations.

      She didn’t know the distance the Novarites and Tardans had come from, but their earlier guesses were that it was a one-way journey of a century. These Novarites had been on the way to the cluster for a very long time, and any follow-ups would still potentially be a great distance away. At least she hoped so.

      <This is very disturbing. What do we do now?>

      We’ve reported everything we can, so now we wait. We’ll continue to go through the data on this computer, but we still need to dig into the Tardan military computer more deeply. If they have contingency plans or other things in motion, we need to know about them. Maybe they know where all these colonization waves are going.

      Once they had all the data they could get, they could start looking for cross-connections. It was critical they knew what both of their enemies were doing and what their future plans might be.

      She didn’t want to fight a two-front war, but it looked like they’d be caught up in the scrum. The Novarites weren’t going to tolerate the Tardans doing anything against their interests, and if they ran across any humans in the process, they’d undoubtedly kill them. When confronted by the commodore, their behavior made that all too clear.

      She wasn’t a military person, and she wasn’t prone to violence, but even she could tell there would be fighting and that these enemies needed to be defeated.

      What if the Novarite follow-up group—if there was one—missed the cluster entirely? It was possible they could find the rest of the Confederation and tear into them worse than the Locusts would have. With the dire state that Commodore Romanoff reported the modern Navy was in, they’d be in serious trouble.

      No. They were in serious trouble. The Tardans had come with enough force to fight multiple battleships. Once they got the order of battle from the Tardan military computers, she was confident there would be a lot more motherships and drones than anyone had counted on. Potentially, there would even be many more warships. Add in the complications brought on by the Novarites, and things were about to get very hairy indeed.

      She sighed and got to work. Not only did she have the computers to go through, but she had those data chips that she hadn’t cracked from the Novarite warship. Those couldn’t be copied with the tech the professor had rigged up, so she was being cautious. They had just become a higher priority.

      Maybe she could have someone bring her something to eat. Maybe more peanut butter and jelly sandwiches to appease her passenger. They would be swamped for the foreseeable future.
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      “That’s great resolution for a set of passive sensors,” Amanda said as she looked over his shoulder.

      He couldn’t agree more. This was nowhere near as good as having a set of active sensors and being closer to the target, but now that they’d gotten the scout ship’s massive passive sensor array mounted at the front of their ship, he was thoroughly impressed.

      They jumped to the edge of the Port Royale system and were examining what they could see from sixty light-hours out. Their passive sensors told them very little except about the star and potential planets in a couple of locations. None of the battleships in orbit around the gas giant were detectable at this range, and neither was Port Royale itself. Even its fusion plants weren’t visible on their passive sensors.

      The same was not true of the Novarite passive sensors. It picked up the fusion plants operating around the gas giant, though not the battleships or the space station itself. That was sobering.

      He and Amanda were at their stations on the bridge. With Lisa’s help, they’d rigged a hardware interface to translate the data they were getting from the sensors and had put it onto the consoles. The same was true of the new hyperspace detector.

      Based on the specifications that Lisa pulled from the computers, the enhanced hyperspace detector was only marginally better than what Regex had built. The one from the warship was good out to about ninety light-hours. The scout ship was supposedly sensitive enough to pick up a vessel in hyperspace at about a hundred and twenty-five light-hours.

      That was better than sixty, but not by much. The Port Royale system was about two hundred and eighty billion kilometers across, and the range on this enhanced detector was good for about eighty-four billion kilometers. It couldn’t even pick up ships arriving at the outermost planets reliably from deeper in the system. Posted around the gas giant where Port Royale was, it might get them better warning from that side but would be completely blind on the other.

      If they ever wanted anything that would truly give them an early warning, they’d have to plant a lot of automated sentinels around the system. Considering they didn’t know how to build them, that would be challenging.

      He turned in his seat and looked over at Amanda. “It will be good for scouting, but I can already see problems if we try to use it defensively. We’ll do the best we can, but for right now, we’ll have to keep punching people in the face.”

      That made her smile. “I like the way you think. Now that we’ve got these systems operational, we need to start looking at potential ways to use them to enhance our ability to attack Argent. We can be pretty sure the system is swarming with motherships and drones. It will also have warships, but I’d wager those will be closer to the planet. How does that change what we do?”

      “The new passive sensors are pretty good at picking up fusion plants, so if we can get moderately close with our quantum drive, we’ll be able to start counting the number of major warships in orbit. I suspect the fusion plants aboard the motherships will be more difficult to detect, but it still might be possible at closer range. I suppose we could launch the mothership we have and see if we can detect it.”

      She considered him for a moment. “That’s not a bad idea. We need to know if this thing works and how effective our ability to detect both a fusion plant and a ship in hyperspace is. I wonder if this one is strong enough to detect a scout using their sneak drive? If so, that would be useful. Unfortunately, that’s not something we can test.”

      He turned toward Captain MacKinnon, who had the conn. “Ma’am? Amanda and I have an idea to test the accuracy and sensitivity of our new passive sensors and the hyperspace detectors we took off the scout ship. I’d like to take our mothership out and let Hunter jump away from us and then start heading in your direction. It would take a couple of hours to be sure, but I could drop out at that point and see if you could pick up my fusion plant as well.”

      The blonde woman considered his suggestion and then shook her head. “I don’t want to waste the time that would take. Instead, I suggest we jump out and leave you sitting here and come in until we can detect you with the passive sensors. Then we’ll know if we can pick up the fusion plants and at what range, without spending hours doing it.”

      “That’s half the fight, ma’am. What about the hyperspace detector?”

      “We’ll jump back to you and let you know to head in our direction. Once we’re gone, wait sixty seconds and then enter hyperspace. Stay in for half an hour, and we’ll find out what range we can pick you up. Once you drop out, we’ll pick you up. That’s good thinking, you two. Well done.”

      Derek excused himself and went down to the small craft bay where the mothership was stored. Flying it out of the ship and performing the tests took about two hours, but it gave them the data they needed. It seemed they couldn’t pick up the smaller fusion plants from outside a system. They had to be almost half again closer than for the bigger plants, so that was something to keep in mind.

      As far as the hyperspace detector, it worked slightly better than advertised, and they picked him up at a hundred and thirty light-hours. Not bad.

      While he’d been out, Commodore Romanoff had taken command of the bridge and was setting up the final details for their trip to Argent. The older man was speaking with Amanda when Derek got back, and they were working on a plan that would be useful against a large number of motherships.

      He resumed his station and listened in. As they worked out the details, he began setting up various options using both the independent quantum drive and the hyperdrive. In a heavily invested system, it would be suicide to get caught up in the gravity well. They needed to drag the enemy out to them.

      Thinking about that, he found himself frowning. When they came to a pause in their conversation, he inserted himself. “Pardon the interruption, but what will we do if they don’t come out to meet us? What if they decide to keep their forces around the planet? If we have to go in, this becomes a much different fight.”

      Romanoff considered that, and his frown soon matched Derek’s. “That’s a good point. We’ll have to reveal ourselves when we put in our appearance to draw them out, and if they decide not to take the bait, we’re not going to have any options other than going to them. Since their ships are faster than ours, that’s going to put us at enough of a disadvantage that they’ll be able to swarm us. I wasn’t seriously considering that as an option because they’ve never been known for showing restraint. Look at what they did at New Copenhagen. Why would this situation be any different?”

      “I don’t know that it will be, sir,” he said with a shrug. “I’m just trying to plan for every eventuality. If the Tardan military decides to keep the motherships and drones near the planet, we’re not going to have a choice if we want to liberate it.”

      I’m not sure there’s anything we can do,” Amanda said. “If they won’t come to us, and they outnumber us significantly, we’ll have to back off. We want to liberate Argent, but it can’t be a suicide mission since we’re the only vessel capable of offensive operations against the Tardans.”

      “With Argent being so far from New Copenhagen, how do we defend if… when we take it?” he asked. “We’ve got Hunter as our primary weapons platform, but we don’t have anything else. Even if we perform a clean sweep—which seems unlikely—we’d have to continue worrying about new arrivals. That’s going to be a growing problem the more territory we liberate. It’s always possible there will be more Tardan ships arriving if the Novarites didn’t stop them from departing. Unlikely, but possible in the short run. And by the short run, I mean a period of years and an unknown number of ships going to God knows where.”

      Romanoff nodded. “There’s something to that, but we can’t live our lives as if we’re going to have to defend every single inch of territory we take against all comers at all times. If we do that, we’ll be paralyzed into inaction. We’ve got to take the fight to the enemy, and that means we need to start freeing worlds and giving them the tools they need to defend themselves.”

      Derek couldn’t argue against that logic, but he had reservations. What would they do when the inevitable wave of motherships arrived from one of the other systems? The Tardans came with enough military force to fight a dozen battleships, and even though it was scattered across the cluster and needed to move via hyperspace rather than gate, that didn’t mean they could ignore the massed firepower that would eventually catch up with them. Right now, they had an advantage, but that would change.

      If the enemy came for New Copenhagen—even with the upgraded defenses—there was nothing they could do to stop them. That just wasn’t in the cards. Not yet.

      Well, they’d known this wasn’t going to be easy, so he might as well accept that there would be setbacks. They’d deal with them when the time came. That wouldn’t make the accompanying loss of life easier, but there was only so much they could do.

      “When are we going, sir?” he asked.

      Romanoff crossed his arms and seemed to consider that. “I’m not sure delay is our friend, especially if we start by just scouting the area. Now that we can use those more sensitive passive scanners, I think we should set out as soon as possible. This isn’t going to get any easier, so start getting everybody ready, and we’ll head out within the hour.”

      Derek returned to his console and relieved his replacement. There wasn’t much he needed to do, but he still wanted to familiarize himself with the new sensor controls and get more practice. When the time came, he’d have to get the details right the first time, and with brand-new equipment—particularly alien equipment—that wouldn’t be easy.

      After an hour, the commodore gave the order to take them out. Derek had already plotted a roundabout course to get to their destination. They’d arrive coming in from a different direction than New Copenhagen. It would be best if the Tardans there didn’t make any assumptions about even the direction they were coming from.

      They arrived a generous distance outside the jump limit and sat there with their fusion plants running at the lowest setting. Then he began collecting information about what was in the system. The first thing he noted was that there were no enemy ships near them. There were plenty of motherships and drones patrolling deeper into the system, and even some out further than he’d expected, but none nearby. That allowed them to take a long, considered look without worrying that someone would get a drop on them.

      The difference in information between what the Confederation passive sensors and the Novarite scout sensors could pick up was considerable. Just like at Port Royale, the Confederation sensors could pick up some of the vessels moving through the system, but not nearly as many as the Novarite sensors did.

      Also, their new passive sensors were able to get quite a bit of information about what was going on in orbit around Argent itself. There were a lot of ships there, and many of them were bigger than motherships, based on their fusion plants. A slow tally gave him a minimum of a dozen vessels. At least a couple were probably the ships that created the space elevators. The rest might be colony vessels the Tardan military had seized or military vessels. He wasn’t able to tell at this distance.

      Commodore Romanoff observed the main screen as the information began populating. “This is definitely a military area, and it looks like they’ve got a lot of ships in orbit, but there might be a few stations as well. It seems unlikely they’ve had time to build them, but we’ll have to try and figure out what’s there. What are our chances if we try to sneak in, Derek?”

      “I think sending Hunter would be a mistake,” Derek said, turning to look at his commanding officer. “There’s too great a risk doing that will get us trapped. We can jump to the other side of the system and pull in more passive data. That will give us two different sets of information to collate. If we do a third, we can triangulate the rough locations of everything we can see in the system. It’ll also give us a better opportunity to pick up things we might’ve missed on the initial scans. Once we have that, if we’re going to attack, I think that’s the time we should do it.”

      Romanoff nodded. “Let’s do that, and we’ll set up the best location to draw out as many of the Tardan military ships after us as we can. If I had to make a guess, they’re going to send the motherships and drones to swarm us and follow up with their military ships. Our independent quantum drive has the same limitations as far as distance as their drives, but with the hyperdrive, we can sneak in a little. That may allow us an opportunity to sucker punch them.”

      “We can utilize our ability to move around the system with the independent quantum drive just like we did in New Copenhagen and get everyone out of position,” Amanda said. “Depending on how they react, we might be able to eliminate quite a few of the ships without taking substantial damage in return. Unless they come as one coordinated front, we can outmaneuver and overwhelm them in specific areas of our choosing.”

      “We’re going to have to start coming up with some new weapons,” Romanoff said. “Right now, we’re limited in what we can do because of what the Navy thought would be the best reaction to a force like this. It turns out they were both right and wrong. There are some historical weapons that might prove useful if we can figure out how to implement them. Mines, for example.”

      “Mines, sir?” she asked. “You mean putting explosives in space that will detonate when any of the enemy ships come close? That seems pretty chancy, and it would be a hazard to navigation once everything is done. Even if they are effective, you have to use a lot to make a dent in something like the number of ships we’re going to face. I’m not sure they’d see them as an obstacle, either. They might just send a bunch of drones to blaze a path through it and then follow behind. It’s an intentional sacrifice, but they are machines.”

      “If it were solely explosives, yes. Even if it were lasers, yes. What if it’s missile batteries? Let’s say we make something the size of a pair of pinnaces strapped together with a micro fusion plant to provide basic power. Right now, each of our missile batteries can draw on a magazine with two hundred missiles. That’s five launchers and forty salvos. That’s pretty significant. We’ve got a lot of nuclear warheads we can task for defensive purposes if we can figure out the best means to do so. The same would make tough mines if dropped in less traveled areas. We wouldn’t need the asteroids for those. Maybe mount the batteries on the magazine itself.”

      The tactical officer pursed her lips as she considered that and slowly nodded. “If we can get some more mining going inside either Port Royale or another system to provide raw materials, it may be possible to mass-produce something like that. The problem is that it won’t happen quickly. We don’t have plans, nothing has been tested, and it would take forever without the infrastructure. That’s something to look into, but it won’t solve any of our problems right now.”

      “What if we pulled a switch on them?” Derek asked. “We’ve already spoken about jumping around the system to come in from multiple angles to get the data we need. We’re going to lure them out to meet us, and that’s good, as far as it goes. All they’re going to see of us until they get close are our fusion plants operating and us moving at a high rate of speed. If we’re dealing with the motherships and drones initially, we may be able to fake out the military warships around the planet.”

      “Go on,” Romanoff said in an interested tone.

      “I’m thinking of using an exploration ship as a decoy. We need to draw the enemy out of position just like we did at New Copenhagen, but even there, we didn’t engage them directly. Not until we were ready. Remember how we snuck into the system from the far side and got most of the way to the planet before they knew what was going on? Why can’t we do something like that here?”

      Derek put up a map of the system on the big screen and added a highlighted dot outside the jump limit. “Let’s say we decide to reveal the exploration ship here. That will start a general movement of motherships and drones to intercept it. If they head along this course, they’ll draw them away from the planet even more. We don’t know what the military vessels will do, but I’d guess some of them will follow the robotic vessels while others will remain in orbit. We can use that against them.”

      Derek manipulated the screen to show how he envisioned the motherships and drones moving after the exploration ship. He based this on how the vessels had first reacted to Hunter. While it was possible they might act differently, he wouldn’t assume that had to be the case.

      He also moved some of the vessels from orbit behind the robotic craft. He didn’t let them get too far behind, but he made sure there was enough space so that any actual military activity would affect only the robotic craft rather than the manned ones. He showed how they could draw them all out to the jump limit.

      When the time was right, he’d have Hunter pop in near the warships and engage her hyperdrive to close even further. At the same time—roughly speaking—the exploration ship jumped out and came back on the other side of the system, though they’d do nothing to draw attention to themselves.

      It would take less than a minute for the battleship to come into missile range and engage the manned vessels. That fight would be quick and ugly because they couldn’t flee.

      Once that was done, Hunter could lure the motherships and drones back into the system and use her hyperdrive to hop around them, unloading salvo after salvo of missiles until they were gone.

      “Doing something like this would allow us to take out the more serious threats first,” he said. “The people that give the orders that are more dangerous. The machines are a threat, but if they’re acting on their own, we can predict what they’ll do.”

      “That’s an interesting plan, and I think it’s got a lot in favor of it, but we can’t count on them doing what we expect,” Romanoff said. “They might not send any warships out to meet us. Or, the number may be significantly lower.”

      “Or it could be higher,” Amanda said. “In any case, there’s only so much we can control about how the enemy reacts. This is a decent plan that gives us a chance to kill the people who give the creative orders. If we take out the warships near the Locusts, that means they’ll be operating autonomously when we engage them because the ships in orbit won’t be able to see what’s happening before we strike due to the lightspeed delay. This is a good plan, sir, and I think we should go with it.”

      He watched as their commanding officer considered the options and slowly nodded. “Let’s continue moving around the system and getting what data we can. Once we have a decent picture of what they’re doing, we’ll head back to New Copenhagen and bring back one of the exploration vessels to act as our decoy. The plan might not be exactly what you’re proposing, but it’ll be close. Good work, you two. I think you’ve given us a plan that will really hurt them.”

      Derek turned back to his console and gave Amanda a thumbs up. The two made a great team, and he was more than ready to see what they could do against the Tardans. It was time for some payback.
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      After spending half a day scanning the Argent system from various angles, Jack was satisfied they had gotten as much data as they could gather without revealing themselves. As expected, the only radio signals they picked up were from the Tardans. What they did next would get them more data, but it would also kick everything into motion. It was time for action, and that’s precisely what he wanted.

      They returned to New Copenhagen, and he tasked India and the senior officers that had operated the exploration ship before to be their decoy crew. He needed his most experienced combat crew aboard Hunter if something went wrong. He knew India would do what was necessary to gather the data they needed and get out of there before things went into the crapper.

      He’d already had the battleship jump close to Argent, and they were now lying in wait for the rest of the plan to kick off. They dropped their fusion plant to the minimum necessary output and were counting on the thick nickel-iron hull to keep from being detected by the numerous motherships and drones scattered throughout the Argent system. Everything he saw looked relatively orderly at the moment, but that would change as soon as India arrived.

      “We’ve detected the arrival of the exploration ship,” Derek said. “They’re right on schedule and have appeared at the planned location. They’re not bothering to hide their presence, and they’ve just accelerated to maximum. It shouldn’t be more than fifteen minutes before the nearest of the unmanned vessels detect them.”

      “Very good,” Jack said. “Let me know if anything changes.”

      The first part of the plan would happen slowly. India and her people would draw the enemy to them and, in the process, Hunter. The real trick would be getting the manned warships to respond the way they wanted. Jack would have to improvise a new attack plan if they didn’t. They’d worked out several options, but he’d much prefer if the enemy never knew he was there until it was far too late.

      As per their plan, India gathered the attention of the motherships and drones, which began arrowing for her location the moment they detected her. It took significantly longer for the ships around the planet to be informed of their location and even longer to decide how to respond.

      Jack was pleased to see that they reacted just as strongly as he could’ve hoped for. Even as every mothership and drone seemed to be directed toward the exploration ship, about two-thirds of the manned vessels in orbit began chasing them. They even called ahead and ordered the drones to slow their approach while they caught up.

      India played the role of noisy scout as well as anyone could expect. She zigged and zagged while her active sensors picked up more data from deeper in the system. By the time the Tardans got to the point where they could engage them, they’d have even acquired some data from orbit around Argent.

      Everything was being sent to Hunter via narrow beam. No one would be aware of the updated data, but Jack and his people would benefit from seeing everything as clearly as possible. Admittedly, it wasn’t nearly as good at this range as it would be closer, but it was still better than the passive data, even when gathered by the Novarite sensors.

      “We’re coming up on point alpha,” Amanda said. “The closest of the motherships and drones will be passing us at long range in about five minutes. They’ve shown no indication of seeing us yet, and I don’t anticipate that changing based on our power profile. We look like another piece of debris floating in the outer system.”

      “Then let’s hope they don’t see us,” Jack said as he shifted in his chair slightly. “That wouldn’t inconvenience us, but it would throw our plan into jeopardy. We’re going to get one shot at ambushing the manned warships, and I’d like to avoid screwing that up. Fate doesn’t like us sometimes, but let’s hope she smiles on us today.”

      To his relief, none of the motherships or drones seemed to detect them as they continued into the outer system chasing after the exploration ship. It would take them about another half hour to reach the range where they could engage their hyperdrives, but by that point, everything would already be in motion if the warships continued to advance at their current rate.

      Jack watched the large swarms of robotic vessels and was more than a bit intimidated. If the invasion force hadn’t been split up into numerous systems by the destruction of the quantum gates, he’d be in a lot more trouble. It was possible to defeat an enemy like this in detail, but not if they showed up in overwhelming force.

      As much as he hated to admit it, Vice Admiral LaChasse had done him a favor by destroying the gates. It had been the right tactical decision, and he was big enough to admit that, even if she had been part of the conspiracy that had tried to kill him as they went after Sara Nastasi.

      “The enemy warships are approaching point beta,” Amanda said. “In five minutes, it’ll be time for us to engage our hyperdrive and go after them, assuming they don’t detect us first. We’ll be coming in from an oblique angle, and that should keep them from being able to retreat. They might not even see us coming if they’re not watching their hyperspace detectors.”

      Jack shook his head. “We can’t count on the enemy making mistakes like that. If we get lucky and that’s what happens, that’ll be fabulous, but we won’t assume anything. The bet is that they’ll spot us the moment we start moving. Before we enter hyperspace, I’d like to have the most up-to-date information about their ships that we can get with our passive sensors. To this point, we’ve seen six of the enemy warships at close range, and I want to know what we’re dealing with. Are these the same class vessels, or do they have anything bigger?”

      “All of the warships I’m seeing are the same size as the ones we’ve encountered before, sir,” Amanda said. “We have a dozen vessels. That’s a lot of firepower if what we’ve been told about their capabilities is correct. The only thing to our benefit is that we should be appearing outside their weapons range, and they’re not going to have long to decide on a course of action.”

      “Understood.” He watched the timer at the corner of the big screen and spoke when it hit zero. “Take us in, Derek. Amanda, fire one salvo as soon as we drop out of hyperspace. They don’t have missiles to fire back at us, so if we can keep them coming toward us or circle around them using hyperspace, so much the better.”

      They’d waited until this group of warships was deep into the band where Hunter could use hyperspace and they couldn’t, so this would be a very unpleasant surprise for them. Once word of what they were doing got to the other groups of Tardans, they wouldn’t be able to do this reliably, but this group had no idea what his battleship was capable of, so it would be an ugly surprise.

      They would be in transit for forty-two seconds and then pop out in the middle of their missile envelope. That would allow them to fire and see the results before they had to duck back into hyperspace. Since Hunter could maneuver faster than light speed while they couldn’t, he had the advantage here and intended to use it ruthlessly.

      They popped out of hyperspace on schedule and saw the warships scattering. Based on their movement pattern, they hadn’t detected Hunter until at least halfway through their approach. Somebody had been asleep at the switch, and he was pleased to take advantage of their lapse.

      “Fire pattern Charlie,” he said. “Open fire.”

      They weren’t firing an overwhelming number of missiles this time. They’d had an entire month to get missile systems back into operation and could fire an unbelievably large number of the darned things, but that wasn’t necessary at the moment.

      They’d have a thousand missile batteries with five launchers if fully operational. That meant five thousand missiles could be fired per salvo. They’d finally hit the fifty percent mark, so they could launch twenty-five hundred missiles at a go. To be certain of overwhelming the enemy defenses, they’d decided to allocate two hundred missiles per ship in each salvo. That was almost certainly overkill, but it meant they’d end this fight right here.

      Twenty-four hundred missiles flushed from the launchers and streamed toward the Tardan warships. The Tardans had to wait until the missiles entered their laser range to try to take them out, which minimized the time they had to work with. By the time that salvo washed over the enemy warships, it had been cut in half, but that left more than enough to finish the job.

      The space ahead of Hunter was lit up by nuclear explosions. When all was said and done, twelve enemy warships had been reduced to component atoms and energy. They were dead before the motherships and drones would have had a chance to even detect Hunter’s presence. It would still be almost four hours before the ships remaining around Argent would know something had gone terribly wrong.

      Hell, by the time the forces around the planet knew, they should have already eliminated most of the motherships and drones sent out to attack them. That would leave the forces around the planet with a lot of poor options.

      “Take us in pursuit of the motherships and drones,” he ordered. “We’ll go with fire plan Alpha. I don’t want them to have an opportunity to figure out we’re even here before we’re among them.”

      This particular battle plan meant they would enter hyperspace and run right out to point-blank range before exiting. Then they’d fire a full salvo of missiles and duck back into hyperspace. Since the motherships and drones were dealing with information that came at the speed of light, they’d get there before the mechanical minions even realized their masters were dead. They wouldn’t even know they were in danger until it was too late.

      Hunter entered hyperspace and ran on course for almost a minute before it dropped back out to get a final sighting of the enemy. Once they had them locked in, Derek took them into hyperspace again and dropped them out almost on top of the robot warships. Once Amanda fired, Derek took them back into hyperspace and continued on so they’d pop out on the other side of the enemy formation. When they came out a few seconds later, Amanda fired a second salvo, and then they went back into hyperspace and headed toward the exploration ship.

      When they exited hyperspace once more, they were less than fifteen hundred kilometers away from the exploration ship and could watch the attack they’d just conducted take place at light speed. At first, the motherships and drones were speeding toward their position with nothing in their way, and then Hunter appeared in front of them and fired missiles back toward them. His ship vanished moments later and seemingly appeared behind them to open fire before disappearing again.

      That was one of the quirks of having a battle that took place at faster-than-light speeds. They saw what occurred closest to them before what happened farther away. It would’ve been very confusing if they hadn’t known what they were seeing.

      It was gratifying to see it work so well. They’d likely have a chance to use the technique for a while, and it should have an oversized impact on the enemy. He just hoped some smartass didn’t try to name it after him because The Romanoff Maneuver sounded ridiculous.

      The motherships responded as well as they could, ordering the drones to scatter, but it was far too late. Overrun by almost five thousand missiles coming from two directions, the massive force was virtually obliterated.

      Surprisingly, about ten percent of their number came out of the fireballs and continued toward the exploration ship. He hadn’t expected to see that many survivors, but he’d been willing to bet what they’d do, and he’d been right.

      “Signal Captain MacKinnon to withdraw to a safe distance,” he ordered. “We’ll let them come to us and give the lasers a chance to do their business. Even though that’s still a lot of motherships and drones, we can win that kind of fight without wasting missiles.”

      His ship had survived fighting roughly this number of ships at point-blank range when they’d defended Port Royale. It was by no means a small force, and he was happy they had more lasers than they’d started with. His ship was far from invincible, but this was a force he knew he could defeat. Let them come.

      He’d considered using the hyperdrive to jump back and attack them directly, but now he was the target, and they’d have to come to him.

      When they arrived, there was a lot of laser fire and ramming, but the end had never been in question. After a few minutes of intense battle, the last of the drones and motherships were gone.

      They’d taken some damage, but most of it was minor. The only major systems offline were the hyperspace detectors and the Novarite passive sensors. They’d lost power, and engineering was working on laying more protected lines. That would take a number of hours, so he’d have to hope they didn’t need them in the meanwhile.

      There were smaller groupings of motherships and drones still making their way toward them, but they weren’t a threat. Based on how they were dispersed, many of them would reach him before they could be called back by the commanders at Argent.

      That would take care of most of the danger, but it still wasn’t going to get him the ships in orbit around the planet. To free Argent, he would have to go deeper into the system, which would put his ship at risk. Still, that’s what battleships like Hunter were made for.

      “Do you think we should call on them to surrender, sir?” Derek asked. “The ships around the planet, I mean.”

      Jack considered that and decided the suggestion had merit. They weren’t going to give up, but it might cause them to do something they otherwise wouldn’t. The very fact that they could speak their language would be disturbing at the very least.

      “I think we will,” he said. “We’ll use the translation program because we don’t want them to realize we have someone that can speak their language working with us. That information will get out as those original six warships reach their destinations, but it won’t do them any good here and now.”

      “At a guess, I’d imagine two of those warships are coming here,” Amanda said. “Since they broke into three separate pairs, I’d wager they’re headed for the three primary occupation points. How far are we away from New Copenhagen, Derek?”

      “About thirty light-years, so if they run at ten times the speed of light, it’s going to take them three years to get here. The lack of quantum gates will mess up their ability to coordinate. Even once they figure out what we’re doing, we can move so much quicker than they can that by the time they figure it out, we may have freed the cluster.”

      “Let’s not get cocky,” Jack warned. “Those warships now know that the Novarites are here and that we have a battleship. They might very well try to kick it up a notch or two and use one of the faster hyperspace bands. Maybe that’ll be the death of them, but it might also mean they get here much faster. The Novarites were going at twenty times the speed of light. What if they risk going a hundred times faster?”

      That grim warning quieted his exuberant young bridge crew. He didn’t want to worry them, but they couldn’t count on anything. Once the Tardans realized what they were facing, it was all too likely they’d try to modify some of the hyperdrives in their motherships. If those could be made to go faster, that would change the tempo of this war.

      “Let’s record our demand for their surrender and get it translated,” he said. “Once we transmit, they’ll have a little less than four hours before they receive it. By then, they’ll know how dangerous we truly are. I figure they’ll do one of two things. They’ll either hunker down around the planet or make a run for it.”

      “As outgunned as they are, they’re going to make a run for it,” Amanda said. “Once they see what we did to their friends, they’re out of here.”

      Jack could appreciate the confidence of youth, but he wasn’t going to count on anything like that. Odds were that they’d run, but if he had to go deeper into the system and fight them around the planet, there was a chance his ship would take enough damage to set them back. He’d like to avoid that if he could.

      It took less than five minutes to get a suitable surrender message recorded, translated, and sent off. With that done, they let the motherships and drones come to them. Over the next four hours, they obliterated more than ninety percent of the motherships and drones inside the system.

      “We’re receiving a signal, sir,” the communications officer said. “It’s some type of digital code.”

      “The motherships and drones in range to receive that message are breaking off,” Derek said. “It looks like the drones are loading aboard the motherships, so I think odds are they’re going to run.”

      “The ships just broke orbit around the planet, sir,” Amanda said. “It looks like they’re headed out as a unit. I am seeing eight ships. I can’t tell at this range if they are all warships.”

      “What’s left in orbit?” he asked.

      “I can’t see what’s on the far side of the planet, but there’s at least one fusion plant. It might be one of the space elevator ships, but it’s hard to tell. I hope the folks at New Copenhagen can work out some kind of probe design for us. Those would be useful.”

      Jack agreed. Being unable to get sensor data from deeper in a system without going there in person was dangerous and time-consuming. He’d much rather be able to jump outside a system and dump dozens of probes to scout everything before he had to risk his people.

      The engineering teams and manufacturing companies at New Copenhagen were working with folks from Port Royale to build that sort of thing, but they were still getting prototypes together. Whatever they came up with had to be stealthy enough not to be detected, and that was proving challenging. Civilian companies rarely had to build something designed to avoid detection.

      The expertise for that was coming from Conner’s people. It seemed smugglers liked the idea of not having things spotted by the authorities. That meant they were more than happy to build things out of stealth material, but some problems still had to be overcome to make this work.

      “It looks like the Tardan warships are staying together,” Amanda said. “How do we want to take them down, sir? We can’t let them get all the way out to where they could use their hyperdrive, or they’ll just vanish. They’ve seen us use our hyperdrive, so they know we have that capability, and we can use it closer to the jump limit than they can. Still, I’ve got a plan.”

      “Give it to me,” he said. “Lead off with what you expect them to do.”

      Amanda turned to face him. “Since the ships know we have dual capability, they’re going to split apart before they get close to the jump limit. They’ll split off and try to reach a distance where they can engage their hyperdrive. Frankly, I don’t expect them to stay together much longer. It makes more sense for them to split apart sooner rather than later.”

      “I can see the logic of that, but why did they head out in one group to begin with? Why not split apart at the planet and make it difficult for us?”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea. All we can do is work with the facts as we find them. At some point, they’re going to split apart. To do anything else would be suicidal. Once they do, we’ll have to use our independent quantum drive to dance around that side of the system and fire missiles when they get close enough. If we could do it all at once, that would be great, but I expect them to make that hard.”

      He leaned back in his chair and considered the scenario she was proposing. If they had a system on that side they could use as a destination, they could jump away from Argent and then jump back to fire a load of missiles. It would make things difficult if they had to do it for each of those eight ships during the short window where they’d be in missile range but unable to use the hyperdrive.

      If they stayed together too long, it might make more sense for him to use the hyperdrive to dance between the individual ships, but they’d split apart soon enough. The timing that the aliens decided on would drive their tactical response. Even if they played their cards perfectly, he wouldn’t be surprised if some of their enemies escaped.

      And if they did, they did. There was nothing they could do to change the outcome of the battle. They’d won the system. Now they just had to do what cleanup they could. If it wasn’t total, so be it. He’d take the win.

      “It’s pretty apparent at this point that they’re not going to directly respond to us, but I think we must’ve spooked them by sending a message in their own language,” he said at last. “We’ll see how much when they execute their plan. Let’s hold here until the time comes to jump. Derek, plot a course that will take us to that side with as few jumps as you can manage. Amanda, set up as many missiles as we need to fire to guarantee a kill on a warship. You’ve probably got more data about how tough they are now.”

      “I do, sir,” she confirmed. “It’ll be even fewer if they’re not close together. Without having their defenses integrated, they’re much weaker. I’ll set up some firing scenarios and go with the best option when the time comes.”

      He was willing to bet they’d get more than half the ships, but not all of them. Some of them would get away and eventually bring word to nearby systems about what was happening. They still didn’t have a decent tactical knowledge of how many motherships and drones were in each system in the cluster, but the number would be significant, he was sure. How could it not be with so many sent to overwhelm the anticipated dozen battleships?

      One of the benefits of the Confederation being trounced early in this fight was that a significant amount of force had been trapped in the gateway system. He still didn’t know how many had been there, but even with a fully repaired battleship, he wouldn’t have wanted to face them in a straight up battle.

      Those ships would take a while to get back into the cluster. They would be far too tough to handle if they stayed as one unit. If they split up, it was possible they could fight them. Time would tell.

      As anticipated, the warships split up about two hours from the jump limit. Each individual ship headed off at an angle, so it was like a flower blooming. That allowed Derek to plan a series of jumps and coordinate with Amanda to fire missiles at each exit. The challenge would be catching them while they were inside missile range but short of the jump limit. That was a very narrow window, particularly since they could take a risk and jump early.

      “We’re ready to kick off Operation Gopher Stomp, sir,” Derek said.

      Jack shook his head. “We’ve got to work on your ability to come up with names for this sort of thing, Derek. That’s terrible. Trust me when I say that the historians who look back on this war aren’t going to be kind if that’s what you stick with.”

      “I suppose I’ll just have to take my chances, sir. Everything is recorded on the bridge, so I’m committed now.”

      “Be it on your head then. Execute Operation Gopher Stomp.”

      Derek jumped them to a nearby system, off to a second, and then back in front of one of the warships. Amanda fired two hundred missiles, and they jumped back out to the system they’d come from and returned to a new location.

      In the end, they got six of the warships. The two survivors jumped early, and one of the readings was very strange. It was as if the ship had gone into hyperspace but was traveling a thousand times faster than light. Jack was willing to bet that ship had just suffered a catastrophic failure of the hyperdrive and its crew was dead. No one would ever see that ship again.

      The last one headed off at ten times the speed of light toward a nearby system. It was one of half a dozen potential destinations, but it would take them three to four months to get there. So be it.

      That just left whatever was in orbit around Argent. It was time to go in and see just how badly the Tardans had wrecked the place. Jack expected this to be horrific with a population in the tens of billions.

      “Take us in,” he ordered. “Keep monitoring for any radio signals. If you detect anything, I want to know about it. Keep an eye on those stations or ships still in orbit. I expect they’ll want to fire on us when they get an opportunity, and we’d best be ready for it.”

      As Hunter entered the system, he started planning what they’d have to do next. Whoever was in charge on this planet would feel like they had more pull than the government back on New Copenhagen. Someone would try and dictate how the fight against the invasion went, and he needed to be prepared for that.

      Over the last few days, he’d worked out several potential scenarios with Sara. Personally, he didn’t expect to be welcomed with open arms. They were more likely to blame him for being late. Still, time would tell.
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      David sat at his console in the operations center and parsed the data they were able to pull from the active sensors as Hunter approached Argent. They still weren’t picking up any Confederation radio signals, but based on how the Tardans had behaved on New Copenhagen, that wasn’t a surprise.

      What did surprise him was that there wasn’t a great deal of debris and smoke in the atmosphere. Even on New Copenhagen, the destroyed cities had put a lot of particulates into the upper atmosphere where they could be detected. He wasn’t seeing anything like that on Argent.

      They even had a space station still in orbit. It looked like Confederation manufacture, so he was shocked the Tardans hadn’t vaporized it. What had they been using it for? How had they taken it intact? There was something of a mystery afoot, and he was curious to solve it.

      The Novarite passive sensors were able to pick up quite a bit of information as they approached the planet, and the more data they got, the more it confirmed his suspicions that things were definitely different on Argent than they had been on New Copenhagen. There was no sign of widespread destruction on the planet.

      “What are we seeing?” a woman asked from behind him.

      He turned and saw that Lisa had come into the compartment. He gestured for her to join him.

      “Quite a lot, actually. It looks like the Tardans didn’t devastate the planet. They even left one of the space stations intact. It looks like a cargo and passenger transshipment hub. There used to be a Navy base in orbit as well, but that seems to be gone.”

      “It seems like they wouldn’t have any incentive to leave Confederation hardware in orbit,” she said as she sat down. “They brought their own.”

      “I’m not picking up any radio transmissions now that the Tardans have departed, so I believe they didn’t leave anyone in orbit. I have no idea what they could have been using that station for.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” she guessed. “How long until we arrive in orbit? What is the commodore’s plan?”

      “We’re still about an hour and a half out, so there’s plenty of time to figure out what he’s going to do. In any case, he hasn’t discussed his options with me. I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on so that when he makes up his mind, he’ll have options. How goes your work with the Tardan military computers? Do they have any word about what was going on here?”

      “I’m fully in. It mentions this system is a major control center for the Tardan occupation, but it doesn’t have anything as detailed as how many troops were assigned here or what they were doing. I expected it to be similar to New Copenhagen, but they obviously had something different in mind. They were trying to suppress New Copenhagen’s population and perform experiments. It hardly seems Argent would be so calm if they were doing the same here.”

      He nodded. “Perhaps they were only doing their research in one system to see if they could implant themselves into humans. They didn’t plan on being separated by the destruction of the quantum gates. That may mean all their scientists ended up at New Copenhagen. We won’t know for sure until we start talking to people, and since the Tardans have left, getting reliable information will be difficult.”

      She sat with him while he went over the data. The closer they got to the planet, the more certain he became there had been no widespread devastation, other than taking out the majority of the orbital infrastructure. In fact, he wasn’t even detecting any space elevators.

      About half an hour out, they’d gone far enough around the planet to be sure that there were no Tardan vessels in orbit. The only thing left there was the space station. Dozens of others had served the same purpose, but all were gone. For whatever reason, the Tardans had decided to spare this one.

      Once he was sure of that, he reported it to Jack, and the ship began sending signals trying to contact anyone on the planet’s surface. At first, there was no response, but after about five minutes, they got a weak signal from someone in the capital, and they started talking with the bridge.

      David focused on getting as much data about the planet as possible and forwarding it to the bridge. He did that until Jack tagged him once the call to the planet ended.

      “It looks like we’ll be meeting someone,” Jack said over the comm, “and I’d like you with me. I’m taking a selection of people and some Marines for guards, but we’re going over to the space station rather than the planet.”

      “Who are we meeting with?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure. They said that the person would be our official point of contact and that all communications needed to go through him. This sounds off, so I want you and Tina at my side.”

      “Will do. Lisa is sitting next to me, and I’d like to bring her along. It’ll be interesting to see what Regex has to say about the situation.”

      “Agreed. I’ll meet you in the small craft bay in twenty minutes. Romanoff out.”

      Lisa was frowning. “Why do you want us there? I guarantee they’re not going to be happy to hear my story. They’ve just been invaded, and I feel confident we’ll find that some atrocities have been committed. If the people on New Copenhagen are any guide, they’re going to see me as a problem to be solved. Frankly, I don’t feel like being solved, and neither does Regex.”

      “There’s no need for us to give them information about you, though the story will eventually come out. Your condition is well known by the leadership at New Copenhagen, so the higher echelons of government here will find out. Sadly, there’s no concealing your condition over the long term.”

      She grimaced. “I suppose you’re right, but I don’t want to push things right now. We’ve got enough complications to deal with already, don’t you think? Let’s focus on finding out what the situation is, and we can tell them about Regex when the time is right.”

      “Agreed. Let’s grab Tina and join the commodore in the small craft bay.”

      It took a couple of minutes to swing by and pick Tina up, then they proceeded to the small craft bay, where they met Jack, Commodore Nastasi, and Professor Prescott. The cutter was ready to go, and they were quickly joined by Lieutenant Colonel Turner and several of his Marines, fully armed and wearing armor.

      “We’re meeting the government,” Jack said with a raised eyebrow. “We don’t need this level of firepower.”

      “Maybe not, but we don’t know these people,” Turner said. “We’re playing this by the book. Technically, I should go over first and make sure everything is clear, but in the interests of not looking overly hostile, we’ll just make sure that we come out of the cutter first.”

      “Considering they already know we blew up most of the Tardan forces in the system, don’t you think it’s too late to conceal our warlike nature?” David asked with a slight smile. “Not that I disagree with your reasoning. By all means, let’s be careful.”

      “This is a compromise,” Jack agreed. “Everybody get in, and let’s see what the situation is at Argent.”

      It took a few minutes to strap in, and they were flying over to the space station. Whoever was piloting the craft took them into one of the larger personnel bays, and they quickly disembarked. A group of about half a dozen men and women stood waiting for them.

      From the cutters that were still shutting down, they’d just arrived. David wasn’t sure why the meeting needed to happen in orbit. Surely the capital would have been a better choice.

      Turner and his Marines spread out to cover everything, though they kept their weapons pointed in safe directions. The people waiting for them—all dressed in civilian clothes—looked nervous and twitchy. All except for a man standing a little behind the others.

      That distinction caused David to focus on him. He was tall and fair-skinned. His eyes seemed to take everything in and lingered on David for just a moment before moving on to everyone else. He didn’t think the guy was a government official, so he made a mental note to keep an eye on him and try to pin down precisely who he was.

      One of the women stepped forward and focused her attention on Jack. “Welcome to Argent, Commodore Romanoff. My name is Lana McElroy, and I’m the first assistant to the Confederation representative.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jack said as he shook her extended hand, “though I wish the circumstances had been less dire. If I might ask, how is it that the Tardans left a human station intact?”

      “Tardans? Who are they?”

      “Sorry. The aliens that built the Locusts. Their warships were in orbit.”

      “We can get to that in a moment. First, allow me to introduce my staff.”

      Part of David’s brain kept track of who was who, but his attention was focused on the man that had caught his eye. He waited patiently until his name came up. Bronson Rowe. When Jack introduced everyone, David was intrigued to note that Rowe’s attention stayed focused on him rather than the commodore.

      When the introductions were finished, McElroy declined to answer any questions. She said all would be made clear when she escorted them to meet with the Confederation representative.

      As the two groups fell in beside one another, Rowe stepped up beside David and smiled. “Mister Chen, we’ve never met, but your name sounds familiar to me. Perhaps we have a mutual acquaintance.”

      “Anything is possible,” David agreed.

      “I was thinking it might be Joseph Lio.”

      That was an interesting development since Lio was the director of Confederation Intelligence.

      “It turns out that I do know Joe. It’s been a few years since I’ve seen him, but I wonder if he’s still bothered by the familial baldness.”

      The other man shook his head. “Maybe we don’t know the same person after all. He hates to be called Joe, and I’ve never met a man with more hair on his head. I think he might color it, though. It’s always so dark. Anyway, I suppose we all have our affectations.”

      David smiled. “Ah, that’s right. My memory can be a bit shaky. It’s intriguing to meet someone with a common friend so far out in the cluster. Especially during trying times like these.”

      “We should stop beating around the bush,” Rowe said, pitching his voice somewhat lower. “I thought I recognized your name. I served my time in the operations division and saw some of your reports. You do good work.”

      He shifted his eyes over to Tina. “I assume this is your wife. Didn’t she also work for the agency?”

      “Tina,” she said with a smile. “You’re the guy that broke the transuranic elements smuggling ring, right?”

      “The very same,” Rowe said. “And just to make sure that you know I’m being on the level, that took place eight years ago. That’s information someone trying to fake it wouldn’t know, right?”

      “True enough,” David agreed. “What brings you here during an invasion?”

      “I can’t say, but I’m happy to have been on the ground rather than in space. I assume you’re working in an official capacity for Commodore Romanoff. If so, you need to know that there’s more going on here than meets the eye, and not in a good way.”

      David raised an eyebrow but said nothing as all climbed aboard a lift and headed deeper into the station. In these tight confines, waiting until they were back in the corridor was better.

      When they arrived at the appropriate level and started heading into what finally looked like an occupied portion of the station, though there weren’t any people around, he slowed just enough so that he, his wife, and Rowe were a bit behind the rest.

      “We’ve already been through a lot, and I don’t like surprises,” he said. “Why don’t you just lay it out for us?”

      “There’s no time. Remember that not everyone who pretends to be your friend actually is.”

      McElroy came to a rather large office and walked in. Half a dozen people were setting up consoles, but she proceeded to a large set of double doors at the far end of the compartment. She knocked and walked through without waiting for a response.

      When the group entered, David saw some of the trouble that was undoubtedly waiting for them. Just rising from the desk in the large room was a man in a modern Confederation Navy uniform. He was balding and rail thin. He walked around the desk with a smile that didn’t seem to reach his eyes and a frown that did. His shoulder tabs indicated that he was a rear admiral. Seated in a chair off to the side and just rising to her feet was an older black woman with a distinguished face, also in a modern Navy uniform with a commodore’s tabs.

      “Commodore Romanoff, I’m Troy Allen, the Confederation Navy liaison to Argent and the cluster. This is Commodore Robin Monahan of the Judge Advocate General’s office. I’m delighted to see you, and I can’t wait to receive your report, but what in the blue blazes are you wearing?”

      “That’s a long story, sir,” Jack said. “Why don’t we sit down and discuss it?”

      The man considered him for a moment and then nodded. “Of course. My associates will see to yours while we discuss the invasion and that ship of yours. Everyone else is dismissed.”

      “I’ll keep David and Tina Chen with me. They’re my intelligence officers. Also, Professor Prescott is an expert on Locust hardware, and Commodore Nastasi is a JAG representative. Lisa Gane is our IT specialist.”

      “I’d prefer dealing solely with Confederation military personnel to start, but I’ll allow the Chens to remain. Lana and Bronson will see to the rest of your people.”

      Interesting. The admiral didn’t see Rowe as an intelligence asset. He must have concealed his background.

      In any case, this would be awkward. They’d all thought that Jack was the senior military commander in the cluster. Who was this new man, and how would he upset the apple cart?
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      Lisa eyed the people she was left with after the rest of her party had stayed with the new Navy officer. Admiral Allen’s first assistant seemed to have no interest in her and was more than happy to pull Prescott toward a nearby office.

      That left her with a rather dangerous associate with which to bide her time. Rowe had been speaking with David and Tina softly, but Lisa’s hearing was excellent. She’d caught enough of the conversation to realize he was an operative for Confederation Intelligence. That made her the kind of person he’d be deeply interested in, particularly if he ever found out about her passenger.

      “It seems we have a bit of time to ourselves, Miss. You’ll have to forgive me, but I didn’t catch your name the first time around. I’m Bronson Rowe, and am Admiral Allen’s assistant when it comes to industry here at Argent. Who might you be?”

      She had no doubt he’d heard her name perfectly well the first time, but she was willing to play along. This was meant to get her talking about herself. She’d have to guard her words carefully, without looking like she was doing so.

      “Lisa Gane. I’m one of the IT professionals working with Commodore Romanoff and his people to bring the systems aboard Delta Orionis up to more modern standards. Tell me, what do you advise Admiral Allen on? If this world is anything like the one we just came from, there really isn’t much industry left to give advice about.”

      “I don’t know anything about where you came from, though I’m interested to hear,” he said with a smile that looked practiced. “The Locusts destroyed everything in space—except for this station—but they did leave everything on the planet intact. In fact, they were more restrained in how they acted than I expected based on everything I learned in school. Which system were you at, and what happened there?”

      <This one seems dangerous. I believe you should be cautious in what information you share with him. He seems to have a different agenda than what he is portraying.>

      That’s because he does. If my suspicion is correct, he’s working with Confederation Intelligence. That means he’s a spy and a very dangerous person for us. Understand?

      <Do you believe he means us harm? Rather, do you think he means me harm? Surely our compatriots vouching for the work we’ve already done would carry weight here. They’ve even stopped having your Marines follow us around. We’ve earned the trust we’re due.>

      You don’t know humans that well. Everyone has their own agenda, and they’ll be looking out for what’s best for them. Admiral Allen doesn’t sound like the kind of person that will respect what Commodore Romanoff is doing. Oh, he’s going to give it lip service, but he thinks he’s in charge, and thus his plan is automatically better. Rowe won’t be any different. Help me keep an eye on what he’s doing and saying, and if something strikes you as interesting, let me know.

      The internal exchange had only taken a few moments. That was one of the benefits Lisa had discovered of mental communication. Or was this telepathy? Probably not, since it was traveling through her nerves and the connections to them. It just felt like telepathy.

      Now Lisa would have to follow the advice she’d given Regex. She had no idea what Commodore Romanoff would tell Admiral Allen, so she’d need to be very careful. She had no reason to lie because Romanoff would tell that part without reservation. In fact, his report would almost certainly be complete and accurate.

      The only exception would probably revolve around herself, their prisoners, and the technology they were working with. Until he trusted Allen more, he’d be cagey about that sort of thing. If he wasn’t, she was just being prudent with classified information. A spy should understand that, so it wouldn’t raise undue suspicion.

      “New Copenhagen,” Lisa said. “It got hit pretty hard. They devastated the two largest cities. Hundreds of thousands of people were killed, maybe more. Kicking them off the planet was a lot of work.”

      He frowned at her. “I can’t say that I’m familiar with that system. Where is it, and what makes it so special?”

      Lisa cleared her throat. “Is there a place where we can get something to eat or drink? I skipped the last meal, and if we’re going to talk for a while, I’d rather be comfortable doing it.”

      “Of course. There’s a small dining hall just down the corridor. It was meant to serve the senior staff aboard the station, and we have been using it. We can have the cook on duty come up with something that strikes your fancy.”

      “I thought the Tardans were using the station.”

      “The aliens? They were, but they allowed a small number of us aboard so they could facilitate attempts at communication. They had programs that could make terribly written translations of speech, so we’ve been trying to find accommodation where we could.”

      She’d seen the motherships’ translations during the first invasion. They were awful but not as bad as her first attempt at a verbal translation program. Surely the Tardans had gotten better at it. Had they been playing dumb and monitoring the humans to see what information they would drop when they had no expectation the aliens could understand them? That was smart.

      It also explained why Rowe was acting as an industrial advisor. He was spying on the Tardans. The admiral might not know, but someone in charge here did. One mystery solved.

      He kept talking as they walked. “Your ship is a lot more powerful than I expected. The systems here on the station are mostly still offline, so we didn’t see much of the fighting, but the aliens had a lot of ships, even if most of them were motherships and drones. I’ve never seen anything like your vessel. How did the Confederation build something like that in such a short amount of time?”

      “You must not be much of a history buff,” she said with a smile. “Delta Orionis, or as we call her Hunter, is one of the old battleships that fought off the last invasion. It took longer than we would’ve liked to get her systems into functioning order and arm her effectively, but now she’s a pretty effective warship when it comes to fighting them.”

      “I’ll be the first to admit that history was never my strongest suit, but I have heard of them. So the Confederation Navy dug one up from somewhere and refitted it? That must’ve taken a lot of work. Are there going to be others?”

      “Not any time soon, I’m afraid.”

      He frowned. “Wait a second. With all the quantum gates destroyed, how did you get here? And do you know anything about that? It exploded one day, and no one really knows why.”

      Even as he was asking that last sentence, he led her into a small mess room. Based on its luxurious appearance, it was meant for high-level executives and not military officers. The staff was dressed in crisply pressed white uniforms, and one immediately came to stand near them, saying nothing.

      “I’ll take some coffee,” Rowe said. “Give the young lady whatever she wants.”

      She smiled when the server turned to face her with a bland expression. “I’ll take some coffee as well, thank you. Also, if I could get a breakfast burrito, that would be awesome. Scrambled eggs, cheese, and potato, if you would.”

      The man seemed to blink at her choice of food but inclined his head and headed toward the kitchen.

      “A breakfast burrito?” Rowe said with a smile as he sat at a small table and gestured for her to join him. “It seems like there’s always some kind of odd food or drink mentioned in conjunction with computer specialists. Why is that?”

      She shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you. It’s just the way it is. To answer your question, the Navy had a self-destruct device built into the cluster’s gate network. When the Locusts threatened to get out into the rest of the Confederation, they set it off. There are no gates left in the cluster. The old battleships have an independent quantum drive, so they don’t need them.”

      That wasn’t true any longer, but she wasn’t going to mention that. The commodore could let that cat out of the bag if he so chose.

      “Remarkable.”

      “Very. So, based on the destruction we saw at New Copenhagen, we anticipated finding Argent a burning wasteland. Why isn’t it?”

      “The aliens controlling the Locusts—the Tardans?—made sure everyone went down to the surface. There wasn’t any direct communication, but they made their intentions clear enough and destroyed anyone that didn’t do what they wanted. They destroyed all the manufactories in orbit, though I think the mining sites in the two asteroid belts were left shut down but intact. It sounds like they didn’t do that at New Copenhagen. Did they destroy everything?”

      Lisa nodded and gratefully accepted the cup of coffee the server brought her. A single sip revealed that it was excellent coffee, rivaling that which their logistics officer, Joby Hutton, had scavenged from somewhere. The man left a pot and all the fixings before departing again.

      “They devastated the system,” she continued. “Nothing in space was left. We were sure they’d done the same thing elsewhere, so imagine our shock when we found they hadn’t done so here. There’s got to be a story behind it, but I can imagine what it is.”

      <Neither can I. It seems strange the Tardan military would leave the humans here mostly alone. What do you think they hoped to gain?>

      Damned if I know. Too bad we didn’t get any survivors out of this group, though we may be able to recover some computer records from the wreckage. Or, for that matter, they might’ve set something up aboard the station since they controlled it.

      “What were they using the station for?” she asked. “It’s pretty big for just a meet and greet facility, if you know what I mean. You said they were talking to you here, but that sounds off. They had ships. Why not use them?”

      He shrugged. “That’s what they said they were doing. I never saw anything else, though they might have been working on it elsewhere. We haven’t examined the station to be sure they didn’t leave anything behind, though I’m sure we will soon.”

      “Was Admiral Allen able to negotiate with them? If so, maybe he made things better for you.”

      Rowe chuckled. “He wasn’t up here then. He arrived to assume command an hour before you entered orbit.” He took a deep drink of his coffee and stared into the distance. “I’ve seen pictures of what the Tardans look like. It’s horrible. They’ve got these mouths that open by splitting the lower half of their faces apart. Just the sight of them makes me shiver. Do you know who they are and what they have to do with the Locusts?”

      And here came one of the more difficult moments. What should she say? Was this the time to lay some of their cards on the table? Commodore Romanoff had not set any limitations about what to talk about, but it was obvious some information wouldn’t be shared.

      “From what we understand, those people created the Locusts. This is a colonization effort. I don’t know if you’ve seen any of them here, but we intercepted a large number of colony ships that arrived at New Copenhagen. They came from a long way away and used sleeping pods to make the trip. All that said, I need to caution you that things are more complicated than they appear.”

      The server came back with a medium-sized plate holding a giant burrito. She thanked the man and took a bite, finding it hot, gooey, and delicious. “Now, this is the stuff. Tell the chef that they are awesome.”

      “I will, miss,” the man said in a deep voice, speaking for the first time. “I’m sure she will appreciate your kind words. Will there be anything else?”

      “I’m good. Also, the coffee is excellent.”

      “We’re glad you’re enjoying it.” Since Rowe hadn’t ordered anything to eat, the server left.

      “Complicated in what way,” Rowe asked, bringing her back on subject. “Did you capture prisoners? Have you been able to get any information from them?”

      “The specifics of what we’ve managed to do would probably be best coming from Commodore Romanoff. I don’t want to speak out of turn. We did get enough information to start seeing some of their motives. We also recovered some dead bodies for our medical professionals to examine.”

      <It sounds like you’re about to say something that I think will be very alarming to these people. Perhaps you should keep it to yourself for now.>

      They’ll find out anyway, so I might as well lay those cards on the table. Commodore Romanoff will undoubtedly talk about it, so we need to try to lay the groundwork where you’re not seen as a threat.

      < I don’t foresee that working very well.>

      The people that know you are doing better. Hell, I’m already getting used to having you inside me, and if I can start trusting you, other people can.

      <Thank you.>

      “We’ve discovered what they came to do, and it’s horrific,” she continued. “Let me be crystal clear that the ones doing the fighting are not acting in the best interests of their civilian counterparts, and the civilians are horrified by what is taking place.”

      Rowe’s brow furrowed, and he considered her. “And how would you know what the aliens think? For that matter, how could you tell the military from the civilians? That implies a good source of intelligence. How did you figure it out?”

      “I told you that I’m an IT professional. Computers and computer programming are what I do, and I was brought into this to create a translation program. Professor Prescott managed to access their computers and found voice files belonging to the aliens. I’ve been working on that program since the second invasion started, and it’s paying off. We can communicate with the civilians and have heard their story. We also have some military prisoners captured on New Copenhagen and recovered some of their computers. All that rolled together gives us high confidence that what we’re hearing is true.”

      He considered her without speaking for longer than was comfortable. “All right, I’ll accept that for now. I know the government here will want to know about it, as will Admiral Allen. I’m not going to tell you they’ll believe what you have to say without a lot of convincing evidence because that wouldn’t be true. Anyone should be skeptical of information handed to them on a silver platter.”

      <Why would a platter’s material affect the quality of what is handed to someone?>

      It’s a saying. If you get something too easily, then there’s a hidden price that has to be paid.

      <That sounds cynical.>

      Yet true more often than not.

      “What do the aliens want?” Rowe asked. “You said there were colonization ships filled with civilians, so this means they’ve come to stay. How many are we talking about? How do their goals differ from that of their military? For that matter, why don’t they control their military? A lot of what you’re saying doesn’t make sense.”

      “The full story will have to come from Commodore Romanoff,” she reiterated. “I don’t mind telling you some of the details, so you have a basic understanding, but this is his story to tell, not mine. In the end, he will be the one defending our conclusions, too. As for the number of aliens, I don’t have a hard count, but there were nine enormous colony vessels that had to have had more than a hundred thousand Tardans aboard. I guess that means at least a million.”

      Rowe blinked with an apparent surprise. “Just how big are these colony ships?”

      “Bigger than Hunter. We’re lucky that most of the aliens are still asleep, or we wouldn’t know what to do with them.”

      “I think that’s obvious,” he said with a scowl. “They need to be locked up. There’s no way we can trust aliens that are in the process of invading the Confederation. I don’t care what they’ve told you. We’re in the middle of a war, and they need to be isolated to keep everyone safe.”

      <And that’s what I expected to hear. It’s not even unreasonable. We definitely need to avoid telling him about us. I believe it should be possible to keep our names out of this, at least in the near future. These people don’t have contact with New Copenhagen, and even if they did, the knowledge that I was implanted inside you was kept to a relatively small group of people. That should be safe enough for now.>

      The only way that three people can keep a secret is if the two of them are dead. Word will get out, probably a lot faster than we care for. At some point, these people will make an issue of us, particularly when they find out why your military came here. And speaking of that, I’ll have to tell him because that’s the kind of thing one wouldn’t hide in this type of conversation.

      “I don’t agree with that assessment, and I have information you don’t,” she said aloud. “Not that I made the decision, mind you. That was far above my pay grade. The Tardans are symbiotic creatures. The aliens you saw are the hosts, and by themselves, they’re not any more intelligent than animals. The driving force of what they’re doing comes from something inside them.”

      She realized she was ignoring her breakfast and took another big bite out of the burrito. It was getting cooler, and she vowed to find breaks in the conversation to finish eating before it became inedible.

      “That’s… unsettling. What does it have to do with why they’re here?”

      “The civilians are here for a different reason than the military. They’re fleeing the people that created them. It’s complicated, but the military wants to find a new kind of host. They’ve decided humans would make a grand choice and were working on figuring out how to do that on New Copenhagen. They were partially successful, but we’ve eliminated their military there, and they didn’t get any of the research out. I don’t know if they were doing it elsewhere, but that might hold them back for a while.”

      Rowe held up a hand. “Hold on a second. Are you telling me they’re trying to implant alien creatures inside humans so that they can control them? How is that possible?”

      “The creatures are incapable of overriding the host,” she said as firmly as she could. “That’s confirmed by our doctors. They were experimenting with drugs to put a person’s consciousness to sleep. It worked, but not very effectively. Let me make certain you understand that the Tardan civilians see this as one of the highest capital crimes that one of their people can commit. The one that had been implanted inside a human and was trying to control him—badly—was taken by the Tardan civilians and executed.”

      “Probably to keep it from talking,” Rowe said. “This changes everything. I’ve got to tell Admiral Allen and President Ibarra so they can adjust their thinking. Of course, this is much worse than what we thought they were planning. Did the person that thing was in recover?”

      “He recovered fully, and we’ve got him with us. That’s not to say he doesn’t have some emotional trauma to deal with. What happened to him was awful. Even so, I want you to pass along that we’ve already determined the military wants to conquer humanity so that they can take us as better hosts and go back and fight their creators.”

      “So they say,” he said, seemingly unconvinced.

      “I should also stress that their creators designed them to do what they’re trying to do, but they were a failure. They couldn’t control beings that were in command of their own faculties. If you’re going to accept part of what I’m saying, you need to accept the full story until you find evidence that makes you feel otherwise. You don’t just get to accept the parts of what I’m saying that you like.”

      “Not to be rude, but as an IT professional, you don’t get to make that call. I’m convinced you’re right that Commodore Romanoff will report this to the admiral, but what he decides to do with it is beyond your control. The same goes for President Ibarra. I advise them, and I’m going to take a very skeptical eye to every piece of information you’re presenting unless you have a lot of hard facts to back them up. Hearsay and what the enemy is telling you isn’t good enough. We must treat this as the worst possible case until we know better. That’s just the way it’s going to be.”

      He’d forgotten he was pretending to be an industrial advisor. She wasn’t going to remind him, but this didn’t bode well for her and Regex. She couldn’t say she was surprised he’d taken this tack, but she’d tried. When the truth came out, she felt confident he would be coming back around to have a long and very unpleasant conversation with her about why she’d kept that information to herself.

      What would she tell them? She didn’t feel like going through all the grief of having to explain how she wasn’t a traitor and didn’t want to be locked up because Regex was inside her. For that matter, she didn’t want them to try to surgically remove him and kill her in the process. Even if she didn’t die, she’d be paralyzed for life.

      No. She’d have to play this carefully and trust Commodore Romanoff would protect her. She hoped Admiral Allen and the system’s president were more reasonable than Rowe, but she couldn’t count on it. In her experience, those in power only valued their opinions above all and dismissed anything that disagreed with them.

      She gave it a mental shrug and went back to eating her burrito. She might as well have a full stomach when trouble came knocking.
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      Derek was scanning Argent when he picked up a small craft lifting off from the surface. There had been a few others, but this one wasn’t making toward the space station. Its course seemed more toward Hunter.

      With Captain MacKinnon and the senior crew still on the inbound leg from where they’d taken the exploration ship, he had technical command even though Commander Danek outranked him since she wasn’t on the command track.

      “We’re being hailed, audio only,” the communications officer said. “It’s coming from a small craft lifting off the surface.”

      “Put them on the speakers,” Derek said as he rose from his console and sat in the command chair.

      “Delta Orionis, this is Argent Five Three. I’m inbound to conduct an inspection and request permission to board.”

      “This is Lieutenant Derek Calvo. Who do you represent, Argent Five Three, and under whose auspices are you wanting to inspect this vessel?”

      “My name is Commander Tanner McGregor. I represent the Confederation Navy and Rear Admiral Allen. He’s ordered me to assess your vessel and provide a report to him. Let’s not make this any more difficult than we must, Lieutenant. We’re all following orders here, right?”

      “I’m following orders when I say this is an active duty Navy vessel in a combat zone, and I don’t know who you are for sure. You’ll come directly in on the course we give you and land as indicated. If I don’t like the look of you, you will be waved off, and you will depart our vicinity. Is that clear, Commander?”

      “There’s no need to get your shorts in a twist, young man. I have orders to prove who I am. Let’s be professional about this and get on about our business. I’ll be looking out for your indicated course. Argent Five Three out.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound very positive,” Amanda said. “I wish Captain MacKinnon were here since Commodore Romanoff is over on the station. She’d do better at browbeating whoever they sent than you will.”

      “Oh, my ego,” he said with a smile as he stood. “I can browbeat with the best of them. You have the conn while I see what this is really about. I’ll pick up a few Marines to accompany me, and if I have trouble, be ready to back me up.”

      “Don’t do anything rash, Derek. Most senior officers look at us like kids, and you know this guy will try to run over you. Just stand up to him with the authority the commodore gave you, and don’t take it personally.”

      “I have to take this from a woman whose answer to confrontation is to punch somebody in the face?”

      “I haven’t punched you in the face. Yet. Besides, I told you about that in confidence.”

      He grinned. “Everyone’s heard the story already, so don’t pretend it doesn’t secretly please you. I promise I’ll behave. Send the cutter to small craft bay four.”

      Derek exited the bridge but stopped next to one of the Marine guards. “I need a pair of Marines to back me up at small craft bay four. We’ve got an incoming naval officer that might not react well to being told he’s not in charge. Just in case he wants to get pushy, I’d like a pair of noncoms that won’t be intimidated at my back.”

      “Will do, sir,” one of the Marines said, pulling her comm off her belt. “I’ll have them meet you there.”

      “Perfect. Thank you very much.”

      And with that, Derek headed for small craft bay four. When he arrived, he hit the communications panel by the hatch and asked the flight controllers how far away the cutter was. Ten minutes and on final approach.

      Derek let his breath out slowly and started getting into a mental place where he was centered and calm. No matter what happened, he wouldn’t let himself be intimidated or get pissed off.

      When he walked into the small craft bay, he found two Marines in unpowered armor waiting for him. Someone had chosen people on the large side because the two Marines dwarfed him. Their intimidating presence would lend him an air of authority his young age didn’t grant him, so he’d take it.

      He briefed the Marines, and then he took a moment to go over his uniform and make sure everything was in place. He would already be getting crap from the man for how he was dressed, so he didn’t want to give him another reason to sneer at him. He’d already be prone to dismissing him.

      When the cutter came through the large hatch at the other end of the compartment, he noted with approval that whoever was flying it was skilled and confident. Once the cutter settled on the deck, Derek maneuvered himself around so that he was half a dozen steps away and directly in front of the hatch. His Marine guards planted themselves two steps behind him and on either side. Then they waited.

      And waited. And waited a little longer.

      He frowned, wondering if something had gone wrong. Had the pilot suffered a medical emergency? Was this a trap, and that was an automated cutter with a bomb inside? All kinds of different and horrible scenarios began running through his mind, each worse than the last.

      Just as he was about to start backing away from the cutter, the hatch slid open, and a man came down the steps. He was short, balding, and rotund. Maybe rotund was underselling it just a bit. He was large enough that his uniform didn’t fit, and not just by a little. The jacket wouldn’t close, and the pants threatened to explode off of his body.

      His shock made him a few moments late saluting as the man approached, but the commander didn’t seem overly perturbed by that as he returned the gesture. Derek made up for it by smiling as well as he could and extending a hand. “Commander McGregor? Lieutenant Derek Calvo. Welcome aboard Delta Orionis.”

      “I won’t say it’s a pleasure to be here, but it sure is nice seeing a ship like this come to save our asses,” McGregor said, looking around the vast small craft bay. “I’ve gotta start by apologizing for my uniform. Until a few hours ago, I was retired. I’ve been out of the Navy for ten years, and I never expected to try to stuff myself back into the damned thing, but when a rear admiral tells you that you’ve been recalled, you get moving.”

      Derek considered this new information and adjusted how he’d approach the situation. This man wasn’t necessarily his enemy, and if he could get on his good side, he could find out a lot of information about what Rear Admiral Allen intended.

      “War makes us all do things we never expected,” he told McGregor. “If you want to change into something a bit more comfortable, I promise I won’t judge.”

      “I’m tempted, kid, believe me, but it’s not right to be performing official duties in cargo shorts and flip-flops.”

      “Then perhaps we could talk while one of our people sees about making some… adjustments to your uniform? I’m afraid your pants will rip off while you’re walking down the corridor, and that wouldn’t be good for Navy decorum.”

      McGregor laughed. “Ain’t that the truth? Tell you what, I think I’ll go with that. I don’t want to humiliate myself any more than I already am, and it doesn’t matter if we spend a few minutes sitting around while we get to know one another. I’d appreciate the assistance in making sure I don’t have a very unfortunate wardrobe malfunction.”

      “Are you alone, or do I need to have someone look after your pilot?”

      “It’s just me.”

      Derek pulled his comm off his belt and called Lieutenant Commander Hutton. The supply officer knew where everything aboard the ship was, and if anyone could do some work on Commander McGregor’s uniform, it was him.

      When he’d made the arrangements, Derek gestured for the other Navy officer to come with him. Rather than taking him through one of the more traveled sections of the ship, he went to a small office just off the small craft bay where briefings between the pilots on any particular mission might happen. Since they didn’t have a dedicated pilot corps, it was empty.

      Once the two officers were seated, the Marines planted themselves on either side of the hatch with bemused expressions.

      “So, what brings you to Hunter, Commander?” Derek asked. “What can we do for you, and thus the admiral?”

      McGregor pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped at his face. Even that little bit of travel had made him sweat. It was hard to believe someone this out of shape had piloted a cutter so professionally. It just showed that one couldn’t judge a person’s skills by their appearance. That was true of him, and he also needed to keep it in mind for other people.

      “He wants an assessment of the condition of this warship. I had no idea what he was talking about until I did some research while I was stuffing myself into my uniform. This is one of the battleships that fought during the last invasion, right? I gotta say that I never expected to see one and just looking at it on approach filled me with all kinds of emotions that were hard to put a name to. This ship has been through the wringer. It sure as hell looks like you fought more than a couple battles.”

      “Roughly half a dozen that I’ve been aboard for,” Derek agreed. “Some of them pretty tough. We were lucky to survive and even luckier to win. Not that our skills are lacking, but the ship was in bad shape when we started. Whatever you see today, just imagine what it was after being ignored for almost two centuries.”

      McGregor nodded. “I can imagine.”

      Before he could say anything else, the hatch slid open, and Hutton came in with two people trailing behind, pushing a trolley. He smiled at them as they both rose to their feet. Then grinned as he looked at McGregor. “Commander, you’re almost out of uniform.”

      “Tell me about it,” McGregor muttered. “None of this was my idea, and I didn’t have any control over the timeframe. If you can help me here, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “If you’ll strip out of your uniform jacket and pants, I’ve found some cloth that I believe will help. I can use regular Navy uniform fabric to expand everything I need. These gentlemen will help me get you fitted, and we should have you looking better in about half an hour. I hope you don’t mind chatting with the good lieutenant in your skivvies.”

      “It’s not the worst thing that’s happened to me, so I’ll manage. Thank you, Commander.”

      It took everyone Hutton had brought to help hold McGregor upright while he got out of his pants, but nothing disastrous happened. Once the jacket was off and they’d taken some measurements, McGregor sat. Derek found he was a lot more relaxed than he’d expected. It was hard for McGregor to project any authority in his undershorts.

      “Speaking of being out of uniform, what are you wearing?” McGregor asked. “It looks like you’re playing dress-up. And speaking of playing dress-up, just how old are you? Do you even shave regularly?”

      Okay, that was playing dirty.

      “That’s a couple of questions, so I’ll start off with the uniform. These are the duty uniforms we’re required by regulation to wear for the battleship division. Nobody ever got around to updating that to something more modern, and these were the uniforms we had in stock. Could we change now? Probably, but I think we’ve grown used to them. Besides, I think they give us a bit of panache.”

      “Panache? It looks like you’re at some kind of convention, though I’ll grant you do look sharp. What about your age? I’ve met a lot of lieutenants over the years, and you don’t look old enough to be a midshipman.”

      “That’s more complicated,” Derek admitted with a sigh. “When the war started, I was in the Naval Academy. To say that we were short of people that could operate a ship like this would be a huge understatement. Some friends and I brought skills operating the old technology to the table, and Commodore Romanoff has been putting us to use. I was delighted with being promoted to ensign, but he believed my leadership skills were of a level to make me a lieutenant. I’m not going to argue with a commodore.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” McGregor said with a nod. “What skills did you bring to the table, and how did you get them?”

      “I’m the senior helm officer, though not the head of the department. I’ve got the skills to use the independent quantum drive and to maneuver this battleship in combat. Believe it or not, I got the skills through a game. Those of us manning the bridge had high-level skills in the game, and I mean tournament level. We were good, which has allowed us to carry through and defeat the Locusts at every turn.”

      McGregor held up a hand. “Whoa! You’re telling me that Romanoff has been fighting this ship using gamers? That can’t be right. Where are all the Navy officers?”

      Derek shrugged. “Circumstances were weird. When Hunter set out, there were very few naval officers available. Commodore Nastasi has a staff, and we took aboard the crew of a wrecked Navy cruiser, but for a ship that’s supposed to have five thousand people, there are a lot of naval Academy students and recruits aboard. The same was true of the Marines, though we’ve managed to supplement them with some planetary defense forces personnel from New Copenhagen. The thing you need to keep in mind is that while we started off green, we’ve been through blood and fire. Just because we look young, don’t dismiss us. As you probably very well know, appearances can be deceiving.”

      McGregor grunted. “I suppose there’s something to that. It’s been a long time since I was in active service, and to say that I’m a bit rusty doesn’t go nearly far enough. That cutter there is my personal property because I own a transport company. I wouldn’t even have those skills if I didn’t use them all the time. I’ll try to keep what you’ve said in mind, but I need to warn you that this won’t carry much water with Admiral Allen. I never served directly under the man, but I’ve heard things.”

      “That’s not my fight, sir. Commodore Romanoff is more than capable of doing what needs to be done, and I work for him. Let me be clear, Commander McGregor, this ship is under the commodore’s command, and I’m not going to be dictated to while I’m following his orders. I’m more than willing to show you around, but that’s a courtesy. Clear?”

      “Hey, it ain’t no skin off my nose. Allen wanted a rundown of the situation aboard this ship, and I’m going to give him that report. What he does with it isn’t my business. If I had any choice in the matter, I’d rather not have been reactivated. As you can see, I like food, and I’m not a big fan of exercise these days, so Navy uniforms and me don’t mix, if you know what I mean.”

      Derek wasn’t thrilled with the idea that some flag officer would try and dictate how their ship was run—particularly since they had no idea how to fight this war—but that was above his pay grade. His job right now was to represent this ship and make sure everything was done the way the commodore needed. If Romanoff decided Allen was calling the shots, then Derek didn’t have any say in the matter.

      “If you’ll stand up, Commander, I believe we’ve got your pants in order,” Hutton said. “The jacket will take a few more minutes, and there’s no need to be uncomfortable.”

      Derek watched with amusement as the three men helped McGregor into his pants and noted with approval that they didn’t fall down or threaten to split apart.

      While the reactivated officer was walking around the compartment and making sure that the pants fit well enough, Hutton and the others wrapped up the work on his jacket and quickly had him back together.

      Derek eyed the clothes that Hutton was using for scraps. Where had those Navy uniforms come from? Then it hit him. Those would’ve been from Hawkwing. Either they were salvaged from the ship before they’d abandoned it, or they’d come from dead or injured crew people. That was both dark and grim but somewhat amusing as well. He’d just keep that information to himself.

      Once they were done and Commander McGregor was once again in uniform, he thanked Hutton and let the others depart. Then he turned his attention to the officer that had come to inspect his ship.

      “Well, I think we’ve covered the background as much as we can,” Derek said as he gestured toward the hatch. “I’ll cover everything we’ve been through and what we’re using to work around those things we can’t get running while I take you up to the bridge. If you’ve never been on a ship like this before, you’re in for a treat. I appreciate you giving me the heads-up about Admiral Allen.”

      McGregor stayed facing him rather than turning toward the hatch. “While none of us had a great look at what went on when you arrived, this ship destroyed a lot of Locusts. That carries a lot of weight. Between you, me, and the table, Admiral Allen has a bad reputation. He’s a micromanager and can be something of a tin horn dictator. If Commodore Romanoff lets him push him around, that man will end up in charge of fighting this war, and I’m not so sure that’s a winning proposition, if you know what I mean.”

      Derek smiled at McGregor’s continued use of that phrase. It had to be a favorite of his.

      “I do, and we’ll do the best we can. In the end, we all want to save humanity, don’t we? There are some things I can’t talk about because they’re classified, but I’m sure the commodore will be filling the Admiral in as quickly as possible. This isn’t the time to jostle the driver’s elbow. Commodore Romanoff knows what he’s doing, and we need to trust that he can lead us to victory.”

      He turned toward the hatch. “Now, let me give you a tour of the ship and fill you in on our condition.”

      As they headed out, he really hoped that Commodore Romanoff didn’t let Admiral Allen run over him. He doubted he would, but the very last thing they needed was some officious desk jockey thinking they knew how to fight a war. Humanity was one loss away from slavery and worse.
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      Jack spent the next hour explaining what they’d been doing to Admiral Allen and Commodore Monahan. To his dismay, the admiral wanted to spend more time discussing the validity of his uniform choices and the steps he’d taken getting his ship ready for battle than the threat hanging over their heads.

      Being as patient as he could, Jack explained everything and moved on to each new subject as quickly as he could, trying to shepherd the conversation back to the important matters.

      Interestingly, both Sara and Commodore Monahan stayed quiet. Sara had to be feeling a bit out of place because this wasn’t the area under her responsibility. She shouldn’t even be here, and the other woman might see her as an intruder.

      Jack kept a few items to himself. High on that list was Lisa’s condition and the fact Regex had been implanted inside her. That would come up at some point, but he wanted to hold that off until he had no choice but to reveal it. The other items were more prosaic. Details on who was running Port Royale, what he had to promise them, and the ambiguous relationship with the Tardan civilians.

      He had mentioned the colony ships. He just hadn’t said what he’d done with them. He figured other things were more important. Apparently, Rear Admiral Allen disagreed.

      “This is quite the mess you’ve dumped into my lap, Romanoff,” he said with a grimace. “I suppose we’ve got several things to work out. We should probably start by verifying that your rank is authentic. Yes, yes. I understand Commodore Nastasi indicated it is, but she’s outside her area of operations and lacks authority here. Naval judicial matters in the cluster are Commodore Monahan’s bailiwick, so I’d like her opinion.”

      The woman, her expression still serene, leaned forward and smiled. “If Sara says the orders are valid, I’m willing to accept that, though I will verify them for formality’s sake. I would like the orders for our records, but she and I went to the Academy together, and I’ve known her for years. I’ve never had reason to doubt my judgment, and I won’t start now. You can take those orders at face value, Admiral.”

      It didn’t look like that particular pronouncement pleased him, but Allen nodded. “Very well. What about the commissions and promotions? That’s outside the authority of a ship’s commander or flag officer. The office of personnel is responsible for both of those items. I understand he needed to fill the command positions with anyone he could get his hands on, but these are children, and none have been trained to be officers. Surely that’s not legal.”

      “The regulations during wartime are somewhat different than in peace, Admiral,” Sara said. “Under normal operational circumstances, Commodore Romanoff wouldn’t have been able to authorize a commission for anyone, much less give them an actual promotion as opposed to a brevet one. With the invasion in progress, that triggered some provisions in our general regulations as well as the authority given to the commander of the battleship division. While I’m certain some of his decisions may be questioned at a later time, they are valid.”

      “I see,” the man said with a tone that said he didn’t agree. “I appreciate the measures you’ve taken to fight back against these aliens, but the overall strategic decisions going forward are no longer yours. That duty falls to me as the senior Navy officer in the cluster, so far as we know. I may not be able to directly command your vessel, but you will respect my strategic orders.”

      “No, sir,” Jack said politely. “I’m afraid the general orders covering the invasion, as well as the orders for the battleship division, are clear that I hold that responsibility.”

      Allen’s face grew dark. “You overstep yourself, Romanoff. While I respect what you’ve accomplished and am willing to listen to the experience you’ve earned the hard way, you don’t get to place yourself outside the chain of command. If I understand correctly, you were a captain on the verge of being cashiered just months ago, so don’t lecture me about my suitability to command in place of you.”

      “Not to be offensive, sir, but let’s discuss your suitability,” Jack countered. “What command experience do you have? What departments have you worked in aboard a warship?”

      Allen ground his teeth hard enough that Jack could see his jaw muscles clench. “I never served aboard a ship as my work is administrative, but as a rear admiral, I have significantly more experience in general than you. Don’t let the fact that your father wrote those orders for you while he was in charge of the Navy go to your head. He’s out of the picture, and you have to deal with the circumstances in which you find yourself.”

      “My father is far from out of the picture, sir,” Jack said with a slight shake of his head. “He’s been called back to service and is currently acting as a full admiral in command of the defense of the Confederation outside the cluster. I understand my obligations and under what circumstances I must bow to the chain of command. You may believe you have more experience, sir, but it’s an illusion. None of what we went through during peacetime prepared us for this war. My people and I have fought half a dozen battles and bled until we were white. That’s the kind of experience we have to have since a single loss will cost us the cluster.”

      “I don’t accept that,” Allen said firmly. “I’ll have my people go over everything in these regulations until I find what I need, and don’t doubt for a moment that I will find it. Defy me, and I will have you brought up on charges. Your ship will remain in orbit until I authorize its departure. I have someone inspecting your vessel, and they’ll report back to me on its current condition. If you push matters too far, I may decide it’s better I command this vessel in person than in a more strategic sense from Argent. Don’t push me, Romanoff.”

      Jack wished he could let things go—or let Sara do the negotiations—but this was one of those situations where he didn’t have that option. If he allowed this desk jockey to wedge himself into some position of authority over him, he’d micromanage the fight from the background or demand to be there in person. There were no circumstances under which that was good for humanity, and he could not allow it to occur.

      “Respectfully, Admiral, you don’t have the authority to do that. Delta Orionis is part of the battleship division of which I am in command, and I report directly to Grand Admiral Carbonaro. If he wishes to give me different orders, he’s more than welcome to do so, but until that happens, I’ll take everything that you say under advisement, but you have no direct authority over me.”

      Sara cleared her throat before Allen could explode. “Perhaps we should give Commodore Monahan time to review the general orders and the specific ones for the battleship division, Admiral. What’s in our computers matches what was in Hawkwing’s, so you should have all the information you need on Argent.”

      The admiral turned and glared at her. “You’re very far outside your area of operations, Commodore Nastasi. Rest assured that we will discuss the court-martial of Captain Magri and the fact that you executed him inside the cluster where you had no authority. Frankly, you’re potentially in much more trouble than Commodore Romanoff, so I would be cautious about what buttons you push.”

      “It might hold up considering the extenuating circumstances,” Monahan said. “In any case, I’ll review the general orders and regulations. Sara, if you’d forward me the records of the decisions you’ve made and your assessments over the regulations we’re talking about, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Of course,” Sara said before she turned her attention back to the glaring rear admiral. “If you forgive me, Admiral, what position do you hold here?”

      “As I stated earlier, I am the Confederation Navy’s liaison to President Ibarra.”

      “So, you represent the Confederation Navy in a political sense. Regardless of your rank, I’m afraid that places you outside the operational division’s command structure, even though the battleship division is separate. Even if there were any operational warships left inside the cluster, technically, you don’t have the authority to give them orders. All you can do is advise President Ibarra until you receive updated orders changing your status.”

      “Don’t lecture me, Commodore,” Allen said through clenched teeth. “I think we’ve had quite enough discussion for today, but don’t think for one moment that this is over. I am the senior Navy officer in the cluster, and I will not have outsiders and jumped-up captains deciding what I can and cannot do. It’s my responsibility to defend humanity against these monsters, and I will do everything I have to to make that happen. Is that clear?”

      Jack rose. “I understand, sir. Unfortunately, I’m afraid I disagree with your interpretation of your authority. Perhaps it would be best if you discuss things with Commodore Monahan before we speak again. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think it might be best if I follow your advice and give you some time to think about this.”

      Allen stood, his face a mask of fury. “You think you’re being clever by defying me, but you will deeply regret it. Since you want to play fast and loose with the regulations, let me be clear that you are only to contact me in this system, and I will continue to be the official interface with the civilian government—a government we both answer to—and that this is far from over. You are dismissed.”

      That had gone well. Not that he was surprised at the complication. There seemed to be no easy wins.

      David and Tina Chen stood but made no effort to move toward the hatch. David inclined his head toward Jack. “If you don’t mind, sir, it might be best if we stay and brief Rear Admiral Allen more thoroughly. He needs the full assessment to brief the president.”

      Jack almost blinked in surprise but nodded. “Whatever you think best. Give us a call when you’re ready to come back, and we’ll send a cutter for you.”

      Jack made his way out of the office. Other than his Marines, no one was waiting. Lisa and the professor were elsewhere, and he probably needed to track them down.

      Mac stepped up beside him. “That was quite a performance, Jack. I’m impressed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone offend a flag officer so quickly and completely.”

      “You weren’t around when I met Vice Admiral LaChasse. This is fairly pedestrian in comparison. What’s your impression of the good admiral?”

      While waiting for Mac’s response, he frowned back toward the hatch. Sara hadn’t come out yet, and he was disinclined to leave her in the man’s clutches. He was relieved when she came out a few moments later in the company of Commodore Monahan.

      The black woman smiled at him with a flash of white teeth. “You have certainly mastered the art of making friends and influencing people, Commodore Romanoff. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Admiral Allen quite so furious. I, of course, disapprove of such conflict.”

      Since her expression said the opposite, he gave her a smile back. “It was never my intention to anger the admiral, but if I didn’t set some boundaries now, he’d walk all over me. I don’t know him, but I think I’m better suited to make the overall decisions regarding this war.”

      “While he’s receiving his intelligence briefing from your people, I believe it would best suit me to ride with you and ask more questions. I don’t believe the admiral has explored some aspects of the situation, and I want to know the exact circumstances we’re dealing with. Frankly, there are some troubling things that were only briefly mentioned or even just hinted at. I need to know more about them.”

      Jack nodded and started back toward the small craft bay, looking around to make sure they were otherwise alone. Some of what she wanted to know would undoubtedly be very classified, and he didn’t want just anyone overhearing them.

      “Mac, detach a few of your Marines to see that Professor Prescott and Miss Gane get back to Hunter safely.”

      “Will do.”

      “What are you curious about, Commodore?” Jack asked the JAG officer.

      “You said that you made an agreement with the people at Port Royale. I’m familiar with the cluster, but that system doesn’t sound familiar. You also mentioned a depot for your spare parts and mothballed battleships. Are those in the same system?”

      “They are,” he admitted. “It’s a secret system the navy of the day constructed a hidden quantum gate to. I’m afraid it didn’t remain undiscovered, and pirates moved in. Fifteen years ago, someone I’m acquainted with tracked them down and eliminated them, then took the system over for himself. His name is Mark Connor, and he was a smuggler. I hesitate to say that Port Royale is a hive of scum and villainy, but it’s definitely not your standard Confederation system.”

      “Yet you felt you could make some kind of agreement with them? Exactly what did you agree to, and what was the price?”

      “Recognition in exchange for access. I told them that as the Navy representative in the cluster, I would turn a blind eye to their presence so long as I got my parts and access to the warships I needed to fight the Locusts.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have to consult any regulations to know that is something you couldn’t agree to. You don’t speak for the Navy, and you don’t speak for the Confederation when it comes to giving away systems.”

      “And I made that perfectly clear when I signed the treaty. Their cooperation is with the understanding that someone may overrule me. From a political standpoint, I think that’s unlikely. They’ve already made fast friends with the government at New Copenhagen. I feel confident that with their ability to supply useful things, they won’t have any difficulty making inroads to the public opinion here as well, but if they don’t, that’s their problem, not mine.”

      She seemed to think about that for a few seconds and then slowly nodded. “I suppose that’s true. I will want to see a copy of the treaty. It’s not my decision whether to recognize it or not, but if I’m asked questions, I’ll need specific information at hand. Now, you said you have nine alien colonization vessels in custody. Where are they located, and what is the status of the people aboard them?”

      “They’re in New Copenhagen,” he said as they walked out into the small craft bay. “The vast majority of the people aboard are still in suspended animation. Since there is no place to debark them, it makes no sense to decant them. Between the nine ships, there are about two thousand of the Tardans awake.”

      “And they aren’t in custody? What’s to prevent them from fleeing?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing. They’re noncombatants, so I don’t feel it necessary to impound their vessels. They’ve got nowhere to go. Their military is already invading us, and they feel obligated to assist us in combating them. The fact that the Novarites tracked them here means that nowhere is safe.”

      “I’m unsure Admiral Allen will agree with that assessment, and I also have my doubts. How do you know you can trust them? For that matter, how can you even communicate with them? Even when they were trying to talk to us here, only the most fundamental concepts could be made clear, and I feel confident there were plenty of misunderstandings even with those.”

      Now Jack had to decide what to do about Lisa and Regex. If he revealed their condition, there would be hell to pay. Maybe he didn’t have to right now. He could tell the truth and just omit certain things because it was classified information he didn’t feel like sharing. He needed to brief his senior people on what they could talk about before someone inadvertently revealed something they shouldn’t. Not until the situation was more settled.

      “One of the people from Port Royale is an exceptional computer programmer and took some audio files that were recovered by Professor Prescott from an old mothership computer core and created a translation program. That’s because the aliens translated recordings they made during the first invasion into their own language. The translations were crap, but it gave us a place to start.”

      Monahan considered him for a moment, her eyes narrowing. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s the full story, but I can’t fault you for being a little cagey after that meeting with Admiral Allen. He’s not that bad, really, but he might not be the best person to prosecute a war. You can trust that I’ll go over the information you give me as thoroughly and fairly as possible. Sara can tell you that I don’t play favorites. If the regulations back up what you’re doing, that’s what I’ll tell the admiral. I’m afraid you’re out of luck if they don’t.”

      Once they were aboard his cutter, Jack turned in his seat to face her. “So how did the head of the Judge Advocate General’s office in the cluster end up working with the liaison to the planetary president and Confederation Council inside the cluster? I have to say I’m somewhat surprised that either I’m not seeing more Navy officers or less.”

      “There was an element of random chance to this,” she said. “We found out about the invasion when the Locusts came pouring through the gate. The system was pretty well defended, but not against something like that. The command team ordered all nonessential personnel down to the planet’s surface, so my staff and I went with everyone else. Admiral Allen was already down below. Sadly, we were the highest-ranking officers to survive the fighting. The planet might be intact, but the Navy infrastructure isn’t.”

      She gave him a steady look. “I’m not sure what we’d do without having your ship in the cluster, and I don’t want to interfere in the war effort, so that’s going to make my job very difficult. Sometimes the rules and regulations don’t really cover the situations we find ourselves in. When we get to your ship, I’m going to closet myself with Sara, and we’ll have a long talk. I hope she’s as persuasive as I recall from the Academy.”

      “So do I. If you don’t mind, I want to take the long way back. We haven’t seen a lot of Argent’s surface, and I want to do that before I return to Hunter. It shouldn’t take more than an hour. I’ll be up front and that’ll give you two time to catch up.”

      Seeing Argent would be helpful, but he wanted to give Sara as much time to work her magic as possible. Commodore Monahan held his command in her hands, and he wanted to be as accommodating as possible. Besides, the trip would allow him time to regain his equilibrium. Admiral Allen had really pushed his buttons.
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      Once the hatch closed behind Jack and the rest, David settled back into his seat and shot his wife a glance as she sat. This would be a touchy situation because Admiral Allen seems the kind of man that preferred walking around with a stick up his behind.

      “I’m sure this is a very trying set of circumstances for you, sir,” he said, “so I apologize for any difficulties. Is there any particular thing you’d like me to begin with?”

      “We’ll settle these difficulties in fairly short order,” Allen said in a tone that brooked no disagreement. “It seems everyone in your ragtag little group comes from somewhere unusual, so what’s your story?”

      “I’m a retired analyst with Confederation Intelligence. I suppose I might as well consider myself reactivated. My wife was an operative with the same organization, though she did most of her work with Naval Intelligence.”

      The flag officer crossed his arms and nodded slowly. “I suppose that does make you useful in situations like this. There’s a lot to digest, and I’m not particularly sure where I want to start. Maybe we should go back to the beginning. You mentioned something about Vice Admiral LaChasse being arrested. I don’t know the woman well, but she never struck me as one who colored outside the lines. What did she do?”

      David grimaced. He wished he had more information about what she’d been up to, but they’d never tracked down any of her associates, other than the officer who tried to kill Sara Nastasi and was killed in the end. Whatever conspiracy LaChasse was part of, it was still active, and they didn’t know their ultimate goals.

      “The information I have on that is rather sparse, but she was part of a group diverting money meant for the upkeep of the battleship division. It didn’t start during her tenure as a Navy officer, but she came on board at some point. When Commodore Romanoff became aware of what was happening and began investigating, she worked with another officer to attempt to kill Commodore Nastasi and derail any plans that Commodore Romanoff had about investigating the crime.”

      “And then the invasion happened,” Tina said. “That upended everyone’s plans and changed their priorities. She likely decided he was much less of a problem than the Locusts, at least in the short term. Unfortunately for her, Lieutenant Selter’s communications security was terrible, and we recovered messages between the two, including her instructions. With that in hand, Eric Romanoff was reactivated to his retirement rank as a full admiral and sent to relieve her. Commodore Nastasi was supposed to arrest her, but circumstances ended up sending her into the cluster with us. I’m confident the elder Romanoff has her well in hand.”

      His wife’s words made Admiral Allen frown. “None of that makes any sense. Why would they involve themselves in something like that? I understand money is a factor that drives many people to make bad decisions, but surely the survival of the human race is more important than lining one’s pocketbook.”

      “I couldn’t agree more, sir,” David said. “With that kind of money, I doubt she was working alone. It was an organized conspiracy, and there will be other people involved. It’ll take time for the Confederation Navy to sort things out, but they’ll eventually figure out where all that money went and who was involved.”

      “I suppose they will,” Allen agreed with a grimace. “It’s a sordid business, but I suppose it’s outside the scope of what we’re looking at now. We have to focus on the invasion. When it was just the Locusts, it was at least easy enough to understand. What I don’t get are the aliens. What did you call them? Tardy?”

      “Tardans and they’re complex. Their military is a different sort of thing than their civilians. The general populace was trying to flee their oppressors. They had no idea their people were working to overthrow their government and do something so horrific. Let me be firm in telling you that their civilian leadership utterly rejects what their military is doing and wants no part of it.”

      “And yet, here they are, in our space. We must find a place to inter them no matter what Romanoff thinks. If they’re unobserved, there’s no telling what mischief they’ll get up to. If they get their hands on knowledge about what we’re doing, they could pass it back to their military at some point, which could hurt us badly. These general statements that the civilians are all innocent are garbage. Until the war is settled, they are all our enemies.”

      That wouldn’t be helpful, but there was nothing David could do to change the man’s mind. All he could do was lay out the facts and hope Jack came out on top of this power struggle.

      “I’ll point out that they’ve been helpful thus far. Some of them have provided us quite a bit of information we wouldn’t have otherwise had. Our access to their computers is solely due to the cooperation of one of their computer scientists. Our people do the work, but the information on how the hardware works came directly from him.”

      “Life isn’t black and white, Admiral,” Tina said. “You’re going to find that every group of people has someone good and someone bad. The Tardans may ultimately be responsible for the invasions, but that doesn’t mean every member of their society had something to do with them. They were tricked, and their ultimate fate would have been just as bad as ours.”

      “Would it?” the admiral asked. “It seems like we would have become unwilling hosts. What would happen to them?”

      “Their military would have supplanted their civilian leadership and forcibly implanted the young into humans whether they liked it or not,” David said. “Then they’d be made to work toward fighting the Novarites, who seem to be more advanced and far more warlike. I believe you’re familiar with the concept of military dictatorship, and that’s certainly what this looks like it would have been.”

      “Again, that’s not really relevant to the situation we find ourselves in,” Allen said dismissively. “They’ve proven themselves to be enemies of humanity, and they will be treated as such. Once this situation with Romanoff is clarified and I have command of the strategic decisions, those aliens will be interred someplace where they can cause no harm. We’ll also use the translation program you developed to interrogate them for information that will help us end this invasion as quickly as possible.”

      The admiral stood, and they rose as well. “I want a full report on everything you’ve experienced and discovered. Leave nothing out, and don’t make the mistake of believing you’re doing yourselves any favors by shaping the narrative to fit Commodore Romanoff’s desires. History is not kind to those with an agenda, and I won’t tolerate any type of deception. Also, I want to know everything you can tell me about this conspiracy and who you suspect may be involved. If they’re powerful enough to plant an assassin in the Judge Advocate General’s office—as an assistant to the commanding JAG officer, no less!—it means they can get people anywhere. Understood?”

      David inclined his head. “Understood, Admiral. It’s going to take at least twenty-four hours. There’s a lot of information that needs to be collated into a report format. We didn’t expect to encounter a senior Navy officer that would need the information in quite that manner.”

      “That’s sloppy thinking, Mister Chen. I’ll expect better of you in the future. I’ll have one of my people fly you back to your ship when you’re ready. Try to make it twelve hours.”

      “No need to worry, sir. You have your office to get back in order. We’ll handle getting ourselves back to Hunter.”

      David inclined his head a second time and headed through the hatch with his wife. Neither of them said anything until they were further down the corridor. Then she turned her head toward him and quirked an eyebrow. “Did you catch that?”

      “That he knew who Selter was? We never mentioned which department he worked for, yet Allen seemed to know he was part of Commodore Nastasi’s staff. Do you think he’ll realize he slipped up?”

      “It’s possible, so I suggest we stay on our guard. We’d best pick up the professor and Lisa before heading back over. I’ll encrypt a message for Commodore Romanoff and Sara. They need to know what we’ve discovered.”

      “Maybe we can get someone that’ll talk this time,” he said with a slight smile. “And perhaps taking Lisa back to the ship is a bit premature. Having one of the most skilled hackers I’ve ever met working on the same station as someone like the good admiral could be very productive.”

      Tina nodded. “I agree, and it might be best to not drag everyone back to the ship in a hurry. It would make us look spooked. It’s far better we pretend we didn’t notice anything at all.”

      “Agreed. We need to keep our heads down and find a way to get around Admiral Allen. We don’t know when or if the Tardans or Locusts are coming here. While protecting the people of New Copenhagen is important, Argent is a lot bigger and seems to be a node that the Tardans wanted to focus on. That means we must get busy building the defenses here as rapidly as possible. We can’t do that if people are maneuvering behind the scenes because of that stupid conspiracy.”

      His wife put her hand on his shoulder and grinned. “If it wasn’t complex, it wouldn’t be fun. We’ll figure it out. If any of our enemies come here, Jack will make sure they deeply regret it. We need to focus on making sure somebody doesn’t stick a knife in his back while he’s doing it. Since the conspirators are more than happy to kill anyone that comes near their secret, we have to be both cautious and expeditious.”

      “Do you think that’s why he’s making sure no one other than himself is speaking to the planetary president? Trying to keep the story straight? Now that we’ve found somebody else involved with the conspiracy, I wonder if this is one of the locations they’re working out of. Could the government officials here be involved?”

      “Some people inside the government could be involved,” she agreed. We’re not going to know unless we find more information about them. Since Confederation Intelligence has an agent here, maybe Mister Rowe has more insight than we do. If, of course, we can trust him.”

      “At this point, we can’t trust anyone,” David said as they got into a lift. “We have to assume that people we don’t know are potential conspirators. I’d hoped we’d left this behind, but I suppose we’ll have to do this the hard way. We’ll have to read Lisa and Regex in on what we want if we expect them to be able to help us. Other than that, I’ll make sure Jack hears about this when we get back to Hunter.”

      “Do you know what else we need to do?” Tina asked. “We need to figure out where Lisa is.”

      She pulled her comm off her belt and called. After speaking for a few moments, she pressed the button for a different level. Minutes later, they walked into a mess hall where Lisa and Bronson Rowe were drinking coffee and talking.

      “Mind if we join you?” David asked, smiling.

      “Please do,” the man said. “We were just discussing the adventures you people have been on. I have to say I’m impressed. If you hadn’t done what you’ve done, everyone in the cluster would be in a lot worse shape than they are right now. I think what the Tardans are trying to do is horrifying, and we must find a way to stop them at all costs.”

      A server stepped up and provided them with coffee and then disappeared again. David took a sip and nodded appreciatively. This was definitely a cut above his usual bean water.

      He took a second sip and then set the cup down. “Things are grimmer than I’d expected them to be, but there’s hope on the horizon. We’ve got people working on the other battleships, trying to get some of them back online. That’s a lot of work, and nothing is guaranteed, but we may be able to hold things together until we get reinforcements.”

      “Not to put too fine a point on it, but Jack is the experienced combat commander that got us here, and I’m leery of the idea of anyone trying to steer us in a different direction right now,” Tina said. “I’m sure Admiral Allen is a fine man, but he’s not Jack Romanoff. His ideas about assuming direct command—or even strategic oversight of what Jack is doing—makes me very nervous.”

      Rowe nodded slowly. “I understand your concerns, but that’s outside my control. The admiral will do what the admiral does, and while I’ll advise him to back off, I’m afraid I don’t think that’s very likely. The fact that he outranks Commodore Romanoff will make him feel he has to take charge. I hope your people can convince our JAG representative that everything is in order because I don’t want to see anybody’s elbows jostled at such a critical juncture either.”

      The man’s eyes flicked toward Lisa. “I’ve probably taken too much of your friend’s time, but if it’s at all possible, I’d like to speak with you about matters of mutual interest.”

      David picked up his coffee and took a much healthier swig before standing. “That’s good timing because there’s something I need to go over with Lisa. Why don’t you and Tina have that discussion while I see about briefing our friend?”

      For her part, the hacker stood and smiled, said her goodbyes, and drank down the last of her coffee. Then the two walked away from the table and out into the corridor.

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “What’s going on?”

      “Trouble. We believe Admiral Allen is part of the conspiracy that’s been siphoning money away from the battleship division for more than a century. He knew information about the assassination attempt against Commodore Nastasi. I mentioned Selter’s name, but he knew he worked for the Judge Advocate General’s office underneath Sara. There’s no way he could have known that off the top of his head. That tells me he was briefed on the events, and the only people here in the cluster that would know who Selter is belonged to the conspiracy.”

      “Well, that sucks,” she said. “So, you want me to stay here and work my magic on the computer systems? If you can think up a good reason for me to be aboard the station, I’d be happy to, but you’ve got to keep your Confederation Intelligence friend out of my back pocket. If I have to worry about him watching what I’m doing, I’ll never be able to get anything accomplished.”

      “You figured out he was part of Confederation Intelligence? Bravo.”

      “I’ve got a very good sense of hearing, and I overheard bits of what you and he were talking about. Enough to make sense of who he was, anyway. People like that are always suspicious of everyone around them, and if he has reason to look more closely at me, both Regex and I are in a lot of trouble.”

      “I think we can come up with a good reason for you to be here and working on their computer system. Admiral Allen said they wanted access to the translation program, so I think you should bring a copy of it over here and continue working on it. That should keep suspicion away from you for a little while.”

      “Sounds like a good start to me. I’ll have to head back to Hunter and pick up my equipment, but as long as they agree to give me a little office space, even if they’re keeping an eye on me, I should be able to get into their systems enough to start searching around for things that shouldn’t be there. This may not be quick or easy, but if there’s information here, I’ll find it.”

      “It’s possible there won’t be, and that may mean we have to work in the dark, but I hope you can find something that will be useful for us. Don’t hesitate to head back to Hunter if you think this is a bust.”

      “I’ll do my best. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to see about hitching a ride back to our ship. As soon as I have anything concrete, I’ll call. It’ll be some mundane sort of thing, but if you hear from me, come back and help me. I’m no spy, but I think I can maintain a cover well enough to fool anyone in the short term.”

      He laughed. “You have a peculiar notion about what spies do. Coming up with a decent cover story and working your way into the systems like you’re going to be doing is exactly what a spy would do. While you do that, I’ll see if I can locate Professor Prescott and give him the short version. He needs to know we’re in danger here, and not just from our normal enemies.”

      The two of them split up, and David pulled out his comm. An already complicated situation had just become murkier, and he needed to get to the bottom of things as quickly as possible without letting the other side know that he had done so. If Admiral Allen was a member of the conspiracy, they were in deadly danger. Humanity couldn’t afford to lose Jack Romanoff, and David swore he would do whatever it took to make sure his friend stayed safe.
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      Lisa called for a cutter to come pick her up, and she stood waiting in the small craft bay on the station, wondering if someone would arrest her. Not that she had done anything wrong—yet—but now that she was on the job, she felt a bit paranoid. Her cover story would be good enough to pass a casual inspection, but if anyone dug into what she was doing in the computer system, she’d be in trouble.

      As a hacker, most of her access was done on the sly. She’d slip into a system without anyone being the wiser through links she could scrub clean of any information about her. She didn’t physically have to go to the computers she was intruding into. Usually.

      This time would be different. She’d be working in plain sight, and anyone with the skills could monitor the systems she was using. That would be problematic, and she needed a workaround. Something to keep their eyes off what she was doing and on someone else.

      In other words, she needed a distraction.

      Considering everything they’d been through, she knew what she could do, which might make the commodore a bit angry. It really depended on how touchy he’d be. Not that it would stop her because she had no desire to be arrested and potentially cut open. Regex might be a pain in her ass—simply because she had no desire to have company—but he had his uses. And, she had no desire to see either of them die.

      I’ve got a plan, but we’ll need to be careful. I don’t want anything to happen to either of us.

      <I’m glad you’re warming up to me.>

      She chuckled. I don’t know if I’d have put it quite that way, but I suppose so. This isn’t how either one of us envisioned spending the rest of our lives, but if this is what we have, I suppose we’ll have to make do. As roommates go, I suppose you’re more useful than some I had when I was younger. At least you don’t leave your underwear scattered all over the place.

      <Thankfully, my clothes have never been an issue. I have to say, though, that I have some comments on your choice of attire. Perhaps my understanding of human taste is flawed, but I’m noticing certain patterns in what you choose to wear versus what you don’t. Also, I’m not sure you should be talking about me leaving my underwear scattered all around when you do so.>

      I’m not leaving them scattered around. They’re hanging in the bathroom, which is not the same thing. In any case, have you thought about what we’re about to do? I realize this is more my wheelhouse than yours, but having somebody to ask an opinion of is always helpful.

      <Defining human motives is still something I don’t feel comfortable with, but it’s obvious someone is intent on deceiving us. That being the case, I suppose we need to suspect everyone. I will point out that while Admiral Allen is tagged as a conspirator, that doesn’t mean he’s the only one. People working on secret plans often have associates that will assist them in cleaning up inconvenient people. At least, that’s the case in the fiction I’ve consumed on the subject.>

      Your people have fiction like that? Books, videos?

      <Indeed. Our people are not so different in that manner. Perhaps you would like to read some?>

      That sounds interesting. Later, when we have more time.

      She wasn’t an expert when it came to conspiracies, but what he was saying made sense. Until they knew better, anyone could be watching them with hidden motives. David had tasked her with digging into the admiral’s systems and finding out what he knew. To prove his collusion, she needed all the information she could get to identify any of the conspirators.

      Once she knew who they were, she could track down their computer access and activities. People always thought they were clever with their computer security, but no one was immune to making stupid mistakes. Not even her. Once she had a thread to follow, she’d find whoever was connected to the admiral.

      The wait for a cutter wasn’t that long, but she was glad to be aboard it and on her way back to the battleship. With only the Navy pilot, she could relax and begin formulating how she’d conduct this intrusion. The technical aspects of it weren’t going to be nearly as complicated as the personal ones. That’s why she needed backup that could stand out loud and proud, distracting everyone that came looking for her into seeing something else they couldn’t take their eyes off.

      When the cutter landed in a small craft bay aboard Hunter, she went in search of Christine Hooghuis. The woman wasn’t difficult to locate, even without calling ahead, since she was always in the small compartment she used as her office. She’d been spending a lot of time there recently, compiling everything into the first part of her documentary.

      Lisa rapped her knuckles on the hatch, and the muscular young woman turned away from her monitor and smiled. “Hey there. What brings you two down here?”

      The casual way she mentioned Regex made Lisa uncomfortable, but she supposed it was true. They were a couple of sorts. Would they eventually be close enough to look to others like a single being? That was unsettling.

      “I’m about to go on a secret mission, and I need your help,” she said. “How far along is your documentary?”

      Christine gave her a nonplussed expression. “The first part is complete. I’m going over a few things, just tweaking bits here and there, but all the footage is approved, and it’s ready to release. Not that I’m in the position to do that sort of thing just yet. Why do you ask?”

      “I’m about to go back to the station and do some computer intrusion. David suspects Admiral Allen is part of the conspiracy that stole the money meant to fund the maintenance of the battleship division and tried to kill Commodore Nastasi. I’ll have to do that in plain sight, and I need somebody that’s going to distract anybody that comes looking to see what I’m doing.”

      “And you think my documentary will do that?”

      “Without a doubt. There’s no way anyone could see part of that documentary and not be riveted. If we make a big deal about you preparing it for general release and see that the important parties are made aware of it, they will not be able to take their eyes off it. I’ll be able to do whatever I want at the console right next to you, and no one will be the wiser.”

      Christine considered her for a moment and then shrugged. “If it will help, sure. Let me grab everything I need, and I can also see about recording some footage for the next segment of the documentary. When people see drones flying around and recording them, it centers their attention pretty well. If you need to keep all eyes off you, I’ll do everything I can to make sure no one pays you the slightest mind. I can go big.”

      That made Lisa grin. “Don’t get carried away. We don’t want to draw too much attention to you, or it’ll become obvious. Let me get my gear and intrusion software. Once I’ve got that set up, I’m going to pretend I’m finalizing the translation software for their use. That’s much less exciting than what you’ll be doing, so it should be fine. I’ll meet you in the small craft bay in twenty minutes.”

      “Perfect. See you there.”

      Lisa made her way to the office she was using for both living quarters and work and grabbed her bag. She then corralled a couple of tablets and a chip containing the latest iteration of the translation software. The final things she got were the voice files utilized by the Tardans. She got ones of human transmissions and some recordings of their prisoners.

      And since that might make an even better distraction if things went south, she grabbed some video files of the prisoners. There were a few that they’d used the translation software to translate, so those would be perfect for sharing with their new friends. No secretive information would be revealed, and they would be mesmerized by seeing the enemy that had almost conquered them. That would be perfect.

      Once she had everything she needed, she headed for the small craft bay. Christine was already there with a drone hovering nearby. She had an even heftier bag with her.

      “What’s in that?” Lisa asked.

      “Tools to work on various things. I never go to the field without having everything I need to repair one of my drones. If I don’t bring it, it’s a sure bet something will break.”

      “I suppose so,” she allowed. “Let’s get going.”

      The flight back to the station went smoothly, and Lisa contacted the professor to have him arrange for them to get a pair of consoles they could work on before they got there. They’d undoubtedly be infested with malware watching her every move, but that was part of the game. She wanted to see just how eager they were to spot what she was up to. The level of attention they gave her would tell her a lot.

      When the cutter landed, she saw a bit more activity, but that was mostly people coming and going from the planet’s surface. No one was waiting for them, and she thought that was an oversight. They didn’t know who she was. She might be coming over for any reason. Like, say, to spy on them.

      Christine, for her part, acted as the perfect distraction. She had her drone up in the air and scanned everyone around them as they walked. She was muttering into a headset, no doubt giving some rough draft commentary. Lisa didn’t understand how she did it. That kind of work would drive her crazy. Taking random video and turning it into a comprehensive story that moved people? That was not something she was capable of doing.

      Do your people believe in documentaries? Those would be recordings of events and people telling their stories to others who want to watch it later.

      <We do, though I suspect it’s nothing like what Christine will put together. I imagine it will be very educational, though painful for me to watch since it will result in my brethren’s deaths. I hate that the military has betrayed us, but they are still our people, no matter how many evil things they’ve done.>

      You’re not alone. Humanity has its share of people who have done awful things. All you can do is stop them and then try to pick up the pieces. Right now, they’re still doing what they’re doing, so we’re on part one of that particular plan. Let’s focus on that.

      The professor came up just as they were exiting the small craft bay. “My apologies, ladies. Miss McElroy had me distracted. Nevertheless, I’ve arranged for a small compartment with some consoles for you. I’m afraid they’re not very powerful, but they’re connected to the station’s network. The logins I got for you are guest only, so you may have to call someone and ask for extra access if you need something.”

      Christine raised an eyebrow. “And just how did Miss McElroy have you distracted? Anything I should be worried about?”

      He laughed. “Nothing so sordid. We were going over everything that had happened to us, and she was making notes. As Admiral Allen’s first assistant, she’s responsible for making certain his notes are complete. I suspect she’s also a direct employee of the cluster council and the president. Whatever she discovers will make its way to their ears in fairly short order. In other words, she’s a spy.”

      “You make that sound so disreputable,” Lisa said with a smirk. “What would David and Tina say?”

      “I’m sure they’d have some pithy saying that put me properly in my place. Fortunately, I can handle it. What are you doing here, Christine?”

      The other woman patted her bag. “I’ve got the first part of the documentary. I have to find someplace suitable to release it. If I just wanted to get it out there, I could release it into Argent’s public network, but I haven’t been paid in months, and having a little spending cash would be nice.”

      Lisa suspected that distribution rights—Confederation wide at some point—would bring her friend an incredible amount of money. “That’s very mercenary of you. I approve. If you need help negotiating, I’d be happy to lend you my skills. For a cut, of course.”

      Christine grinned back at her. “Oh, I think I can handle this just fine. While I’m setting up, I’ll make a few calls and send some samples to the networks here on Argent. They’re going to want to get it on the cheap, but there will be a feeding frenzy once I start the bidding with all the big players. Trust me, I’ll have no trouble getting the best price.”

      “Isn’t it the property of the Sons and Daughters of the Locust War?”

      Christine shook her head. “They paid for a documentary on the restoration of the ship. They’ll get that. This is all me.”

      The professor led them into a small compartment with three computer consoles arranged along one wall and what looked like a break room at the other end. She had no idea what purpose the room served under normal circumstances, but it was perfect for her needs. She took a few moments to look in the snack area and was pleased to find a coffee maker and all the coffee she could desire. There were also various kinds of crunchy chips that would suit if she got hungry. And cookies. Who could argue with cookies?

      By the time she’d returned to the computer consoles, Christine was already at work loading her project files and software. She ran into trouble because guests weren’t allowed to install software, so the professor had to call someone.

      Unsurprisingly, the person that came was Bronson Rowe. As a professional spy, this was the perfect opportunity for him to see what was going on and, if necessary, install monitoring software of his own. She inclined her head with a smile that outwardly said she was pleased to see him, but inside she was merely saluting a worthy opponent.

      Once Christine had introduced herself and laid out what she was doing, Lisa spoke up. “I’ll need the same level of access that she has. The translation software needs to be installed, and I’ve got to create the directory structure for the files the same way it is on my hardware. Nothing too extensive, but outside the normal operating parameters of a guest account.”

      “That’s right,” he said with a raised eyebrow. “You’re a computer specialist. I’m going to have to keep my eye on you to make sure that you don’t steal all our secrets. You hackers always seem to like collecting software and information that isn’t yours.”

      His crack—made in jest—didn’t even make her smile waver. “In this case, I assure you that my motives are pure. You’re more than welcome to keep an eye on everything I’m doing because this is for both of our benefits. If you’re ever going to communicate with the aliens in a straightforward manner, you’ll need to have the appropriate software. I’ve put a lot of work into this program, which will save you so much trouble. You wouldn’t want to see how bad the first iteration was.”

      He laughed. “I can imagine. I’ve read some of the attempts at communication back and forth between the Tardans and us, and it wasn’t pretty.”

      He stood and gestured toward Christine’s console. “There you go, Miss Hooghuis. I have to say I’m very eager to watch some of what you’re doing. Would it be possible to send the working copy to this console so I can watch and listen while I’m waiting to see if you need further assistance?”

      Christine barely raised an eyebrow, and Lisa inclined her head slightly. The war correspondent and documentarian smiled. “That wouldn’t be any trouble, but I have to insist that we make this copy secure. I’m going to sell the rights to one of the major networks, and I can’t afford for it to get out into the wild. I’ve got my own fail-safes built into it, so I can give you a play-once version, but anything humans can create, humans can undo. I want your word that you’ll watch this version but you won’t do anything else with it.”

      “Who am I to stand between a woman and her money,” he said with a grin as he raised his hands in surrender. “You have my word that I’ll only watch what you allow me to watch and that you can distribute it however you see fit. My curiosity is intellectual, not monetary. I’m certain that the government will want to see it, though. So will Admiral Allen. Is any of this stuff classified? It will have to be vetted if you’re planning a public release.”

      “Already done,” she said with a smile. “Commodore Romanoff and Commodore Nastasi say there’s nothing in it that would be considered a government secret.”

      Lisa wondered how that particular feat had been managed. After all, the Marines had been fighting on a volcanic island that housed a hundred million nuclear warheads. Surely that was a military secret. Maybe they just edited out any reference to what the island was for or its location. If Sara Nastasi said that it was good, who was she to argue?

      It only took Rowe a few moments to get her set up, and then he was off to watch part one of the documentary on the console next to Christine. She took advantage of his distraction and inserted a data chip containing her hacking programs. One of the benefits of having to allow her to load her software meant they had to enable her to upload files. They’d be scanned, of course, but she’d worked long and hard to make sure her intrusion programs didn’t trigger any alerts.

      Within a few moments, a small blinking green light appeared at the far left of her console. The programs had successfully loaded themselves and were undetected. Now they were busy scanning for monitoring programs and security protocols that would be paying attention to what she did. She couldn’t type anything on the keyboard without it being logged until they’d cleared the system.

      Not that the people watching would know that it had been tampered with. The translation program would install itself, and the logs would be updated to show her doing all the necessary work to make that happen, including several tweaks to make everything work. That allowed her to focus on her real task.

      She kept what she was doing low-key and had an eye on Rowe. If he wasn’t monitoring her console remotely, then he was likely a disappointment to Confederation Intelligence. No doubt he was watching everything she was doing. Rather, everything she was supposedly doing.

      And there it was. Her program had isolated his monitoring thread and was now feeding it the information she wanted it to see. Now he could look to his heart’s content, and unless he walked over and stared at her screen, he wouldn’t know what she was really up to.

      With the freedom to get to work, she dug into the protocols and began looking for ways to enhance her privileges. A guest account—even one with the ability to install files and run specific programs—wouldn’t be able to get access to the secure portions of the network. For that, she needed administrator access and was confident she could get it.

      To his credit, Rowe paused the documentary every once in a while and walked around to make sure they had everything they needed. No doubt, he was taking the opportunity to make certain he understood what they were doing at the same time. Good for him and Confederation Intelligence’s investment in him.

      Unfortunately, she had a boss screen set up where she could switch over to her translation program with a single keystroke and cover all the windows where her hacking programs were working diligently to infiltrate the system.

      Of course, he might not have been computer savvy enough to realize what she was doing, but she wasn’t going to count on that. No, she was much happier letting him believe she was simply a programmer doing programming work.

      She’d never tried anything this brazen before. Hacking into the civilian systems on the station wasn’t as challenging as getting into the military versions, but she suspected Admiral Allen had brought something aboard to allow him to do specialized work. Once she got herself ready to go, she’d be doing something very delicate right under the very nose of the person meant to keep an eye on her. It was a challenge unlike any she’d attempted before, and she was ready for it.

      Cracking the administration codes took less than twenty minutes, and it would’ve been much shorter if she had allowed herself to cut loose. Instead, she’d gone step-by-step and spoken with Regex every bit of the way to make sure he understood what she was doing. This was an educational moment where she could bring the scientist in on precisely what she was doing and perhaps enhance his understanding of Confederation systems. And of hacking in general, of course.

      During that time, Rowe had become totally engrossed in what he was watching. Now he barely glanced at what she was doing. He was undoubtedly counting on his monitoring software to verify she did nothing unusual, but it had been subverted long ago.

      Tricking the system into giving her administrator authority was simple enough since there were security holes that hadn’t been patched. It was amazing how often computer administrators failed to make the updates required to keep their software and systems secure. It was as if they just didn’t care.

      Their loss, her gain.

      With the administrator privileges in her pocket, she widened her search looking for secure systems linked to Admiral Allen. In an actual military facility, there would be no connection between the military and civilian sides other than a heavily protected computer system acting as a buffer between the two. Truly critical information would be isolated, and no one would even chance allowing potential intrusion onto a weapons research center or something like that.

      Admiral Allen wasn’t that careful. She found a trail that led right to his system because he was querying the system for information under his own ID. That made figuring out which data pathways were necessary pretty easy. Once she knew which direction to go, she could locate his system and determine that it should have been secure. It would have been if he hadn’t disabled the security protocols.

      She loved users, especially ones with authority. He probably thought it made his system faster. Or, if he were dirty, he didn’t want what he was doing logged.

      Lisa soon had everything interesting copying over to a data drive she set on the console and plugged in. Some files were encrypted, and she’d have to work on those later, but his communications were wide open for her to pilfer. As they suspected him of being part of the conspiracy, this was the easiest way to find him talking to someone about it.

      He was sending messages back and forth about meeting with their people and detailing what had been said, but nothing stood out as being all that suspicious. No hidden messages urging someone to kill Commodore Romanoff or Commodore Nastasi. No urgent requests for him to get more information to make sure their identities were safe. Nothing like that.

      What she did find was a series of messages back and forth with the planetary president’s office. In fact, there were several direct exchanges with Caroline Ibarra herself. The planetary president had the same sort of questions that anyone would have of a political leader dealing with the military and wanting to know how safe her world was.

      Nothing stood out as being out of place except for one small thing. Or maybe it wasn’t such a small thing. Troy Allen was her brother-in-law.

      A quick check revealed that President Ibarra was married to Adam Allen. Looking into his background revealed he wasn’t and had never been in the Confederation military. He was a politician and had served as staff to many political figures. It seemed he’d made a good impression on at least one of them.

      Was this something she needed to be worried about because of the conspiracy? Maybe. All she could do was collect data and see what David and Tina had to say.

      By the time she’d finished scouring the computer systems, Rowe had finished going through part one of the documentary and was staring at the console. She understood how he felt because it had been a gut-wrenching experience just to be along for the part she’d been there for. Everything taken together had to be very difficult.

      She cleaned her software off of the system, though she left herself access if she needed to come back. Once that was done, she put everything back the way it should have been and enabled the translation program. She’d give them a thorough walk-through of how everything worked when it came, but her primary work was done.

      If Admiral Allen were part of the conspiracy, he hid it well. Was he more competent than she’d expected, or was he perhaps innocent?

      “So, what do you think?” Christine asked. “Do you think it’ll play well for general release?”

      Rowe slowly turned toward her. “Allow me to give you the highest marks possible for creating something that grabs you by the gut and never lets you go until it’s done. I don’t know anything about making documentaries or doing war reporting, but I think you’ve got a lot of talent at it, and the public will eat this up. How could they not?”

      He stood and ran his hand through his hair, obviously still disturbed. “I knew a bit about what had happened, but I didn’t realize just how close things had been. How close they still are. We’ve avoided being crushed as a species several times in the last few months simply because of Commodore Romanoff, your people, and that ship. It’s no understatement to say that you’ve saved our lives, and I, for one, am deeply grateful. If there is ever anything I can do for you, no matter what that might be, all you have to do is let me know.”

      “It was pretty intense,” Lisa agreed as she stood. “I’m done over here, and I can show you how the program works.”

      Lisa spent the next hour walking him through how the translation program was meant to be used, and by the time she and Christine were on their way back to their cutter, she had a very good idea of just how shaken Rowe was. He hid it well, but the sheer scale of what they’d overcome and what was still coming toward them had rocked his world. She’d pass that information along to the Chens, and they’d know what to do with it.

      “So when are you planning to release it?” Lisa asked as they walked toward the small craft bay.

      “As soon as possible. Right now, it sounds like Jack is having problems because people want to replace him. If I can show just how effective he’s been as our commander and overcome the obstacles we’ve faced, I think that should go a long way to quelling the agitation. I mean, after all, seeing everything that’s going on, would you really want to be in charge of fighting that war?”

      “No, and I’m grateful that someone better at doing that sort of thing is taking care of the problem for me. Let’s get out of here and get something to eat. I’m starving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Derek gave Commander McGregor the full tour of the ship. They started in engineering and wended their way through the various sections of the ship until they ended up at the bridge. The man didn’t even try to hide the awe he felt. He stood in engineering, gaping at the size of the space and the massive engines that drove the ship, he looked over the laser and missile batteries with hardly a word, and he ended the trip walking around the vast bridge and examining one of the consoles.

      “Why don’t you sit over here, and I can show you whatever you like?” Derek said as he gestured toward one of the spare consoles. “Don’t worry. I can lock all the critical systems out, so you don’t do anything untoward, like firing a missile salvo at the space station.”

      “That’s very reassuring, thank you,” McGregor said as he eased himself into the chair, which groaned a bit under his weight. “I’ve never seen anything like this, kid. Even when I was in active service, we never built anything on this scale. I served aboard a cruiser when I started out, and it felt huge. This thing puts Paul E. Cooley to shame.”

      “The battleships were built to a scale no one had ever attempted before or since,” Derek agreed. “Hunter was built quick and dirty to fight a war that was already raging before she was conceived. If we were building them during peacetime with everything we’ve learned from the first invasion, I suspect things would have been somewhat different. Still, she and her sisters are what we have.”

      “I sure as hell hope they are enough,” McGregor said as he turned to face Derek. “Since I’m a small craft pilot, maybe showing me the helm would give me a clue just how difficult this will be. I studied to be a helm officer but never actually switched tracks. It’s been a long time, but hopefully, I’ll recognize something.”

      Derek knew that was a forlorn hope but didn’t say anything. The commander would figure that out on his own.

      He brought up the helm controls and locked everything into simulation mode. Assured that nothing could affect the ship, he populated the displays with everything they had. Fusion drives, the independent quantum drive, and even the hyperdrive.

      To say that that filled up the space with innumerable displays and controls was an understatement. Derek had seen what the controls for a cruiser looked like when he’d helped salvage some of the equipment from Hawkwing. Everything was more streamlined and intuitive with the newer systems. He’d even set up a simulator to practice operating a standard ship’s controls. Just because he was a helm officer now didn’t mean he could qualify to do so if they ever had to use something built in this century, and he wanted to be prepared.

      Progress was slow, but Commander Golousenko said he was getting there. The two of them had been trading off training sessions so they could both become proficient in the ship they had and any ships they might chance across in the future. Derek had an advantage in understanding the old tech, but his department head had decades of experience with modern systems. In all, they were both learning pretty quickly.

      McGregor looked over the bewildering array of controls and shook his head. “There’s no chance I’m going to understand any of this. I suppose that makes the point that things have changed a lot in two centuries. If we bring people aboard to try and run this ship, we’re going to screw up, aren’t we?”

      “I’m afraid so, sir,” Derek said. “I’ve been training my department head on the helm controls, and he still hasn’t quite grasped all the aspects of it. We’ve been working hard for months, and he’s almost there, but he had been doing this on active duty right up until the invasion. Bringing someone else in that hasn’t used something like this? Sounds like a recipe for running over a space station while trying to leave orbit.”

      The large man chuckled. “I think that’s something I’d prefer to leave off my resume, if you know what I mean. The admiral was adamant that he wanted to relieve the recruits and young people that didn’t know what they were doing as rapidly as possible. His words, not mine. He’s not going to be a happy man when I tell him that it won’t be so easy. He doesn’t sound like the kind that takes no for an answer, so I expect he’ll try something anyway.”

      “I don’t know the admiral, sir, so I hesitate to comment. The one thing I will point out is that he knows you better than he knows my department head. How would you feel if he put you in command of navigation and helm? After all, my department head is only a lieutenant commander. You might just inherit the whole shebang.”

      McGregor’s face paled, and he shook his head vigorously, which made his jowls move in uncomfortable-looking ways. “Don’t say nasty things like that to me, young man. The first thing I’d do is grab anybody with experience and put them to doing what needs to be done. My mother didn’t raise any idiots.”

      McGregor laboriously got to his feet and looked around the bridge one more time. “I don’t know if we could learn everything we need to know in six months, even if we had that kind of time. Since the invasion started, how many battles have you been in?”

      “More than half a dozen,” Derek said immediately, “though I’m not sure the one with the pirates counts. We were never in any real danger from them.”

      “Pirates?” McGregor asked with a raised eyebrow. “We’re in the middle of an invasion, and you’re fighting pirates? That’s a story I think I’d like to hear over beers sometime. You left New Copenhagen after a fight and came here for another one. How soon do you think you’ll run into more people who want to kill you?”

      Derek shrugged. “That’s kind of up in the air. The Locusts can be along at any time because they’ve got to be coming through hyperspace, and it’s been months since the gate network was destroyed. The Tardan military left New Copenhagen a month ago, so they’re nowhere near here, but there could be other colonization waves, and this is a prime destination. If so, we might have more military vessels to deal with and potentially some Novarite warships following them. Based on the cluster’s layout, I can’t rule out getting a surprise visit from anybody. We need to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice, even while we’re building up the defenses here.”

      “Will more hands help? When they evacuated the Navy station, a lot of the noncombatants went down to the planet’s surface. We’re talking engineers and all kinds of other folks that didn’t have any business defending the station against people coming for it. There are also a hell of a lot of retired Navy personnel on Argent. If you’ve got problems getting basic systems operational, there are people down there who could help. I’m sure they’ve got plenty of supplies and equipment that would be useful as well. All you’ve got to do is convince the senior Navy officer in the system to let you have them.”

      “That kind of argument is above my pay grade, Commander,” Derek said with a sigh. “Commodore Romanoff is very persuasive, and I expect he’ll eventually get his way.”

      “I hope so, kid, but you don’t know Admiral Allen like those of us who live here do. The man is a marinet. He thinks he knows everything, but all he wants to do is micromanage the process and then complain about the results. If there was a worse person to put in command of defending the cluster than him, I have no idea who that would be. Maybe myself.”

      “I think you’re a little too hard on yourself, Commander,” India McKinnon said as she stepped onto the bridge. “Sorry it took so long for me to get here. I’m Captain India McKinnon, Hunter’s executive officer. I’m told you need to look around, and I hope Lieutenant Calvo has been of assistance.”

      “He showed me everything I needed to see, ma’am,” the rotund man said as he straightened as well as he could. “This ship is impressive. If you don’t mind, could we speak privately, just the two of us?”

      McKinnon nodded. “Thanks for handling everything while I was gone, Derek. You’ve still got the conn for now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      When the two officers left the bridge, Derek took over the temporary console. The first thing he did was monitor Navy frequencies and see what was available. There weren’t many radio signals detectable from orbit, and he suspected that had something to do with the Tardan military making certain they had absolute control over everything. The fact that some signals were popping up meant they hadn’t destroyed every single transmitter, so that gave him some options.

      He sent a data request to the station for channels appropriate for Navy usage. He halfway expected to have to argue with someone, but the person on duty sent him half a dozen channels with information about who they belonged to with no argument. Going over the options, Derek decided the first people to talk to might be personnel. They really could use more trained hands up here. It wasn’t his job to make the arrangements, but he could find out what they had available.

      When he sent a signal down on the appropriate frequency, he was rewarded with a connection and a pleasant female voice on the other end. It took the video a few moments more to connect, which said that the system they were using was probably jury-rigged. The person he spoke with was dressed in a modern Navy uniform with lieutenant’s tabs on the shoulders.

      “Office of Navy personnel, this is Lieutenant Leslie Cohan speaking. How may I direct your call?”

      “This is Lieutenant Derek Calvo of Delta Orionis. I’m calling on behalf of our senior officers to open a dialogue about what personnel might be available for assignment to our vessel.”

      The woman blinked and then smiled a bit more widely. “I didn’t expect to hear from the people who freed our planet, so allow me to take a moment to thank you for what you’ve done. I think the best person to talk with would be Captain Kzar Torres. He’s not the senior man on the scene, but he knows where all the bodies are buried.”

      Derek allowed himself to smile in return. “That sounds like who I need to speak with. Thank you, Lieutenant Cohen.”

      “I’m transferring you now.”

      The screen went blank for about twenty-five seconds, and then the image of an older man with dark gray hair and sharp blue eyes appeared. He said nothing, only studying Derek for an additional few seconds before the corners of his mouth curved up slightly.

      “Lieutenant Calvo, I am Kzar Torres. I’m told that you need personnel for your battleship. I might be able to assist with that, but I will need to know more. Are you the appropriate person to speak with? Forgive me for saying so, but you seem… young for your rank. As a personnel specialist, I have an eye for what rank someone should be at based on their age, and I wouldn’t have expected you to be more than an ensign, if that. No disrespect intended.”

      “No disrespect received, sir. I was enrolled at the Naval Academy at Faust when the invasion began. I have specialized skills in piloting battleships like Delta Orionis, so I was tagged for special duty and bumped up to midshipman. Because of the nature of the fight thus far, Commodore Romanoff felt the need to promote the entire bridge crew to ensign, and then later, he bumped me to lieutenant. I am somewhat inexperienced for some of the duties I need to carry out, but I’m doing my best.”

      “I’m sure you are, and I respect your skills, Lieutenant. As I said, no disrespect intended, and in times of war, people find themselves promoted far faster than in times of peace. Anyone that studies history knows that to be true. If you don’t mind my asking, how does someone so young know how to pilot an ancient battleship?”

      “A game, sir. Locust War Online. I was a tournament-level player, and so had more than a decade of experience as a helm officer aboard a simulated battleship. Many other individuals serving in bridge positions have similar backgrounds. Of course, we’ve now had a few months of experience and fought for real.”

      “I won’t denigrate your experience, Lieutenant. Ten years of combat and operational simulations gave you the tools you needed to make the jump to serving officers, which demands respect. I’ll have to search around and see if I can find personnel with similar experience because that would be helpful. Other than that, what kind of personnel might we be able to supply that would help?”

      “That’s Commodore Romanoff’s call, but we’re short on experienced personnel in every department. I suppose engineering is the best off, but even they have a bunch of people getting on-the-job experience.”

      “I understand. I can’t make any promises because everything I come up with will have to be approved by Rear Admiral Allen, but I’ll start the ball rolling. We’ve got a lot of folks down on the surface that might be able to assist you in some manner or another. Is it only the one ship you’re looking to crew?”

      Derek thought about that for a moment and shook his head. “We have other battleships that need repairs and updates to be combat capable. We really should get a team of people busy on that because this war isn’t going to slow down and wait for us to catch up. I don’t know how many of them are repairable, but we have eleven more battleships that could potentially be brought back into service. Fully crewed, that’s another five thousand people per ship.”

      The older man frowned. “I’m not going to be able to help with that many people, but we can start making headway in picking out crews that could refurbish those ships. I can only speak to the labor portion of that, but I’ll put together a list of people that would help relieve some of the issues aboard your ship and start the process of repairing the other battleships. That will take a few days, but you’re going to have more volunteers than you need.”

      “More hands are always welcome, sir. Thank you very much for your consideration and assistance. It’s deeply appreciated. We also have some older exploration ships that could use crews. That’s old tech, but the crews would be smaller.”

      “While that makes the numbers easier, the lack of skilled people in critical positions becomes more problematic. Still, I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thank you, sir. We appreciate it. Delta Orionis out.”

      Well, that was good news. He certainly hoped it would help them in the near future.

      “Hey, Derek, do you have a second?” the communications officer asked.

      “Sure. What have you got?”

      “An anomaly. I’ve been monitoring the transmission signals around us, and I’m picking up something from the station. It’s low power, and I probably shouldn’t have been able to pick it up where we are, but I can barely make it out with the lack of other radio traffic. Honestly, I think it’s a wireless communication signal like those used by computer networks. It’s weird though. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Let’s take a look.”

      The two of them made their way over to the young man’s console and began examining the data. Derek wasn’t a communications specialist, but he had more than enough experience to recognize when he saw something that didn’t belong. The signal in question seemed to be coming from the station, but it wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen before. At least not aboard a Confederation facility.

      “That looks like a Tardan signal,” Derek said. “If this really is a computer network, they may have left whatever they were using aboard the station intact and operational. If humans haven’t been back there long enough to explore the place, we might be able to find something useful. The Tardans ran pretty fast, so they might’ve left things in a state where we could recover some data. Good catch.”

      Derek made his way back to his borrowed console and put in a call to David Chen. He could work with Lisa to figure out what it was and access it without attracting Admiral Allen’s attention. If they could do this quietly, that would be a lot better.

      Meanwhile, he’d better report this to Commodore Romanoff and Captain MacKinnon. If there was something they could use to their benefit, they needed to know about it. And, of course, if it was going to blow up in their faces, they needed to be ready for that, too.
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      Jack had just stepped out of the cutter when Derek walked up and nodded at Sara and Commodore Monahan as they followed him out.

      “Pardon the interruption, sir, but I need to discuss something with you privately,” the young officer said.

      “I’ll be with you in just a moment. Sara, why don’t you take our guest somewhere and discuss all the legal matters in private while I take care of this? Welcome aboard Delta Orionis, Commodore Monahan.”

      The two women excused themselves, and as soon as Jack had some privacy, he returned his attention to Derek. “What’s going on?”

      “A couple of things, sir, but the most important one is that the communications officer picked up a weak signal from the space station. I think it might be a wireless signal from a Tardan computer system. I’ve sent a message to David Chen, but I’m not sure how much luck he’ll have searching the station without being discovered. Even if he finds what he’s looking for, he won’t be able to access it without Lisa’s assistance.”

      “I’ll talk to her and make the arrangements to have her go back over and help David figure out where that computer is, and if necessary, have him provide some kind of cover so she can access it without drawing undue attention to herself.”

      “Actually, sir, she’s already been back on the station. Mister Chen had her accessing the computer network looking for something he found suspicious. You’d have to ask him for the details because I don’t know the specifics.”

      “Thanks for the update. I’ll wait here for her, get an update, and then send her back. Is there anything else I need to be aware of?”

      “Admiral Allen sent someone to inspect the ship. I suppose I could have denied him entrance, but it made more sense to give him the tour and see what the man had to say. It looks to me like the admiral intends to assume command of the ship—tactically or strategically—no matter what he might be saying publicly.”

      Jack allowed himself a smile. “That particular discussion isn’t over yet, but I’ll take care of it.

      “Yes, sir. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll head back to the bridge.”

      Jack nodded his agreement and turned back to watch the large hatch where Lisa’s cutter would arrive. The wait gave him time to consider the brewing fight with Admiral Allen. There was no polite way of getting out of it. He’d have to put his foot down and insist on his own authority. That wouldn’t be fun, but he’d had that fight before.

      A few minutes later, the hatch slid open, and a cutter entered. He waited until it had landed, and Lisa exited with Christine at her side. The women spotted him and headed over.

      “Commodore,” Lisa said.

      “Lisa, just the person I needed to talk to,” he said. “And, of course, Regex. We’ve got a breaking situation that’s right up your alley.” He proceeded to explain what Derek had discovered.

      The hacker nodded. “If they had to evacuate in a hurry, they probably felt secure leaving the equipment. It’s not like they thought we had an expert at getting into their systems, after all.”

      He smiled as well. “I realize you’ve already made a second trip over there, but I’d like you to head back a third time and work with David Chen to locate this computer system and get into it. I understand we’ve still got a lot of classified material to go over from the other systems you’ve accessed, but this was one of their primary command centers. It may have their battle plans for the entire cluster, and I need those.”

      “And what do I do if Admiral Allen objects?”

      “I think it might be best if he doesn’t know what you’re doing. From what I understand, the vast majority of the station is still unoccupied. They haven’t had an opportunity to bring many people up from the surface yet, giving us a window of opportunity to get our hands on that data without anyone knowing. I’m not saying it will be easy, but it might help us very much in the near future.”

      “Something else you need to know is that Rowe is a mole from Confederation Intelligence.”

      He blinked at her in surprise. “He is? How did you find out? Does he suspect anything?”

      “I have an excellent sense of hearing, and he revealed himself to the Chens. That will probably change if he finds out I’ve come back for a third time.”

      “Then do your best to not let him catch you. You’re really racking up the bonuses on this trip.”

      “I hope I get to spend them before someone locks me up. I might even give Regex an allowance.”

      “It might be splitting hairs, but that’s a civilian station,” Christine said. “Even if the Navy liaison to the president and the Confederation council in the cluster objects about what we’re doing, does he have the authority to tell us we can’t do it? Whose chain of command is he in any way?”

      “He thinks he’s going to assume command of this ship,” Jack said with a shake of his head. “That’s not going to happen. I’m hoping the people from the Judge Advocate General’s office buy into that because even if they don’t, I’m not turning over command to someone that doesn’t have the experience or temperament to fight a war or lead the defense of humanity. If the Admiralty isn’t happy with that, they can court-martial me once this is done, if I survive.”

      Having said that, he focused his attention on Christine. “What were you doing over there? Was there something interesting that you needed to record?”

      “Not exactly,” she said with a smile. “I was the distraction that let Lisa get into the computer systems and pull out a bunch of data from Admiral Allen’s systems. David Chen wanted to know more about him because he was behaving suspiciously. Lisa has some data chips that might have useful information.”

      “It’s mostly in the clear, so you can go over them if you like,” Lisa said, digging them out of her jacket pocket and handing them over to him. “She showed the documentary she’s been working on to Rowe. That kept him off my back while I did my work. It was pretty slick.”

      “I only showed the portions you authorized,” Christine said. “I contacted several distributors on the planet and made an excellent deal to distribute it here and potentially elsewhere if we can open up some gates. I have no idea what their schedule might be, but since it’s put together already, and there was just a battle here, I’d expect it to get a general release down on Argent before much longer.”

      “Well, I suppose there’s nothing I can do about that, so I might as well just accept it,” he said with a sigh. “Maybe it’ll keep people distracted enough that nobody will do anything stupid. If this guy is from Confederation Intelligence, I wonder how well the Chens know him.”

      “Not at all, from what I could see,” Lisa said. “If his reaction to what Christine put together is what we can expect from everyone else, I’d say there’s going to be a period of relative quiet as they adjust to exactly how deep in the crapper they are, but you should get some positive aspects from its release. You’ll get support from people who don’t want the war to come back here.”

      “I knew what I was signing up for when I agreed to this, so I’m not going to complain, as much as I might like to,” Jack said. “If you could head back over there and coordinate with the Chens, I’d appreciate it if you could locate this computer without being detected and get us the information we need before someone decides they’re going to confiscate it and shuttle it down to the planet’s surface where we can’t get to it.”

      “I’m on it,” she said. “I should be able to get my tools in about twenty minutes. If it’s got the same level of security as the other Tardan military computers did, it won’t take me long to break through their encryption. They’ve got some hardware deficiencies that make this possible if you can get physical access. I’ll let you know what I find.”

      Once she’d jogged out of the small craft bay, Jack turned to Christine. “Just how embarrassed am I going to be?”

      “Considering that it’s you we’re talking about?” she asked with a grin. “Moderately. I know you’re not one to toot your own horn, Jack, but in this case, I’m afraid the video speaks for itself. You’re just going to have to accept that people will be looking at you with a real idea of what you’ve accomplished. You’re big on downplaying the significance of what you bring to the table, but you’re a leader and a fighter, and that’s what we need right now. With any luck, we’ll be at this long enough for there to be many more segments of this documentary to air. You’ve got to go all the way, you know. Victory or nothing.”

      “Victory it is, then. If you’ll excuse me, I should probably head to the bridge and make sure everything is okay.”

      At her nod, he split away from her and headed toward the nearest lift. He honestly didn’t expect much to be happening, but he wanted to make sure everything was still going according to plan. Then he’d sit down with India and start planning how they’d deal with Rear Admiral Allen and his unwillingness to accept Jack’s authority.

      His comm chimed with an emergency alert that made his stomach sink. There was no good reason for him to hear that.

      “Romanoff.”

      “We need you on the bridge right away, sir,” Derek said.

      “I’m almost there. Romanoff out.”

      He was passing in front of India’s office as he disconnected. The hatch slid open, and she stepped into the corridor with a man in a regular Navy uniform. The uniform he barely fit inside.

      “Just the man I was hoping to see,” she said. “The bridge just called. This is Commander Tanner McGregor. Admiral Allen sent him over to assess the ship’s condition.”

      Jack grimaced. “I’m sorry to meet you under such difficult circumstances, Commander, but I need to stress that Admiral Allen has no authority aboard this vessel. You’re welcome to observe, but I want that clear.”

      The rotund man held up both hands. “You’ll get no argument from me, Commodore. I was happy being retired before the admiral reactivated me this morning. I don’t want to get between the two of you because even when I was on active duty for real, I knew better than to mess with flag officers. You guys can fight your own battles.”

      “You’re a smart man, Commander. Now, let’s get to the bridge and see what’s going on.”

      The three of them were at the bridge moments later. Derek was in the center seat and stood as soon as Jack walked in. “Report.”

      “Engineering finally restored power to the hyperspace detectors, and we’ve got trouble,” the young officer said as he rose from the command seat. “We’ve got two groups of signatures closing in. They’ll arrive at approximately the same time, a little less than an hour from now. They’re almost on top of us, sir, and both signatures indicate a significant number of vessels or large hyperdrives.”

      That was bad. Jack took the command seat and gestured toward the main monitor. “Put your best estimation on the screen. Can we determine where they’re coming from?”

      “One set is coming from the right direction to be a Tardan colony group. There may be Novarites mixed in with them if they’ve guessed this was their destination. Their faster drives would’ve allowed for that. The second group is probably from a nearby system, so I’d wager it’s made up of motherships. The problem is that we’ll be caught deep inside the jump limit when they arrive. What do we do?”

      Jack examined the layout of the hyperdrive signatures. Unfortunately for them, the detectors weren’t pinpoint instruments. They couldn’t say for certain how many ships were in each group or even how close together they were outside of a very general estimate. Maybe the technology could be improved with time, but he’d have to work with what they had for the moment.

      “Communications, put me on a general channel to the station and the planet. I’m afraid the time for following the so-called authorized channels is over. Also, get some cutters ready for our noncombat personnel. We’ll send them over to help pick up people on the station, but there’s no need for them to stay on Hunter when we’re in a bind.”

      As soon as the communications officer indicated he was live, Jack leaned forward and stared toward the camera. “This is Commodore Jack Romanoff of Delta Orionis. We’ve detected numerous hyperspace capable vessels approaching the system. If you are transmitting a radio signal, you need to cease immediately. Don’t do anything to draw attention to yourselves while we deal with the threat. Everyone aboard the space station needs to evacuate to the planet’s surface, and we will send cutters to assist. We’ll do our best to keep you safe. Delta Orionis out.”

      He turned and looked at McGregor. “If you’re going to be leaving, I’d ask you to wait in the small craft bay for about ten minutes. One of my people is headed back to the station and could use your assistance in getting there. It’ll save someone else the trouble of taking her over.”

      The man nodded. “I’ll handle it, sir. Good luck.”

      As soon as McGregor was off the bridge, Jack gestured to the Marines to shut the hatch. “Raise our alert level and start getting our people ready. We’ve got time, but not that much. Have we estimated where they’ll exit hyperspace?”

      “Based on their courses, I’d expect them to come out within about forty-five system degrees of one another. They’ll be closer to each other than us, but I’m not sure that will help. It just means they can join forces before they come in and get us. They won’t be able to miss that we’ve cleared this system of their military forces, sir.”

      Jack thought about that for a second. “Are we so sure about that? What if we had a native speaker answer any calls they made? We might be able to lure them in, so we’re at an equal disadvantage.”

      “I don’t think we would be at an equal disadvantage, sir,” Amanda said. “Depending on what forces we encounter, we’ll likely be heavily outgunned. Our hull will protect us, at least to a degree, but we’ll be in serious trouble.”

      “That can’t be helped. Start taking us out on a course to meet them, Derek.”

      Once he had given his officers their orders, he returned his attention to India. “I’d hoped we’d have a bit more time once we got Argent, but it looks like that wasn’t to be. Just bad luck. I wish these hyperspace detectors were more effective.”

      “We’re lucky to have the insight we have,” she said. “If we’ve got less than an hour to get ready for them, I suggest we grab something to eat. Meals will be harder to come by shortly, and I could use some coffee. Let’s sit down and discuss the situation regarding Admiral Allen, so I know exactly where we’re sitting.”

      “Let’s make it quick,” he said as he stood. “Derek, you have the conn.”

      The communications officer raised his hand. “Sir, we have an incoming signal from the station. It’s Rear Admiral Allen, and he’s demanding to speak with you.”

      Of course he was.

      “Put him on the screen,” Jack said, doing his best to keep the sound of resignation out of his voice.

      The image of the planet disappeared and showed the admiral sitting in his office, scowling at the camera. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Romanoff? You can’t just go gallivanting off and leave Argent unprotected. I don’t know what fool idea you have, but you’ll keep Delta Orionis in orbit around this planet and protect us. That’s what the Navy does.”

      “You’re half right, sir. The Navy protects the civilians as best we can, but that won’t be by sitting in orbit and waiting for the enemy to come to us. This fight will happen as far away from this vulnerable planet as I can arrange.”

      “I’ve given you a direct order, Commodore.”

      Jack leaned forward and stared intently at the camera. “I’ve always done my duty, Admiral, even when it’s been inconvenient or unpleasant, and I don’t intend to shirk it now. My orders, as stated in the regulations, are to defend the cluster against this invasion, and how I do so is my call and not yours. I suggest you take advantage of the time you have available and evacuate that station, Admiral. If you don’t do it now, you might not have a chance later. Romanoff out.”

      The communications officer killed the channel before the admiral had more than a chance to open his mouth. Yeah, this definitely wasn’t going to work out amicably.

      “He’s calling back, sir,” the officer said. “He sounds angry.”

      “I imagine he is. Don’t answer.”

      Jack stood and gestured toward the hatch. “Captain MacKinnon, you’re with me. Derek, continue to ignore signals from him on my authority.”

      “Yes, sir,” the young officer said. “You’ll forgive me if I say we’ll have to deal with him eventually, won’t you?”

      “There’s an old saying that fits this situation perfectly. ‘Save tomorrow’s troubles for tomorrow.’ We got enough on our plates right now, so let’s focus on saving the system, and then I’ll figure out if I have a career left.”

      He and India left the bridge silently, but he could tell they were both thinking about the same things. Not only did they have to fight someone that wanted to kill them, but they’d have to deal with the recalcitrant flag officer. There was no walking back from the stance he had just taken. He’d either emerge victorious or be drummed out of the service. Even if he won the initial fight, the admiral might still be able to get him kicked out later. This fight was far from over.
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      David was waiting in the small craft bay when Lisa’s cutter arrived. What he didn’t expect was the almost comically obese man wearing a navy uniform who got out with her. He felt his eyes narrow as he watched them walk toward him. Surely whoever this was wasn’t a real Navy officer. If so, his physical maintenance regimen needed a lot of work.

      Lisa clarified things as soon as the two stopped in front of him. “David Chen, meet Commander Tanner McGregor, formerly retired.”

      “Excuse the uniform,” McGregor said with a crooked smile. “It’s been a while. I’d love to stay and chat, but Admiral Allen ordered me to report to his office, and I’ve got to go. I don’t suppose you know where it is, do you?”

      David gave McGregor a polite smile and described how to get to the admiral’s office as best he could. Once the man had departed at something less than a trot, he raised an eyebrow at Lisa. “That was different.”

      “He’s a nice enough guy, but I’m not sure he’s cut out for the Navy anymore. I think he’s been out too long. All that civilian life has leached into him. Are you ready?”

      “I’m still not particularly certain what we’re doing. Derek was being cagey. What exactly did you find?”

      “It’s not the sort of thing you can talk about without raising eyebrows. Why don’t we get somewhere out of the way, and I’ll explain.”

      Getting out from underfoot on the virtually unmanned space station wasn’t tricky. All they had to do was get into a lift, go down a few levels, and get out somewhere at random. When he didn’t see anyone in the corridor, he gestured for them to continue.

      “The communications officer aboard Hunter picked up a wireless signal that might be from a Tardan military computer. The guess is they didn’t have a chance to remove the computer. I’m hoping it still has all the critical files and they didn’t wipe it.”

      Lisa opened the large pack she’d had over her shoulder as she spoke and pulled out a device. She slowly turned in a circle and even raised it up and down. She kept pointing at the floor longer than she did anything else, so he wasn’t surprised when she abruptly turned around and headed back toward the lift.

      Without saying anything, the two descended a couple of levels and exited. Sadly, this wasn’t an exact science, and she had to get back into the lift and go down a few more levels before they found what she was looking for.

      And that wasn’t to say it was in plain sight because it wasn’t. In fact, someone had installed a heavily armored hatch that went across the corridor from one side to the other. It wasn’t of human manufacture, so he was sure the Tardans had done it. This must’ve been their command post while aboard the station.

      He stopped at the hatch and examined the controls. He’d seen similar ones aboard the wreckage of the Tardan military vessel and down in the captured military facility under the space elevator on New Copenhagen. Even so, that didn’t mean he knew how to get into them.

      The same was not true of Lisa because she pulled out yet another tool and began messing with the controls. “I should be able to get us through if they haven’t done anything unexpected.”

      “Is there anything you can’t break into?” he asked. “You seem to be the most competent person at breaking and entering that I’ve ever met, and having served in Confederation Intelligence, I’ve met some masters. I’m unconvinced you haven’t picked my pocket while I was standing here, scanned my credit chits, and purchased a luxury home on some island with me completely unawares.”

      She chuckled. “You didn’t have enough money for that. I did order some nice jewelry, though. I promise I’ll share them with your wife and tell them they came from you.”

      He laughed. “That’s all right. You go ahead and keep it. I’m sure that by the time we’re done, you’ll have earned it.”

      It took about three minutes for her to break through the security on the hatch. Three minutes.

      With a grin, she stepped through, and David followed her. The area inside was significantly different from the rest of the station. The intruders had taken the time to redecorate. He didn’t understand much about the alien’s version of taste, but this was obviously something they’d arranged to be more comfortable. Since they were in complete control of the station, he wasn’t sure why they needed to have such a secure entrance, but perhaps they’d discover the answer once they started exploring in more detail.

      The blocked-off area was relatively large and included no lifts. There were stairwells, but when he opened one to look up and down, he saw they’d been sealed off a few levels up and down. This truly was an isolated area where they wouldn’t be disturbed.

      Did that mean they’d intended to bring humans here in greater numbers? They hadn’t attacked the planet like they had the rest of the cluster. Or, as they’d assumed the Tardans had attacked the rest of the cluster.

      They’d only visited one known system, so they’d made an educated guess about what they’d find elsewhere. What if they were wrong? What if none of the planets were being invaded except for New Copenhagen? It was, after all, the location where they’d intended to do their testing. Perhaps they’d settled for destroying everything in space and had left the inhabitants to their own devices while they perfected the art of inserting themselves into new hosts. Somehow, that was even more chilling.

      That would be a less disastrous outcome than what he’d been anticipating. After seeing New Copenhagen and the widespread destruction there, David had assumed every system inside the cluster would be fully invaded. Perhaps they didn’t have enough people for that. Why cause trouble when you could orbit the planet and destroy anything that tried to lift off? Perhaps liberating the cluster wasn’t as complex as they’d feared. If there was any information on that, it would hopefully be on the computer once they found it.

      Even though the area was significant in size, it didn’t take Lisa long to locate the computer. All she had to do was follow the signal. The hatch protecting the room where the computer resided was even more impressive than the one they’d broken through to get into the facility itself. Someone had really wanted to keep it secure.

      That didn’t mean it was any better at resisting penetration, and Lisa had it open in a couple of minutes. Once again, she’d proved herself more than capable of breaking into anything. Confederation Intelligence had lost out when they’d failed to recruit her.

      Of course, they’d had no idea she existed, so he couldn’t blame them. Them failing to find Port Royale was a glaring problem, though. They should’ve known about that, but it had seemingly escaped their notice.

      Then he frowned. Had it? They’d been involved in researching the Tardan military vessel the exploration ships had recovered. That had been outside the system and one gate away from Port Royale. Had they truly taken their eyes off it, or had they been perfectly aware of who had moved in?

      It was apparent to him that Confederation Intelligence—or at least some portion of it—was dirty. They’d been playing an off-the-books game. Was Bronson Rowe part of that? His presence here, working so closely with Admiral Allen during the middle of an invasion, made him wonder.

      Tina was keeping the man busy while he was helping Lisa, but it might be better if he went to ask a few pointed questions. The situation here could blow up in their faces at any moment, and he was tired of being lied to. That might sound a bit ironic coming from someone that had once worked for Confederation Intelligence himself, but his tolerance for secrets had gotten significantly lower over the years.

      Now that Lisa was inside the computer room, she should be safe, particularly since the station was being evacuated. Even if the enemy warships came straight in, the station wouldn’t be in danger for hours. That should be more than enough time for her to do what she needed to and for them to get away.

      “I’ll need to go help Tina gather some more information,” he said as he watched the hacker start laying out her tools and equipment near the large computer. “We’re not going anywhere without you, so if something comes up, I’ll give you a call. When you finish, let me know, and we’ll arrange to meet you at the small craft bay. We won’t be able to get back to Hunter at this point, so we’ll need to go down to Argent. Are you going to be okay alone?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said with a wave of her hand, barely taking her eyes off what she was doing. “You do what you need to, and I’ll collect all the data I can. Regex and I will start sorting through what’s important and what’s not and try to pick the most important bits to steal. It’s always possible that we’ll get our hands on this computer again later, but I’m not going to hold my breath. As one of my old friends used to say, ‘always make hay when the sun is shining.’”

      “I’ve never heard that phrase before,” David said with a smile. “I’m not even sure how one makes hay. I’ll lock the hatch behind me, so you shouldn’t be disturbed, but you’ll want to keep an ear out just in case. If someone gets down in here with you, I want you to avoid contact. Hide somewhere and let me know so I can come and get you. Don’t take any risks.”

      “If somebody wants to get physical, you can rest assured I’m not staying where they can find me. Now, get out of here.”

      He inclined his head for a moment and then made his way back out of the security area. Getting out through the hatch was as simple as signaling for it open and then pressing the button to force it closed behind him. If she ran into trouble inside, he had no idea how he could break it down, so he hoped that didn’t happen, or he might have to improvise something loud and destructive.

      Once he’d gotten back into the lifts and journeyed up to the occupied part of the station, he contacted Tina. It seemed she was with Rowe in what amounted to a makeshift intelligence gathering room, collecting documents and drives that the man had been putting together since he’d relocated to the station.

      Ten minutes later, David walked through the hatch and found them boxing up papers and drives. There were a couple of others taking sealed cartons and packing them onto a cart, probably to move them to the small craft bay. Tina was just turning toward him with a box in her hand, and Rowe was bent over the desk and sorting through piles of media. Rowe was so involved that he didn’t seem to notice his arrival.

      His wife handed the box she was carrying to one of the people doing the loading and picked up a container made of metal as soon as the man’s back was turned. Without a word, she handed it to David and turned back toward Rowe while gesturing for him to get out.

      Having never uttered a word, David retreated from the office while trying to look completely and utterly casual. He had no idea what she’d just handed him and no way to ask her. For that matter, since he’d verified it was locked, how did she know what was inside it?

      Then he smiled. She had a knack for getting information she wasn’t supposed to have. That was why he was an analyst, and she was an operative. Maybe Rowe had said something, or perhaps even had it open earlier. It didn’t matter because she’d thought it important enough for him to take without the other man being aware he had it.

      Of course, if it was that important, he’d quickly notice it was missing. With the haste of the move, he might not know where it went for a while, but it behooved David to act expediently. He needed to know what was inside this case and, if necessary, deal with it quickly before trying to get it back before its absence was noted.

      Based on the size of the box and how it rattled a little as he walked, he didn’t think there were many papers inside, so that likely meant data chips. It was time for an unscheduled return to see what Lisa had been able to accomplish in the short time he’d been absent.

      A few minutes later, he arrived back at the large security hatch and used his comm to call her. She sounded grumpy at having been interrupted, but she came and opened the hatch for him. Before she could turn away, he handed her the metal box.

      “This came from Bronson Rowe’s office. Tina didn’t tell me what was in it, but the way she acted made me think it was critically important that we figure it out. If those are data chips inside—which it sounds like—we need to copy them quickly so I can get this box back where it came from before our friend from Confederation Intelligence notices it’s missing.”

      “As if I don’t have enough on my plate already,” she grumbled. “We’re on the clock, you know.”

      “I’m aware,” he said with a smile.

      When they arrived in the computer room, he saw that she’d opened the back of the machine and had some of her equipment connected to things inside. She had a tablet set up and already seemed to have access.

      While she was using one of her tools to try open the metal case, he gestured toward the computer. “Do you already have access?”

      “Not yet. Even though I understand some of the basic hardware flaws, I haven’t been able to bypass the security measures yet. It shouldn’t take me much longer, but I don’t want to rush things and make mistakes. We’ll get one shot at this, and it needs to be perfect.”

      The electronic lock on the case gave way, and she opened it to reveal dozens of data chips. David immediately recognized the significance of what he was looking at because the style of markings used on them was the same as the erased data chips they’d found aboard the Tardan wreck that Confederation Intelligence had parked outside the New Copenhagen system.

      “These came from the group studying that Tardan ship,” Lisa confirmed. “I’d imagine whatever is on them will be very illuminating, though since the data is old, it’s not going to be earth-shattering.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out,” he said as he watched her plug one of the chips into a reader. “Are they encrypted?”

      She shook her head. “This one is in the clear. I’ll copy the data, and you can take this box back to wherever it came from. Depending on how long it takes me to copy the data from the Tardan military computer, I may have a chance to start going over some of this, but I can’t make any promises. I’ve got to focus on the big picture items, and this will just have to wait until I have time to give it a look.”

      “That’s fine. Do the best you can.”

      Her best was pretty good. Swapping chips out in a way that showed she’d done something like this many, many times before, she had whatever was on them copied over to her systems in less than ten minutes. That done, she put them all back into the metal box and locked it back up. Then she copied the drive to another one and handed it to him, along with the metal case.

      “It’s all locked up the way you found it. So long as he doesn’t see you put it back where it came from, he should be none the wiser.”

      Without sparing him another second, she returned to her tablet and began tapping on its screen. “I’m through the first level of security, and now I’m going to start on the new stuff. This is brand new to me, so I’ll be going slow. If you could avoid having to come down and interrupt me again, that would be great.”

      “I promise you won’t see me again unless I come up with something else that demands your attention. Thank you.”

      He retraced his steps back to Rowe’s office. The hatch slid open before he got to it, and for a moment, he was afraid that he was about to be discovered with the case in his hands, but it was only the helpers pushing the now fully loaded cart out. They’d stacked things significantly higher than he’d imagined they would.

      The two edged to the far side of the corridor and allowed him to pass, so he took advantage of their focus on the precarious pile to place the metal box on the top of the stack. It had been neatly done, if he said so himself.

      He watched the cart as it headed for the lift, and the man seemed unaware that there was a new box on the stack. Maybe he’d get away with this after all.

      Even as he congratulated himself, he had reason to regret being so hasty. The stairwell hatch beside the lifts opened, and Rear Admiral Allen stalked out. He saw David standing there and scowled as he approached.

      “What are you doing here?” Allen snarled. “Shouldn’t you be aboard that damned renegade ship with your commanding officer?”

      “I’m making sure the last of our people get picked up like they’re supposed to,” David said. “I’m not a military officer, Admiral. My wife is assisting Mister Rowe in cleaning up his office. I’m simply providing a ride for her. We’ll be out of your hair shortly.”

      “Speed it up. I want everyone off the station in the next thirty minutes. If you can’t have your people in hand by then, you’ll have to leave them behind. We’re not going to be caught with our pants down again. Move it.”

      Without waiting for David to respond, the flag officer stormed into Rowe’s office and began yelling something similar. Tina stepped out almost immediately, probably having dodged around the irate officer.

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “Did everything come out okay?”

      “Perfectly. It sounds like the admiral wants everyone gone, but I’m not sure Lisa will be ready in time. I’m not going to leave until she boards our cutter. If that means we stay behind and cause a scene, so be it.”

      “And I’ll be sitting right there with you. It sounds like the admiral is in a mood. I’d expect Jack told him something he didn’t want to hear. Let’s expedite our departure from this level and get out of sight. If he doesn’t see us, he might not think of us.”

      “As always, I like how you think. Congratulations on your find. How did you know?”

      “I saw the chips when he peeked inside to make sure they were there,” she said with a smile. “He had no reason to expect I would recognize the markings, so he was sloppy. As they say, ‘never rush. That’s when accidents happen.’”

      He laughed as they made their way to the lift and headed for the small craft bay. He used his comm to send a short message to Lisa, letting her and Regex know where they’d be and what kind of timeline they were operating on.

      Now it was up to the hacker and alien scientist to get the data off the Tardan computer quickly. He hoped they were up to the task because things could get sticky if the admiral really pushed matters. Far better for them to just get what they needed and leave with the rest.

      With the arrival of enemies in the system, this had turned into a military matter. Everything he was doing now assumed they’d win that fight. He hoped so because if they lost the battleship, humanity was completely and utterly screwed.
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      Lisa continued working on the security bypass even when David called. Whatever it was could wait because she had to be dead on with what she did, or she could wipe the data they needed. Unless somebody was coming down to get her right now, it didn’t matter what he had to say. She had to focus.

      Whoever had designed the security on this computer had been more cautious and paranoid than those who had worked on the other Tardan military computers. There were new programs watching everything, and there were subtle traps. Working on something like this was challenging in a way that she enjoyed deeply, but the constraints she was working under made her want to speed up. That would’ve been a mistake, so she slowed down instead.

      Working step-by-step, taking incremental actions to bypass the security measures as she located them, she eventually mapped everything out and was able to subvert the security system to the point that she created herself an administrative account and shut the whole thing down. With the security out of the way, she could focus on the encryption on the drives. That was much more straightforward, though she acted like it was just as boobytrapped as everything else.

      That turned out to be a good thing because someone had gone to a lot of trouble to make sure that none of the data on this computer was at risk if it ever fell into enemy hands. Too bad they’d never considered there might be someone skilled in their own computer operations and another person with the talents of an alien hacker like she had.

      The thought almost made her sigh. She and Regex were better together than they were separately when working on computers like this. The expanded processing power Regex brought to the table allowed her to make leaps of intuition and see things that would’ve been beyond her. If this was what symbiosis was supposed to be like, maybe it wasn’t all bad. She told him so.

      <None of my people have ever been in true symbiosis, but I agree with your thoughts. The whole—that’s us—is definitely better than the sum of our parts. Your ability to subvert and bypass computer systems and their programs astounds me. If there was anybody in the Tardan academic community that could do something like that, I’d never heard of them. Perhaps some of our criminal elements would have someone like you, but I think you might still beat them.>

      I’m warming to the idea myself. I don’t want to admit it because this wasn’t something I chose for myself, but to be bluntly honest, neither did you. Both of us fell into circumstances that left us vulnerable, and without one another, we’d either be dead or paralyzed. You’ve been a good partner in this, and I need to acknowledge that. As to what’s going to happen in the future, the more we work together, the more I think we might be able to do things we can’t even imagine right now.

      Double checking all the work she’d done, she satisfied herself that everything was as open as possible and then set up a complex search algorithm to begin looking for data and files that they might find helpful. There was far more than she could take with her, but she’d do her best to steal everything possible.

      Once those algorithms were working, she turned her attention to the data from the chips David had brought. These were much more organized, and everything was cross-referenced like a research project. That made her stumble until Regex stepped in and brought his academic experience to bear to help her understand what she was looking at.

      The key, she realized, was in the way it was organized. Everything was listed under various subheadings that meant something to someone but were gibberish to anyone else. She didn’t know if that was normal in other research projects, but these people had been working for Confederation Intelligence. The conglomeration of files she had in her possession had probably come from many different groups and been collated by the person in charge to keep any subordinates from learning too much. Spooks.

      It was basically an archaeological and forensic record of what they’d found in the wreck. Some of it was technologically related, but other parts revolved around the dissection of the bodies. Any aspect that could be researched seemingly had been.

      They hadn’t been able to gain access to the Novarite computers, but they’d made a decent try at deciphering the science behind every piece of equipment they ran across. She wasn’t sure how many people had worked on this project, but a lot of effort had been put into it. After all, they must’ve deciphered how the phased packet plasma guns worked because those had entered Confederation Navy service some years later.

      She wondered who had discovered them so far as the official record was concerned. Were they credited to Confederation Intelligence? Someone had probably been fed information in significant quantities to make this work, and then the source of the discovery had been erased.

      Even so, it was evident that not all the research had made it. These people had hyperdrives. Why hadn’t they made it into general service? True, they were slow, but there had to be some use for the technology. Just look at what they’ve done with the unit aboard Hunter.

      They hadn’t given anyone information about hyperspace detectors, either. There had been one aboard the Novarite warship that was the subject of all this research, and she quickly found the files referencing it. She didn’t know how accurate they were, but it was apparent the scientists had made valid guesses about what the technology was used for. Even so, no one had bothered to pass that technology on to the Confederation Navy.

      That certainly suggested some sinister motives. Why had these people felt it necessary to do this level of research on a vessel they’d had to travel an unprecedented distance to get, risking capture or death at the hands of any number of alien civilizations along the way, yet not share it with the Confederation Navy? Whatever the reason, it couldn’t be good.

      They’d gone all the way to Tardan space—or, she supposed, Novarite space—to get all the information they could. It was possible they already knew far more about their enemies than her friends did even now. These chips had been made generations before she’d been born but might still have critical intelligence that none of them had ever heard.

      Maybe there was even information about the aliens the Novarites were fighting. Regex said they’d been at war with these aliens for something like a hundred years. It spoke to the power of these aliens that they could fire some heavy weapon and burn a hole through a Novarite warship. That level of energy was something to be respected.

      And given the way their enemies seemed to be showing up all at once, it was possible these new aliens might put in an appearance at an inconvenient moment. After all, with their luck, why not?

      Lisa did a search for that but came up empty. It was always possible the data was in the recovered Novarite computer aboard Hunter, but there’d been so much information to go through that she hadn’t felt the need to search for it. That was probably a mistake, but it hadn’t been a pressing matter. After all, no one expected those other aliens.

      She returned to the tablet she was using to interface with the Tardan military computer. I’m starting a search for the aliens that the Tardans have been fighting. I understand that you don’t think your people have any information on them, but your military has been hiding a lot from you. We should check, just in case.

      <That seems wise. While it runs, I’d like you to look at the research done by your people on the hyperdrive. I saw a reference as you were skimming that struck my interest. They did a comparative analysis between the hyperdrive and your independent quantum drive. As I was unaware of the existence of your drive, I had no reason to ever think about such a thing, but it’s always possible some of your scientists might have interesting theories that spark some new lines of questioning for me.>

      She had no objection, so she returned to the data Confederation Intelligence had compiled and set up a few searches. Since everything was hidden behind obscure category names, it would be better to let the computer locate any references to the two types of drives. She could give them a closer inspection if any of the files held both.

      The hits started coming in right away. Many of them were just general references, and she quickly excluded those files, but there were several files clustered in the same series of reports that had multiple references to both technologies. Its heading was a series of letters and numbers, which was un-enlightening.

      The problem she had was that the science in these documents was above her educational level and more than a bit obscure. It wasn’t that they used words she didn’t understand—which they did—but the concepts being referenced were obtuse or even incomprehensible to her. She was smart, but her education had been along different lines.

      Does any of this make sense to you? It’s over my head.

      <Many of the concepts are generally familiar to me, and I can make out some of what’s being said. By accessing your knowledge, the wording is clear, and I’m getting some ideas. May I have control of your hands? There are certain things I would like to look at, and I will scroll by much quicker than is good for your comprehension. I’m catching more hints of something that might make for an exciting breakthrough and even potentially be useful to us in the short term.>

      She still wasn’t a fan of letting someone else control her body, but if they were going to be partners, then she had to give over control when he asked for something reasonable. Letting him scan stuff that was incomprehensible to her at a speed that would be more in line with what he wanted to read was reasonable, particularly since they were on a tight deadline. Which reminded her that David had called.

      You can have one hand. I need to listen to what David Chen said. It might be important.

      As Regex began using her right hand to manipulate the tablet and start several other searches, she picked up her comm and listened to the recorded message. It was actually far more critical than she’d anticipated. Their timeline had just gotten much tighter. Considering that the station might be destroyed in a few hours, dawdling was contraindicated.

      The time crunch just got tighter. Hold on while I get this data transfer moving at the best possible speed.

      It took her a few moments to eliminate some of the data transfers that she didn’t think would be as valuable to them and to expedite the searches that looked most promising. Then she allowed Regex to resume examining the data from the Confederation Intelligence files.

      <This is very interesting. It appears someone did some thinking about how the hyperdrive worked and what it might do in conjunction with an independent quantum drive. My understanding of the technology you use is still somewhat limited, but the person who wrote this thought that the two could be used in conjunction with one another and potentially allow the ship to utilize the combined effect deeper in the gravity well than the current jump limit. There was no testing, so this was merely an intellectual exercise, but it’s an intriguing thought. As the two technologies are likely connected in some manner, there may even be something to it.>

      She thought about that for a moment and found herself nodding. It was far outside her range of experience, and she wasn’t going to argue with someone with so much expertise utilizing technology like that. If it was possible, that might be something critical for her friends to know.

      Write a quick summary of what you’ve found, and as soon as we leave here, we’ll transmit it to Hunter. They may or may not be able to use it, but it could make a difference. As someone familiar with hyperspace technology, do you think it would be dangerous to attempt something like that?”

      <Possibly. There is a great deal of energy being used, and when one is toying with something like hyperspace, there is a chance that something catastrophic can occur. They would have to assess the potential dangers, weigh them against the situation they find themselves in, and decide whether or not to attempt it. It’s possible they could use very low amounts of energy that would barely engage the two drives and see what happens.>

      That sounded pretty dangerous to her, but she didn’t have the experience to know if it was something they would attempt. They might be in such desperate straits that they wouldn’t have a choice, so this might be the only potential path to survival.

      She watched the remaining transfers complete before retrieving her equipment and putting the access panel back on the computer. If the station survived, she didn’t want anyone to know she’d accessed the system.

      With the wireless transmission network still intact and her having the appropriate login credentials, she could return to the station if it survived and continue transferring files remotely. That would be safer than dealing with people asking what she was doing.

      As soon as she had everything fully packed, she gave the area one more look to make sure she’d left nothing behind and that there were no traces of her activity. Satisfied, she left at a trot and quickly made her way to the small craft bay.

      Her timing was good because the last few cutters inside the compartment were already in the process of boarding. She spotted Tina and Professor Prescott standing near one of the small craft and jogged over to join them without anyone noting that she’d come in separately.

      David stuck his head out from the cutter and waved them inside. “We just got the last call to leave. Everybody aboard. We’re headed down to the planet’s surface.”

      “As soon as we’re outside the station, I have some files I want you to transmit to Hunter,” she said.

      “Part of your research?”

      She nodded. “Something purely hypothetical, but it might be useful. I’d rather they have it and not need it than me not speak up and see something terrible happen.”

      “I’ll see to it. Strap yourself in while I head back to the control area. Send them to me once we’re outside the station, and I’ll get them on their way. Other than that, was your trip successful?”

      “I suppose we’ll find out once we have a chance to review the files. I want to make another run at the Novarite computer systems we’ve recovered. I think comparing the data between them might be illuminating. The Novarites weren’t exactly known for telling their subordinates the entire truth. There’s probably some data in there that Regex and the rest didn’t know existed.”

      He nodded and headed toward the control area.

      Tina strapped in next to her while Prescott picked a seat across the aisle. The other woman turned to her as soon as the cutter picked up off the deck and began moving. “The computers we have come from the small Novarite warships and the scout. I wish we’d had an opportunity to recover one from the big ship. Maybe we’ll get lucky this time, and Jack will leave one intact enough for us to salvage.”

      “Do you think we’d be allowed to? The locals seem pretty touchy.”

      “It’s not like they have anything more than small craft to come out and object. What do you think, Professor?”

      “I have no opinion on what the locals will do. I’ve spent a fair bit of time talking to the admiral’s first assistant, and she was sent by the cluster council and the president. Honestly, she’s not nearly as pigheaded as Admiral Allen seems to be, so they might not be horrible to work with.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, but I was referring to the computers having more data aboard the larger ships.”

      “Ah. You’re probably right. The bigger vessels would have higher ranking officers aboard with clearances that allowed them to know things that lower ranking officers would not. If we were to get our hands on one of those computers, we could set up next to the others and make some comparisons.”

      “I’m all for planning what’s best to do for the future, but do we have a chance?” Lisa asked in a low voice. “We surprised the Novarites last time. What if they get the jump on us this time? They’re going to catch Hunter deep in the gravity well, and I’m worried.”

      While talking, she sent the files about using the two drives together to the pilot’s console so David could forward them to Hunter. They might not make a difference, but then again, one never knew.

      “Jack and his people are the most resourceful individuals I know,” Tina said. “If there’s a solution, they’ll find it. Even though they might be outgunned, I won’t count them out of this fight. And we might get lucky. Maybe the Novarites aren’t following this group, and all we’ll get is a bunch of colonists. If it’s just a matter of dealing with Tardan warships, motherships, and drones, I think they’ll come out on top. If there are more complications, they’ll have to improvise, but I think they’ve got a chance.”

      “I sure hope you’re right.”

      Lisa settled back in her seat and closed her eyes. Regex didn’t say anything, so she focused on her own thoughts and worries. Things could go terribly wrong in the next few hours, but she’d pray they once again triumphed over the enemies of humanity.

      If they didn’t, she and her friends were pretty much screwed.
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      Derek took Hunter out along the course that the commodore had ordered and tried to refine the data as much as he could as he flew. The readings he’d gotten from the hyperspace detector didn’t tell him how many ships they were looking at, nor where they’d come out. Everything was a guess, and that annoyed him.

      When this fight was over, if they survived, he’d have a conversation with Regex about refining how this sort of thing worked. There had to be a better way. If the Novarite version could see so much further out, at this range, it should be able to improve the resolution. Perhaps the alien scientist would have a solution.

      Too bad it wouldn’t come in time to help them now.

      If the one group was made up of motherships coming from one of the nearby stars, he had enough data to reasonably guess how many they were talking about. That was a fight they could survive, though they might take damage in the process.

      The real question mark was the other group. Was it a colony group, the Tardan military, the Novarites, or a mixture of the above? The answer would dictate what happened next. If it was a colony wave, the Tardans would be able to act before Hunter could do anything. That might mean many of the alien civilians would be killed. That made him more than a bit sick to his stomach, but there was nothing he could do about it.

      There was even less he could do about the political firestorm waiting back at Argent. Rear Admiral Allen had continued calling for almost half an hour before he’d given up. Even though no one had answered his hails, the communication officer had monitored what was being said, and there were numerous threats of retaliation. If Commodore Romanoff didn’t come out on top, a lot of them would be in serious trouble because he didn’t think the flag officer would want what he’d consider children running his ship, which would spell the end of Hunter.

      Yet he couldn’t allow himself to focus on that. They had a fight they had to win, and he needed to figure out what the enemy would do. He continued manipulating the parameters of the hyperspace detector, trying to get firmer readings about how many ships were out there or where they might intersect the jump limit more closely, but it proved impossible.

      He eventually gave up. He’d have to wait for the passive sensors to pick up their arrivals and give them information about the two groups. The closest was indeed motherships that began heading into the system as soon as they arrived. A lot of them.

      The second proved to be two clusters flying very close together. A wave of colonization ships twice the size of the one that had arrived at New Copenhagen, and their military escorts exited hyperspace. The warships immediately turned and opened fire on their brethren. As none of the ships blew up, Derek suspected they were being disabled.

      That turned out to be shortsighted as the second wave of ships dropped out less than five minutes later, seemingly catching the Tardan military unawares. It was made up of almost twice as many Novarite warships as they’d had in the last group, which, considering the number of colony vessels he’d seen, made sense.

      It was a slaughter. The Novarites had to be doing something different with the technology because they dropped out right on top of the Tardan convoy. At that range, none of the warships survived more than a few seconds after they were engaged.

      Surprisingly, they left the disabled colony ships alone. He doubted that was from the goodness of their hearts, though. They had something in mind for them. For the moment, they didn’t seem concerned with them and altered course toward the motherships in the first group to arrive. Those were already on their way toward the ships that had killed their military masters.

      This fight wouldn’t be an ambush, but he was still sure the Novarites would have the advantage. Their greater numbers and superior weapons would take a toll on the motherships and drones, no matter how suicidal they got.

      The fight played out just about like he’d expected. The Novarites came with two larger vessels and eight smaller ones. Three of the smaller ones were destroyed outright, and one appeared to be damaged. The two larger ships were seemingly intact. All the motherships and drones were exterminated.

      That was good as far as it went, but Derek wished the alien machines had taken a heavier toll on the warrior race. Now they’d be difficult to stop before they got to Argent. The last time they’d fought, he’d been able to use the hyperdrive where they couldn’t and pinned them in place. When they came for Hunter this time, it would be an old-fashioned slugfest.

      “Tell me we’ve got a plan,” he said quietly to Amanda. “If we have to go toe to toe with this much firepower, what kind of chance do we have?”

      “Better than you’d think. I won’t say it’ll be easy, but we’ll probably survive the fight. Our hull is thick, and we’ve had a chance to repair the damage we took at New Copenhagen. Now that we’re stocked with missiles, we’ll make them regret coming here.”

      “Yes, we will,” Romanoff said from behind them, obviously having overheard everything they’d said even though they’d been quiet. “Communications, open a channel to the Novarite vessels. Let’s keep it an audio communication and engage the translation program for me.”

      When the officer indicated he was ready, Romanoff spoke again. “Novarite vessels, this is Commodore Jack Romanoff of the Confederation battleship Delta Orionis. You have intruded into Confederation space. You are instructed to withdraw, or you will be considered hostile. Any aggression will be responded to by lethal force. Romanoff out.”

      Derek turned in his seat so he could look at his commander. “Do you think they’re going to back down, sir?”

      “Stranger things have happened, but no. I expect them to lock onto our signal and come in as fast as possible. It’s too bad we’re not going to be able to use either of our drives this deep in the gravity well, so we’ll have to do this the hard way. Since they’re faster than us, we’ll have to use their numbers against them. Any chance you get to have one of their ships between another of their ships and us, do so as long as it doesn’t expose our vulnerable areas. Amanda, having fought those ships before and seen the sensor records of the large ship we collided with, how much tougher do you expect them to be?”

      She shrugged. “They’ve got a lot more phased packet plasma guns than the smaller ships, but that can’t be everything. Just the increased number of weapons along its hull wouldn’t justify making such a significantly larger vessel. I expect that they’ve got another weapon we’re unfamiliar with. We didn’t have time to engage the other ship when it came for us, but I expect we’ll find out what their secret is this time.”

      “I just hope it doesn’t leave us wrecked like the last couple of battles,” Romanoff said with a grimace. “Is there any way that we can attempt to move around them? If they’re smart, the smaller ships will come in first to absorb our fire, and then the large ships will engage us. I realize we’re deep inside the gravity well, but if it’s possible to move even the slightest bit—even theoretically—I’d like to know about it.”

      Derek shook his head. “The only theory I know anything about is the independent quantum drive, sir. It won’t function this deep inside the gravity well. It won’t even try to turn on. The hyperdrive can work somewhat deeper than the independent quantum drive, but it has its limits too, and we’re at least an hour and a half away from the safest place we might try something like that. Even if we change course, they’ll catch us before we reach the jump limit.”

      “Actually, we received a transmission from David Chen right before the enemy forces began emerging from hyperspace,” the communications officer said. “It wasn’t marked high priority, so I was holding it for an appropriate moment. He indicated it had something about a theory that the two drives might be able to be used in conjunction. I only skimmed the message header, so I don’t know anything more than that.”

      “Send it to engineering and to Derek’s console. If there’s an opportunity to give it a look, let me know what you think. Make sure that Commander Danek gives it a look as well. If it gives us another option, I want to know about it.”

      Derek brought up the message and began reading. There was a short note from Regex that indicated he believed the theory being expounded in the paper might work, but he had no personal experience that would suggest so.

      Regex had been clear that engaging the hyperdrive too deep inside a stellar system with the safety systems turned off would result in the ship jumping to a high hyperspace band and likely killing everyone aboard. That seemed too great a risk to take, but the alien scientist wasn’t proposing it actually be engaged, only sending a pulse of power through it.

      Did that make a difference? If the drive engaged, they’d die. Would pulsing it risk the same sort of thing? According to Regex, no, particularly if significantly less energy was used in the drive itself. Below a certain threshold, there wasn’t enough power to take a vessel into hyperspace. Nothing happened when it was done at those lower power thresholds.

      It still sounded too risky to try. Even if it didn’t kill them right away, the idea of utilizing the two drives together seemed exceedingly dangerous. There was a lot of energy being tossed around, even at minimal power. If there was feedback, that could cause damage to their drives at a time when they could least afford it.

      That wasn’t his concern, though. Commander Danek would worry about the safety of their equipment. He needed to focus on whether he could actually use the drives at the same time. The independent quantum drive was something that discharged its energy in one great burst, sending the ship from one location to another. The hyperdrive took the entire vessel into another dimension and kept it there until used again to shove it back out. One acted immediately, and the other was a continuous operation until disengaged. How could they work together?

      He pursed his lips. If he activated the hyperdrive, it would immediately discover it couldn’t engage and turn off. If he did the same to the independent quantum drive, it would fail to function. The two would have to be bound together into a single control so that they are activated at the same time.

      It seemed to him that if he used the lowest possible energy level for the independent quantum drive, it would reduce the risk of something going catastrophically wrong. There would be one moment of high risk as the two drives tried to operate together.

      He didn’t think that would somehow get them into hyperspace or allow them to jump using the independent quantum drive, but the technology was far outside of his grasp. Combining them could have completely unexpected results.

      Regex had a lot of experience with hyperspace, so Derek wasn’t going to say he was wrong. He’d just privately nurse his doubts until he found out for himself. Hopefully not the hard way.

      Setting up the controls to attempt this was more challenging than he expected because the two drives were never meant to work together. In fact, they used entirely different systems and displayed on his console in separate windows. Could the two be linked? He didn’t know.

      Leaving the technical aspects of what might be possible to the chief engineer, he focused on designing a hybrid control system to activate both drives simultaneously. The independent quantum drive engaged instantly when power was dumped into it. The hyperdrive had a brief delay where it transitioned the ship into hyperspace. Did that matter? Did the hyperdrive need to be activated first so it was fully in swing when the independent quantum drive engaged?

      Supposing he did that, what would it do? Would it behave more like the quantum drive engaging and taking them to another system? Or would it be more like the hyperdrive and move them ahead through an alternate space? For navigational purposes, he needed to know. Did he need to aim the ship to make an interstellar jump?

      Did it make a difference? Just sending a burst of power into this would likely do nothing. He probably should be cautious and set it up as if he would jump to another system. While they were deep inside the jump limit, if something actually happened, he wanted to make sure he had valid coordinates. The independent quantum drive could come out some distance away from a stellar system but not in truly deep space. It needed a gravity-based anchor point to engage the drive at all.

      That was why they were trapped inside the cluster. If the quantum drive could take them halfway back to the rest of the Confederation, then make a second jump and go all the way, they’d have more options. The problem was they needed a sufficiently large gravity well as their target for the drive to engage and for the ship to emerge. Early test ships that jumped for deep space vanished, never to be seen again.

      Honestly, that was a lot like what had happened to ships in the higher bands of hyperspace. Did a quantum jump into deep space end up in one of the hyperspace bands? Without a drive to get back out, that would leave them trapped. If the two technologies were related, that was possible.

      The exploration ships had a greater range, and one of them could take a quantum gate back to the Confederation. The problem was that the gateway system was the closest approach to the rest of the Confederation. There was still a large force of Locusts in that area, and it wasn’t close to them. Even if they summoned the entire Navy to the cluster, it would only sign their death warrants.

      He supposed they were making progress. They were freeing some systems, and at some point, they could attempt to reconnect with the rest of the Confederation. That would undoubtedly mean more experienced Navy officers replacing people like him, but his skills would still be in demand.

      The comm on his console went off, and he saw it was engineering. “Calvo.”

      “This is Danek. Have you had a chance to look over that information about trying to use the drives together? I think it’s crazy, but I want a second opinion.”

      “I think it sounds crazy, too, ma’am. Whether it would work or not is your bailiwick, but I’m setting up the controls to give it a try. This deep inside the gravity well, we shouldn’t go anywhere unless you know something about the physics that I don’t. The hyperdrive has a safety system that would have to be disengaged, but as long as we don’t try to pump too much power into it, it shouldn’t turn all the way on and won’t take us into hyperspace and kill us. What I’m worried about is harmonic feedback that damages both drives.”

      “That’s a risk,” she agreed. “If we use the minimum power possible in the independent quantum drive, and we stay far below the operational threshold of the hyperdrive, that should make this less dangerous, but it’s not going to be without risk. Do you think that the commodore will want to try it?”

      “Two big Novarite ships have us pinned inside the gravity well. We don’t know what kind of weapons they have because we rammed the other one before it had a chance to fire. There are five of the smaller ships, though one of them is damaged. Even the phased packet plasma guns will tear us to shreds if they catch up. If this could potentially get the ship moving faster, I think it’s worth trying.”

      She was quiet for a few seconds, and then he heard her sigh. “Without running a lot of simulations, this will be chancy. If things are that dangerous, I suppose we’ll have to try it, but anything we can do to mitigate the risk would be useful. We have to use the lightest touch possible and then try to assess what—if anything—happened. How long until we get into the enemy’s firing range?”

      “Roughly an hour and a quarter, ma’am. If we’re going to try this, we need to do so now.”

      “Fine. I’ll have my people standing by, and we’ll put out the fires if something goes wrong. Don’t blow my ship up, Lieutenant.”

      “I’ll do my best not to do that, ma’am. Helm out.”

      He turned in his seat and faced Commodore Romanoff. “I’ve got the controls set up to give this a try, sir. Commander Danek says there’ll be some risk, but if we minimize our power output, she thinks it’s manageable. I want to stress that this is all unknown, and we could wreck one or both drives by trying them together. Even though we’re keeping the power to the hyperdrive below the engagement threshold, it could still kill us.”

      “Amanda, what do you think our chances are against all those Novarite ships in the condition we’re in?” Romanoff asked.

      “Not good, sir,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’m worried about those big ships and what they might have to use as a primary weapon. I’m betting it’s something more than a lot of plasma guns. If they’ve got something like whatever punched through the hull of that Novarite warship that Confederation Intelligence found, it could cut through our hull like a hot knife through butter. I’d rather avoid getting shot with something like that.”

      “As would I, Lieutenant. As would I.” Romanoff pursed his lips for a few moments and then nodded. “I want every sensor we have watching what’s going on, and I want the minimum power applied for just an instant. Let’s see if anything happens and hope we don’t blow up.”

      “I’m pretty sure we’re not going to blow up, sir, but I’ll do my best.”

      Derek swiveled back around to his console and picked the set of controls that would put power to the hyperdrive moments before the independent quantum drive activated. The one would normally take them forward, but the other would potentially jump them through space, so he set up one of the nearby systems as their destination and altered course to aim toward it. Then he took a deep breath and pressed the button.

      His expectation was that nothing would change, but he was wrong. His insides twisted up like they’d made a jump with the independent quantum drive, though what actually happened was far stranger. The sensors went offline, and they briefly lost the Novarite warships. Everything snapped back on a few moments later, and they’d moved a short distance.

      Well, short in stellar terms. They jumped ahead thirty thousand kilometers. That was far slower than the hyperdrive could move them but significantly faster than their fusion drives.

      He wondered what the Novarites thought of what had just happened. What it looked like from the outside? He knew a ship entering and exiting hyperspace was different from one arriving via the independent quantum drive. How had this looked?

      “Engineering, this is the bridge,” Romanoff said. “What’s your status?”

      “We’re still going over everything,” Danek said. “There was a little stress, but the drives didn’t experience anything outside their normal operating tolerances. If we have an opportunity to do in-depth testing before we use them again, that will make me feel better, but nothing failed catastrophically.”

      “How long would you need to do the testing?”

      “If you could give me fifteen minutes, that would be good.”

      “Call me back as soon as you’re done. Bridge out. Derek, what happened?”

      “I’m still figuring that out, sir,” he said. “We traveled thirty thousand kilometers. Our sensors went offline for a few moments, and everything coming into them for a couple of seconds after that was squirrelly. I’m not sure why it was, but things were badly distorted.”

      “We obviously moved through either hyperspace or quantum space, if those are truly different things,” the flag officer said. “We need to know if we were moving instantaneously or not.”

      Derek tapped on the console and brought up the sensor logs. Everything was hard to interpret, but he could at least answer that question for sure.

      “It looks like we moved instantaneously, sir. We jumped from one spot to another, but our sensors degraded for roughly five seconds afterward. It was worst immediately after the jump and quickly improved. Since we were back in normal space, I have no idea why the sensors would be affected that way. It’ll be problematic when it comes time to shoot something, though.”

      “Looking at the sensor records, I think the boundary layer where the quantum field established itself around the ship discharged a lot of energy when we arrived,” Amanda said. “It took those few seconds to fully radiate everything away. That’s not what happens to a ship that uses either kind of drive, so I’m not sure what it means. Perhaps because we weren’t cleanly in one type of space or another, some of the energy from that other dimension bled through when the field collapsed.”

      “That sounds more like a hindrance than a help,” Romanoff said. “If we can’t see the enemy when we arrive, we can’t shoot them. Hell, if the boundary layer is shedding energy, it might interfere with our lasers and missiles. How much energy are we talking about?”

      “Unknown, sir.”

      Derek checked what the Novarite warships were doing and wondered how they’d react to the sudden change. Hunter had been coming out to them in normal space, and then it had seemingly skipped ahead without any cause. They’d been putting out enough energy to show up on their sensors, too. That definitely wasn’t a way to sneak up on someone.

      The only good thing about this was it gave them mobility. If they could use that ability to move quickly enough, they’d become more maneuverable than their opponents. Right now, the thirty thousand kilometer difference wasn’t enough to change things, but if they could use the effect more often, they’d be able to move rapidly indeed.

      The biggest problem was that if they popped out in weapons range, they’d be able to be fired upon before they could even see the enemy. This hybrid tech allowed them to flee, but it didn’t necessarily guarantee them the ability to beat their opponents. In fact, it might just make it harder.

      Thankfully, Romanoff was an experienced officer, and he could figure out how to make this work for them. The tactical situation had changed, but it would be up to their commander to thrash the Novarites before they did something lethal to them.
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      Jack did some mental calculations and grimaced. Even though they’d found a method to potentially give them a combat edge, their time to use it was too short. By the time Kelly finished doing her engineering checks, the enemy would be perilously close. Depending on what type of weapons those large ships had, they might already be in firing range by then.

      Even if they weren’t, figuring out how to effectively use this new capability in conjunction with firing their own weapons would be challenging. Amanda was a talented tactical officer, but this was unknown terrain. They still weren’t sure what was happening, and it probably wasn’t the best idea to find out while they were being shot at.

      “If we try to avoid them, they may decide to head for the planet,” he said. “We also don’t know how this new effect will work if we’re deeper in the gravity well. Hell, we’re not even sure the effect will repeat itself when we try again. There’s just too much we don’t know, and we need a plan to figure this out fast. What are our options?”

      “We can test skipping at certain intervals, but that’s going to get us close to the Novarites after one more skip,” Derek said. “Our only other option is to move sideways and test this more thoroughly before engaging.”

      “I have to say that I’m a fan of doing at least a couple of more of these before we start shooting for real,” Amanda said. “We don’t know what effect this will have on our lasers, and it may cause damage to the missiles that we can’t compensate for. I’m not saying that we should run away, but we need to know more, and we need to know it now.”

      “I suppose the answer will depend on what Commander Danek says,” Jack said as he thought about it. “If she feels comfortable doing another—what did you call it? A skip?—once she’s done her checks, we can skip off to the side and fire our weapons when we emerge. How is the enemy reacting to what we did, Derek?”

      “They hesitated for a bit but changed course to come after us. We didn’t move far in the general scheme of things, but we did it quickly. They’ve adjusted to that, and I have to assume they’re wondering what we did. They definitely won’t figure it out before we engage them, though.”

      Jack suspected the young officer was correct. The Novarites only knew of the hyperdrive, so something just skipping ahead like that was impossible for them to predict. If they’d ever seen an independent quantum drive in use, they might think it was some variant of that, but they didn’t have that knowledge to work off.

      His comm went off a few minutes before the fifteen-minute window had expired. “Romanoff.”

      “This is Danek. All the checks we can do for the independent quantum drive say it’s in perfect shape. I don’t want to trust that completely because we’re doing something it was never designed for. The hyperdrive is a little less clear to me, but it doesn’t seem to be in danger of failure. Frankly, we put very little energy into it in comparison to what’s normally required. I think all we did was energize the drive and put it into some kind of standby mode. It should be fine unless there’s some type of resonance.”

      “That’s good news, but I’m going to need you to make a few guesses for me,” Jack said. “If we were to do this twice in a row very quickly, what kind of effect do you think that would have?”

      “Damned if I know, but if you’re going to pin me down, I suppose I’d say it’s probably safe, but we’ll want to watch for that resonance I was talking about. If there’s any instability, we don’t want to push things. Right now, we know that one of these blips is fine. Let’s do another one and then another thirty seconds later. I should be able to give you an answer on how things look in less than sixty seconds after that.”

      “Then get ready to check because we’re about to do it. Derek, take us off at about a forty-five-degree angle. I don’t want them to be able to shoot at us before we figure this out.”

      The young helm officer tapped his console and Jack’s gut twisted as they skipped through space. Maybe that was a good analogy, and it would differentiate the word they used for the independent quantum drive. This new effect could be called the skip drive. It was as good as anything.

      “It looks like we experienced roughly the same thing as we did the first time, sir,” Derek said. “The sensors are scrambled, but they’re clearing up again. I’m still not able to make heads or tails of what’s causing it, but it could be something to do with the quantum boundary. I’m not sure it’s dumping energy in the way Amanda said, but maybe it’s somewhat out of phase with our reality. It’s hard to say if that’s even accurate language.”

      He turned around to face Jack. “When we jump—and for that matter, when we use the hyperdrive—the field around the ship protects us as we slip from one reality into another. I’m not picking up any large-scale dumping of energy, but I can definitely detect something along where the boundary should be. What if instead of taking us into hyperspace, the area around us partially phases, and we skip ahead like pinching a rock between two fingers and snapping them. We could be seeing the remnant energy of an attempt to open a passage into hyperspace, but because there wasn’t sufficient power to do so, it never fully formed.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow and looked at Amanda, but she shook her head. “Don’t look at me, sir. This is one of those things where you want to ask Commander Danek and Regex. They can maybe explain what we’re seeing. The only thing I can add to the discussion is that it’s difficult to imagine any accuracy during the first few seconds after we emerge from whatever this is. We need to try firing our lasers and see if we can detect any deviation. If that is a boundary between our space and something else, it may not be clean and may truly do something unexpected.”

      “Thirty seconds,” Derek said. “Skipping again.”

      Once again, Jack’s guts twisted slightly, and they appeared a little further around the Novarite warships. At this point, they were at a forty-five-degree angle from the incoming vessels, and the enemy was still altering course to come after them. They were getting to the point where they could open fire before much longer.

      His comm chimed. “Bridge.”

      “Engineering. Everything still looks clean on our end, so you’re going to do another one of those and cut some of the time off. Maybe fifteen seconds this time.”

      “Keep taking us around the rear side of the enemy,” Jack ordered. “Maybe we can lure them back out into the zone where we can use hyperspace, and they can’t. That would give us a definite advantage.”

      The second skip increased the twisting. It wasn’t unbearable, but it was sharper than they’d experienced before. Something had changed.

      “That put a little more strain on our systems,” Danek said. “Nothing too extreme, but I don’t think I’d feel comfortable if we did anything more than that. At least not without knowing a lot more about the theory. What you felt there was some of that resonance I was warning you about. It looks like if these little hops of ours come too close together, the boundary between our space and wherever we’re going doesn’t quite have time to settle, and doing it again too soon gets us a bit of turbulence that we probably want to avoid.”

      “But fifteen seconds is acceptable?”

      “Let’s try it with twenty seconds and keep a little buffer between us and what’s happening. Do two skips in a row, and let’s see what happens.”

      Jack nodded toward Derek. “You heard the lady. Two skips, twenty seconds apart.”

      The twisting was less intense than the shorter interval, though it was still notable. Maybe doing them every thirty seconds when they were just trying to get somewhere fast and every twenty seconds when they were going to fight someone might be a good initial stratagem.

      The two quick skips had gotten them on the other side of the Novarite forces, forcing the enemy to react to them. Unfortunately, the way they chose to respond was to turn away from Hunter and begin running in toward Argent. It seemed they’d decided the big ship could come to them rather than waste their time chasing after something they wouldn’t be able to catch.

      That definitely wasn’t what Jack had in mind, but he could only control the tactical situation so much. They still needed more information before he was ready to engage the enemy. If they didn’t dare use the skip drive for twenty seconds once they arrived, they’d be at the mercy of whatever weapons the Novarites chose to use.

      It was entirely possible the unsettled boundary between their space and something else would be catastrophic for any weapons trying to pass through them, which would be great for defense but terrible for offense. If their lasers didn’t work and their missiles malfunctioned, they were useless.

      “Amanda, once we make the next skip, I want you to fire the lasers the moment we come out. Assess their effectiveness along the curve from when we emerge to when we might be ready to skip again. We’ll repeat that for missiles, but I want to get a good data set for one weapon system before we move on to the next.”

      “Sir, I suggest we drop off a cutter before we try that and let them get some good sensor readings,” she said. “We need to know what it looks like when we arrive and see what’s happening from the outside. The resolution we’re getting from inside the effect will make the data unusable.”

      “That’s a good idea,” he agreed. “Make that happen, and let’s get it done quickly. We’ll drop off the cutter, skip away, and then come back to open fire at a safe distance. I want the cutter off to one side when we open fire just to be sure our lack of accuracy doesn’t put anyone in danger.”

      Arranging to get one of their pilots out and waiting for them took about ten minutes, during which the Novarite warships continued toward Argent. Jack was confident he would hear some strong language from Admiral Allen for letting those ships past him after making a big stink about going to meet them somewhere other than planetary orbit, but the situation had changed.

      Once everything was ready, they skipped away from the cutter, then skipped back and opened fire with their lasers. Even without the sensors working at full capacity, Jack could see something was happening. A lot of energy was reflected back from the boundary layer toward the ship. Not enough to be dangerous—not quite—but far more than should have been. As the seconds dragged on, the effect lessened, and at about the five-second mark, the lasers were firing normally.

      Amanda communicated with the cutter and received some of their sensor readings. She studied them for a minute, unconsciously shaking her head before she turned and faced the command chair.

      “Our weapons will be almost useless the first few seconds after we emerge, sir. During the first second, it didn’t look like anything was coming out of the boundary. It radiated a lot of energy but nothing that would be harmful beyond a few dozen meters. Honestly, I’m not sure that had anything to do with the lasers. There’s a lot of energy being pulled from whatever we went through. The cutter said we were glowing brightly on their sensors along all spectrums, including the visible.”

      That wasn’t unexpected news. “And what about after that? I assume the lasers became more dangerous fairly quickly.”

      “By the two-second mark, some of the energy was getting through the boundary layer, but they were coming out at an almost twenty-five degree angle. Something was seriously warping their path and attenuating the beam. As weapons, they were still useless. By the three-second mark, things were much clearer, and they might’ve been dangerous to a ship at point-blank range. At the four-second mark, the effect had mostly faded, and there was only a minor effect on our lasers, either for accuracy or power. At five seconds, all was as expected.”

      Five seconds was a lot of time in space combat, especially if you were at point-blank range. Far too many of their recent fights had been conducted at those distances, and he wasn’t sure this one wouldn’t be. After all, they hadn’t tried to emerge at a specific location yet. Right now, they were skipping ahead and coming out wherever the drives dropped them. For precision work, that was unacceptable, but they didn’t have time to learn how any of this worked.

      “Let’s repeat the test with the missiles. Once again, now that we know that the boundary affects the weapons, let’s be sure the cutter is in no danger. Do we have any missiles without warheads?”

      She nodded. “I took the precaution of ordering some to be loaded when we started doing the weapons testing. We’ll be firing three at a time, which is enough to get us data on how the missiles react. Even so, I suggest we use one live warhead per salvo. We need to know if the boundary layer will cause the warheads to malfunction.”

      That sounded risky to him, but she was right. They had to know how the weapons behaved or they didn’t dare use them at all. If worse came to worst, they’d have one of the warheads detonate close to their ship, but their thick hull could stand that. Far better, they’d know what would happen with certainty.

      “Then let’s make that happen,” he said. “Same flight regimen as before, and fire the weapons in the same sequence. Let’s hope we don’t have any loud surprises.”

      Derek and Amanda coordinated with Danek, and off they went. In this case, the worst did happen, and the first nuclear weapon exploded as soon as they launched it. The blast was close enough to set the hull ringing, and he was certain it had destroyed the launcher they’d used as well as any nearby laser emplacements. None of the missiles without warheads survived either, but that was the blast.

      The second salvo of missiles malfunctioned when they tried to cross the boundary and seemingly went in almost every direction except where they’d been fired. The third salvo behaved much the same, though at least they were going in the right general direction. The fourth salvo was almost on target. Almost.

      Only the fifth salvo seemed to go true. Just like the lasers, it appeared that was how long they’d have to wait before whatever phenomenon they were experiencing calmed down enough for them to fire their weapons effectively. Irksome, but it was better than being caught unable to maneuver around their enemies.

      “It seems we have enough information to at least try to engage the enemy,” he said. “We’ll need a better understanding of where we’ll come out each time we skip, but there’s only so much we can do to master that before the fight. Derek, how long until they reach Argent?”

      The young man checked his console. “Ninety minutes, sir. We also can’t count on being able to use this hybrid drive long enough to catch up with them if we hold off. What if it needs to cool off after doing it five or ten times? If we let them get too far ahead of us, we might not be able to catch up with them in a pinch.”

      Jack grimaced. “That’s very prudent of you to say. We can’t take the technology we just discovered for granted because we don’t know any of the parameters under which it operates. We’ve got to be conservative, so that means we need to engage them now. Amanda, what effect will the field have on their weapons?”

      The young tactical officer shrugged. “I’d imagine it’ll have a disastrous effect on the phased plasma packets. Even so, I’m not sure how that will affect us. That field will disrupt the packets during those first three seconds or so. Maybe even a little longer. Will it reflect some of that back, or will most of it still strike our hull? I don’t know. There’s a possibility they have a much more powerful beam weapon of some kind. I have no idea how something like that would react to the distortion. The only way we’ll know for sure is to have them shoot at us.”

      That wasn’t the best news, but it wasn’t unexpected either. In the end, they’d do what they had to do.

      “Bring us around, Derek. We’re going to come at them from the side and see if we can dissuade them from going directly after Argent. I’d rather not lose the space station, and I certainly don’t want them getting into range to hurt anybody on the surface.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Try to measure how far we’re going with each skip,” Jack added. “If you feel comfortable doing so, you can play with the power levels for the independent quantum drive just a little. I’m talking tiny amounts to see if that makes a difference in either the distance we’re going or how long it takes us to stabilize again. This isn’t the time for true experimentation, but don’t feel locked into using the settings you’ve been using.”

      The young man nodded. “I’ll see if I can get us a little more data without putting us in danger, sir.”

      “Excellent. Engage the enemy.”
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      They’d barely disembarked from the cutter when David saw trouble headed their way. Admiral Allen was coming out of the nearest building at the shuttle port and stalking toward his cutter with a furious expression. That wasn’t surprising considering everything that had happened, but he’d have rather avoided this. Too bad he didn’t have any choice in the matter.

      He put himself between his traveling companions and the enraged flag officer. “I’m glad to see that you made it down safely, Admiral.”

      “What the hell does Romanoff think he’s doing?” Allen demanded, ignoring what David had said. “He’s left this planet undefended and proven he’s unsuited to commanding a dinghy, much less a warship. You’re his intelligence officer. Why doesn’t he have the common sense to protect this world and everyone on it?”

      “I’m sure if you ask him, he’d be happy to tell you what his reasoning is. I don’t consider myself qualified to make military judgments, so I don’t bother. I’ll leave that to the professionals.”

      That was as politely as he could tell him to take a long walk on a short pier without actually saying so. Allen was looking for a fight, and David wasn’t going to give it to him. Besides, they still didn’t understand Allen’s connection to the conspiracy. Hopefully, some of the data Lisa had extracted would help them understand what they were dealing with, but the man’s motives weren’t pure. Of that, he was sure.

      “It doesn’t matter what he thinks he’s doing because if he survives this nonsense, I’ll have him in the brig for disobeying a direct order. He may think he’s immune to taking orders from superior officers because of some ancient regulation, but I won’t tolerate it.”

      “I think that may be… premature, Admiral,” a female voice said.

      David turned and saw Commodore Robin Monahan walking over from a freshly landed old-style cutter with Sara Nastasi at her side. He found himself frowning a bit at their arrival. Hunter had left orbit hours ago, so why were they just now arriving?

      That’s when he noticed they weren’t alone. Trailing behind them were Bronson Rowe and a short, thin woman in a very expensive-looking suit. Behind them was First Assistant Lana McElroy.

      He guessed this was president Caroline Ibarra, the planetary leader and head of the Confederation Council in the cluster. He hadn’t planned on meeting the head of state so quickly, though he’d suspected they’d run into one another at some point. He’d just have to see how this changed the situation.

      Allen turned and glared at Monahan. “Not more of this nonsense! Those regulations were written during a different time. They envisioned a senior flag officer in command of the battleship division, not some hastily promoted captain almost cashiered from the service.”

      “While the regulations that place the battleship division in overall command of the defense against the Locusts were written in a different time,” the other officer said as she came to a halt beside them, “that doesn’t make it any less binding.”

      “Everything you’re talking about is a technicality,” the flag officer said as he threw his hands in the air. “That doesn’t make them legal.”

      “On the contrary, sir, it’s what takes the unusual and makes it acceptable. As they say, technicalities are the very soul of the law. In any case, Commodore Romanoff’s objection that you aren’t even in the command division also carries weight. You’ll forgive my pointing this out, but his experience fighting the Locusts is significant, and he’s fought several battles. I believe your objections lack merit, and you don’t have the standing to object under regulations.”

      “This is outrageous!” the admiral raved. “You’ve turned everything on its head, and I will not stand for it. You’re dismissed.”

      “Unfortunately, sir, as you are the liaison between the Confederation Navy and the Confederation Council here in the cluster, I don’t serve at your pleasure. Just because the naval forces here in the cluster have been defeated doesn’t mean we don’t have many naval personnel that count on the Judge Advocate General’s office to interpret and enforce the law.”

      “And I believe this is an appropriate time for me to insert myself into this conversation,” the well-dressed woman said. “The situation is convoluted, Troy. There is no black-and-white solution to what’s happening, and in the end, it’s my decision. Your objections are noted. Once the battle is over, if we survive, I’ll interview Commodore Romanoff and decide what I think is best for the cluster. You won’t object that I don’t have the authority to make decisions for the cluster, will you?”

      Allen visibly ground his teeth. “This is a Navy matter, and I won’t step aside because you see this as an expedient solution. I’m the senior Federation Navy officer in the cluster, and I won’t allow this to occur unchallenged. This isn’t over.”

      And with that, Allen turned on one heel and stalked off. First Assistant McElroy hurried to catch up with him, but he waved her off. That didn’t deter the woman from following along at a greater distance, but she was smart enough not to interfere with him until he’d cooled down. That seemed prudent.

      “Well, that went just about as poorly as I expected,” the president said with a wry expression. “Let me make some guesses. You are David Chen, the redheaded beauty beside you is your wife Tina, the older gentleman is Director Prescott, and the final lady is your computer expert, whose name I’m not certain I’ve heard. Apologies for that.”

      “There’s no reason you should know who I am, Madam President,” Lisa said diffidently. “Lisa Gane. I’m a contract computer professional from Port Royale. Compared to everyone else, I’m not that important.”

      “That’s not what I’ve heard, Miss Gane. I’m impressed that you’ve managed to make a translation program for the alien language in such a brief time, and that speaks very well to the high-level skills you possess. Don’t think the Confederation won’t take notice of something that significant.”

      The leader turned her attention to David. “I apologize for Admiral Allen’s obstinance. He’s set in his ways and doesn’t like when others tell him how to perform his duties. I’m afraid the invasion has upset his carefully planned final tour before retirement. Sadly, I don’t have direct authority over him, and I’m afraid he’ll continue causing problems. We’ll just have to make do.”

      “We’ve been making do with the situation since the invasion started, so I don’t see why this would be any different,” David said with a smile as he extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madam President. If there’s anything my people or I can do, you have simply to ask.”

      “That’s very helpful of you, and I’m going to take you up on it. I was willing to allow Admiral Allen to interface with the Navy on this matter, but now that the fighting has again broken out in this system, I feel the need to take a more direct role. I’m told you’re acting as Commodore Romanoff’s intelligence officers, Mister and Missus Chen. I need you to brief me and my people about everything that’s going on. I understand you’ve already given such a briefing to Admiral Allen, but I have questions, and I want to make certain nothing gets left out. If you could accompany me, I’d like to get that underway as soon as possible. I pray that Commodore Romanoff will successfully defend Argent, but I need to know more about the new foe we’re facing in case he fails.”

      David inclined his head. “We’d be happy to do so, Madam President. I’ll have to see Miss Gane and Director Prescott somewhere safe, though. And I’m sure you’ve got your own people who can go through the data we’ve provided and come up with a good summary for you.”

      He looked over at Rowe discreetly. The man was former Confederation Intelligence, so he should have been stepping up to handle this. Why was he concealing his past?

      Rowe smiled back blandly. Whatever game he was playing, it seemed he didn’t intend to reveal his role. Until David understood what was going on more clearly, he would have to keep an eye on everyone.

      “I do have intelligence people, but it will take time to bring them up to speed,” President Ibarra said as she gestured back toward her cutter. “That’s why I’m going to rely on you to help me. Now, we need to get going. I’m sure we can find a safe place for your people, though things are very crowded in my temporary office.”

      “Actually, Madam President, I’d be happy to see them to safety,” Rowe said. “There’s no need to worry. I’ve got the perfect place for them.”

      Lisa pulled her pack off her back, dug into it, and pulled out a small canvas folder. “I’ve got some of the presentations in these data chips. The blue ones. The red is raw data from my recent searches, so not ready for prime time. Get them all back to me once this is all done.”

      He suspected the red chips were the data pulled off Admiral Allen’s computer system and copies of Rowe’s chips. It was probably better she didn’t have them on her. He didn’t expect the other man to try anything, but these were uncertain times, and he didn’t know him.

      “Thank you,” he said as he took the folder.

      “I appreciate your efforts, Mister Rowe,” Ibarra said. “Mister and Missus Chen, we’ll depart immediately. Commodore Monahan, Commodore Nastasi, you’re also with me.”

      As soon as they boarded the president’s cutter, David noted that it was obviously a diplomatic vessel based on its luxurious nature. It even had a human staff waiting to serve the passengers. That seemed a little out of place in the middle of a wartime alert, but he wasn’t in charge.

      Because the craft was designed for fewer passengers, there was a fairly large amount of space between the seats, and they could be swiveled in any direction so small groups could sit together. There were tables between the groupings with little clamps meant to hold their drinks in place. If the craft had to dodge incoming weapons fire, those wouldn’t do any good, but he supposed a little turbulence in the air wouldn’t bother a cup of something.

      Once they were seated, the cutter quickly took off and began heading somewhere. President Ibarra shooed her staff away so that she could have the newcomers to herself. She did wave over one of the staff and ordered something nonalcoholic. David ordered coffee, as did Tina.

      “I’m not ready to begin the full-scale briefing yet, but there are a couple of things I’d like to run past you,” Ibarra said as she leaned forward. “I had an opportunity on the way over to watch the first part of the documentary of the invasion. I have to say things are both worse than I expected and better. Is Commodore Romanoff as competent as he appears? He cuts quite the dashing figure, and it seems like he has a grasp on what he’s doing, but we all know that camera angles and astute editing can make all the difference in how one appears.”

      David didn’t know that, but he assumed it was true. Someone like a politician would undoubtedly know.

      “The documentary puts him in a good light,” Tina said. “Even so, he’s an experienced, competent officer and doing his best in a terrible situation. More things are going on than the documentary could reveal because it shows only the unclassified aspects of what’s happening. Even when it comes to just the enemies we’re fighting, there are things we can’t speak about publicly for fear that the information would cause widespread panic.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Ibarra said. “I’m going to need that information.”

      He nodded. “And we’ll give you a complete briefing about it. The story will take quite some time, and I have to say I’m worried about what’s going on in space. It might be best if we find a protected bunker somewhere to finish discussing this.”

      Jack wouldn’t be happy, but the vast majority of what they’d discovered would need to be revealed to the political leadership. There was every possibility that some of Jack’s choices would be overruled, but that was the nature of civilian oversight of the military. Unlike the president at New Copenhagen, President Ibarra did have the legal authority to make at least some requests of the Navy during the fighting. She represented the Confederation in the cluster, and it would be her decision whether to support Jack or not. He’d do his best to make sure Jack got the best presentation possible, but he couldn’t predict the outcome. Sometimes one just had to hope for the best.

      “As far as my impression of the documentary,” he said, “I think it does show his character and that of the crew. They’re willing to do whatever it takes—up to and including sacrificing their lives—to save the people of the Confederation. You’re not going to find a more honorable man. I don’t know Rear Admiral Allen, so he may be very competent at what he does, but I find myself doubting his ability to command a warship and fight an invasion with multiple enemies. I would be leery of someone upsetting the chain of command during such a critical time.”

      The politician sighed. “Troy is a hardheaded, stubborn man. He’s also my brother-in-law. His appointment here was more a favor to my sister than to the Confederation. While I can’t interfere in the internal workings of the Navy, I hope they can settle this without the political infighting I expect. I’m walking a fine line in this matter, but I serve the Confederation. I’m not going out of my way to do something that harms it.”

      That was reassuring, but it was impossible to guarantee that nothing untoward would happen. An angry flag officer might still cause them untold grief at some point, even if he didn’t directly assume command.

      “I suppose we’ll do the best we can,” David said as he accepted his coffee from the server. “Now, a few months ago, when we were still in Faust orbit, Delta Orionis was just a decrepit museum….”
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      Lisa followed the men and boarded the cutter without incident. She and Professor Prescott sat in the back as Rowe went to the pilot’s compartment. Within moments, they were on their way.

      She couldn’t dismiss a nagging sensation that something was off. The way the man was behaving just didn’t feel right. As a criminal, she’d developed a finely honed sense of when a trap was closing in, and that’s how she felt now. If Rowe had been a police officer, she’d have suspected she was about to be arrested.

      While Commodore Romanoff had not issued any blanket amnesty, she didn’t think she was in danger of going to jail for crimes she’d committed in the past. If anything, Rowe was suspicious of what she’d been up to aboard the station.

      From everything she’d gathered, he had every reason to be worried. He’d possessed something critical to the war effort that he still hadn’t shared. She felt rather clever for having gotten that data off of her person. Good luck getting it off David while he was with the president.

      She looked over at the professor. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and his disappearance would raise questions. Maybe she was just overthinking this.

      “Is it just me, or does it feel like we’ve been separated from the herd?” Prescott asked quietly. “I feel confident the president will go to a secure facility, so why would Mister Rowe feel the need to get us off alone?”

      It was telling that the older man had sensed something as well. Maybe she wasn’t overthinking this after all.

      “Let’s hope not. If they have something in mind for us, just remember that we haven’t done anything wrong.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I suppose you’re right. It would be conspicuous for him to do anything. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong.”

      The door leading into the pilot’s compartment slid open, and Rowe stepped into the rear of the cutter. He didn’t close it behind him but instead found a seat across the aisle from the pair and sat down casually.

      “Don’t you have something important to do, like flying the cutter?” Lisa asked. “Unless you’ve got a pilot up there that I don’t know about.”

      “No,” he said with a casual wave of his hand. “It’s just me. I wanted to take an opportunity to sit back here with you while the cutter is on autopilot. You see, I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot. As you undoubtedly already know, my name is Bronson Rowe, and I’m not an industrial liaison. I’m an operative with Confederation Intelligence.”

      He smiled more broadly. “I suppose you find that surprising. It is unusual for an intelligence operative to reveal they’re on the job. Nevertheless, the two of you have come to my attention regarding my current mission, and under Confederation law, I’m going to have to request you assist me in carrying out my duties. To do that, I’ll need you to answer some questions.”

      Yeah. This was definitely not innocent.

      “My life is an open book,” the professor said. “Anything I know, I’d be more than happy to inform you of.”

      “That’s very helpful, professor. Thank you. I understand you’ve done quite a bit of research into the hardware used by the aliens. Could you tell me how effective you’ve been at penetrating their security and gaining access to their files? I understand Miss Gane has some voice recordings she’s been utilizing for translation purposes. Have you successfully penetrated the classified information these aliens possess?”

      “I wouldn’t say we completely understand how the alien computer systems work, but we’re making great progress. We have several captured systems, and we’re getting more detailed information about their intentions and actions as we proceed.”

      Rowe nodded. “That’s very good. You see, we have access to a military computer left behind by the aliens when they fled the system. Or, I suppose it would be more accurate to say that they tried to flee since your ship caught up with them and destroyed almost all of them. That means we have an unparalleled opportunity to gain insight into what they were doing here and what they intend to do in the rest of the Confederation.”

      Rowe swiveled his eyes and looked at Lisa. “Your associate has already had access to the computer. Perhaps you didn’t realize that the corridors leading to it were monitored, but I’m aware that you and Mister Chen went there while we were packing up my files and abandoning the station. Did you have any luck gaining access, and what did you find?”

      She’d been looking for cameras and other monitoring equipment, but she’d obviously missed something. She supposed that wasn’t too surprising because they’d been in a hurry, and cameras could be tiny.

      “I suppose it won’t do any good to deny anything, so I’ll confess. I gained access to that computer and copied some files from it. I haven’t had time to evaluate any of them, and since the alien language is more complex to translate than their spoken word, I haven’t had an opportunity to fully assess what was taken. Does that make you angry?”

      He pursed his lips. “I’m not certain I would say I’m angry, but I’m somewhat disappointed. David Chen knows who employs me, yet he worked around me to get this information. That shows a marked lack of trust. Do you distrust me, Miss Gane?”

      “I barely know you. When I was asked to penetrate the security on that computer, it was by somebody I’ve worked with for months. Don’t take it personally.”

      “When one works in intelligence, it’s best to never take anything personally. After you broke into the computer, I felt the need to do a bit of research about you. You have quite the history here in the cluster. Until you disappeared a few years ago, you’d been suspected of a number of high-end data breaches. You’re not a computer programmer so much as you’re a hacker, am I right?”

      She shrugged slightly. “I suppose it depends on one’s point of view. I do what I’m paid to do, and right now, I’m on the Confederation payroll to do any number of things that will give us information about the aliens. I haven’t been told to share that information with you, but I’m willing to do so to a limited degree. What is your mission, Mister Confederation Intelligence operative?”

      His smile widened slightly. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the parameters of my mission, but after discovering what you’ve been up to, I have many questions. For example, since I had visual records of your access to the alien computer, I saw the case that David Chen brought you. It’s quite recognizable. That data inside is sensitive, and I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for its return.”

      “That’s problematic since I gave it to Mister Chen right before we departed.”

      He grunted slightly and nodded. “I suspected that. Still, I’m afraid I’ll have to confiscate your equipment and make certain. It’s unfortunate, but I’ll have to take steps to make certain that Chen and his lovely wife don’t gain complete access to those files.”

      He produced a pistol from the small of his back and aimed it toward the two of them. Professor Prescott raised his hands, but she didn’t move. She’d halfway been expecting this, so it didn’t shock her that badly.

      “Don’t you think it will cause problems if we disappear? Particularly since the two of us are somewhat critical to the war effort?”

      “It is less than optimal,” he admitted. “I wish you hadn’t pushed the boundaries in this particular way. You see, the people I work for would be very unhappy if the information on those data chips became public knowledge.”

      “We’ve already recovered the ship the data came from,” she offered. “In fact, we probably have more access to the information you’re talking about than you did at the time. What’s so secretive that you have to betray the Confederation like this at a time of war?”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m betraying the Confederation, but there’s more at stake than you realize. Those data chips contain information that would be very embarrassing to certain parties. I’ve come to the conclusion that what they’re doing will run into serious complications, but it’s already too late to stop what’s in progress. There’s also a large amount of money involved in the matter.”

      “Ah,” she said with a slight smile. “This has something to do with the conspiracy.”

      “That business with Vice Admiral LaChasse? What makes you think that?”

      “What else could it be? Tell me, Mister Rowe, are you part of that same conspiracy? We thought it was Rear Admiral Allen because he had information he shouldn’t have had. Now I’m wondering if he got it from you.”

      “You’re far too perceptive for your own good,” he said as he pulled the trigger.

      Instead of a gunshot, there was the sound of air being expelled under high pressure, and she felt a stinging in her side. Before she could do much more than yelp, Rowe had twitched the gun to the side and shot the professor.

      “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said with a smirk as she felt numbness shooting through her body. “It’s a paralytic. You’re not going to lose consciousness, but I’m afraid you’ll lose the ability to move your limbs. As for what I’m going to tell the others, I’m not sure. Considering everything, it might be best if I pretend the cutter crashed and we all perished. You’ve caused me a lot of problems, Miss Gane. I assure you I’ll make you regret having done so by the time we’re finished.”

      He rose and put the pistol into his waistband. “I suppose I should go back up front and make certain that we’re on course. I’ll erase the data about our flight path from the traffic control systems before we vanish, and then I’ll have to make certain the cutter crashes with enough force that they won’t be finding anybody after we’ve departed.”

      By the time he’d departed, leaving the door open, she couldn’t even twitch a finger. All she could do was sit there and stare at the door through eyes that wouldn’t move.

      Regex? Can you still hear me?

      <I can. What do we do?>

      I’m not sure. I’m trying to move my hands, but nothing happens. I suppose it’s a long shot, but can you move them?

      <I’m attempting to do so, but it doesn’t seem so. I hope it doesn’t affect me too. It looks like this paralytic is specific to the voluntary nerve pathways. You’re still breathing, so there are still some paths that work. Maybe if I attempt to gain access to your body through the involuntary nervous system, I can bypass whatever this paralytic is.>

      Nothing happened for long minutes, but without warning, her hand rose from where it was sitting, and she seemingly examined it where it now hovered in front of her face.

      It looks like you’re having some luck and are immune to the stuff. Can you move more than my hand?

      <I’m not used to accessing a host body in such an unusual manner, and it took me a bit to figure out the process. I think we should practice moving a little before we confront our attacker. He seems fit and is undoubtedly trained in hand-to-hand combat. How can we even hope to defeat someone like that?>

      She thought about that and wasn’t sure what the answer was. Neither she nor Regex knew how to fight. If it came to a physical confrontation, they would lose. She attempted to move her body, but nothing happened. This was even more irritating than usual.

      Take out my comm and see if we can send a message to David or Tina via text. Tell them what’s happening to us.

      <I don’t know how to use your technology. I’ve seen you do it, but it’s not intuitive. Talk me through it.>

      She tried, but the very first thing she noticed was that there was no connectivity. Her comm wasn’t connected to anything. The cutter was shielded. So much for the easy way of getting the information out.

      I suppose we’re going to have to do this the hard way. As long as he doesn’t suspect we can move, we may be able to make something happen. Get on our hands and knees and crawl over to the door and look inside. We need to see the situation without letting him know we’re mobile. Make no noise and don’t rise because he might see movement over his shoulder.

      Regex moved her body much more delicately than she would have, but she wasn’t going to complain because slow was better. When they got to the door leading into the pilot’s compartment, she saw their attacker was seated in the right-hand seat, and the other was empty. She couldn’t tell if he was strapped in at this point, but he was manipulating the controls, and there was a fair amount of space around him that they could use to get at him.

      There was a fire extinguisher by the hatch, which might be useful. Unfortunately, the metal clamp holding it in place would make noise if they messed with it.

      <The pistol he used to shoot us is on his right side. Perhaps I could reach around the seat on that side and get the weapon. If I do that, then he would be at our mercy, would he not?>

      How certain are you that you could grab it? Does it have a safety? Could you fire it if you had to? That seems pretty chancy.

      <I think it’s far chancier if this person gets us somewhere isolated and no one ever sees us again.>

      He wasn’t wrong. I suppose we don’t have a choice. Do it.

      Regex crawled up behind the chair and leaned to the right-hand side enough so that she could see the pistol protruding out of Rowe’s belt. It was dangerous for him to have a weapon inserted into his pants. What if it went off? Considering what might be hit, she wasn’t sure she’d have risked it.

      His shirt was partially draped over the weapon, so until they had it in hand, she wouldn’t know how it worked. Surely it had a safety.

      You’ll have to grab it fast because we can’t afford to have him get hold of our hand. If he gets a grip on us, we’re done for. Grab the weapon and move back as quickly as you can. Keep the gun in your line of sight so I can try to figure out how to disarm the safety. Once that’s done, aim it at him and pull the trigger.

      Regex grabbed the weapon like a striking cobra. Unfortunately, he wasn’t as adept at manipulating her hands as she was. Or, maybe she would have been just as clumsy. He ended up grabbing the shirt around the weapon, and it didn’t pull cleanly free when he tried to draw it out.

      Rowe grabbed her hand with a startled oath, and the two of them struggled for the weapon. He wasn’t strapped to the chair and started to rise. That’s when the gun went off. Rowe screamed and tried to strike at her but fell over the back of the chair after taking a couple of swings, only one of which struck her with a glancing blow on the shoulder. He lay sprawled there, unmoving as the drug took effect.

      <Well, that went better than I’d hoped. It appears he’s not intelligent enough to realize the danger of putting a weapon into his pants without applying the safety. I suppose it’s fortunate this wasn’t a lethal firearm. That kind of damage would’ve been rather… debilitating.>

      Put the gun down before we accidentally shoot ourselves. We need to find a way to tie him up before we get to where we’re going. In fact, we need to change course because he’s probably got associates at the destination. We don’t know how much time we have left.

      There wasn’t anything that would work for tying him up, but she was able to talk Regex through putting Rowe in the other control couch and securing the restraints. They left Rowe’s hands under the seat belt, so hopefully, he’d have difficulty moving them when the time came.

      That done, she had Regex sit in the pilot seat and set the weapon on the side away from their kidnapper. She wanted it handy if she had to shoot him again.

      She considered herself a technical person, but looking at the controls, she wasn’t sure what she needed to do to get them off autopilot and headed somewhere else. Or even if they were on autopilot. He had been messing with the controls. The craft was flying over the city on a level course, so she had no way of knowing.

      This wasn’t going to work. They needed someone that could fly a cutter. The only person she knew could do so was the professor, and he was paralyzed.

      Search that guy’s pockets and see if he has an antidote to the paralytic. It’s a long shot, but he may have something that could bring us out of this.

      <If it’s not labeled, how would we know it’s not poison? Even if it is, how would we know the dosage?>

      Let’s look for it first.

      Somewhere, there would be an antidote. It might be at their destination, which wouldn’t do them any good.

      Regex found an autoinjector in Rowe’s right breast pocket. A check showed it had half a dozen doses. It wasn’t labeled, so there was a risk in using it. What were the odds that he had poison in his pocket? It was far more likely this was the antidote to the paralytic, but she’d be taking a chance with someone else’s life if she used it.

      Or she could take a risk with her own. Without considering the matter further, she pressed it to her arm and activated it. It stung as it injected something into her body. If it was the antidote, she hoped it had more than one dose, or this wouldn’t do them a lot of good.

      After a few seconds—even though she didn’t feel that much different—her fingers twitched a little when she tried moving them. That was a good sign. She kept doing that, and within a minute, she’d regained control of her hand.

      Retaking control of her body, she staggered back to the professor and injected the antidote into his arm. He quickly started twitching and, in a few minutes, regained the ability to move.

      “That’s a convenient side effect of having Regex inside your body,” the older man said. “I assume you’ve captured him.”

      She nodded. “We don’t want to go where he was taking us, so if you could turn this cutter around and get us somewhere safe, I’d feel much better. Maybe you could also find what’s jamming us and turn it off. This is one of those times where I wish I had the knowledge to fly something like this, but I don’t.”

      He smiled. “Since you’ve saved our lives, I’d be happy to teach you to fly a cutter. It’s not that hard. In fact, why don’t you stand behind me, and I’ll explain what we’re doing as I change course and take us back to where we came from?”

      Even though the professor told her what he was doing, she found herself more focused on watching Rowe. Who did he really work for, and what were his end goals? Now that he’d made the mistake of revealing himself, they might get some answers to long-standing questions.

      If, of course, Commodore Romanoff managed to defend the planet against the Novarites. Otherwise, it wouldn’t matter.
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      Derek varied the power he gave the independent quantum drive by the teeniest amounts and noted slight differences in the distance traveled. He was leery of giving too much energy and potentially putting them into a catastrophic position if the drives developed some kind of harmonic resonance, so he restrained himself.

      They were arcing around the incoming Novarite warships, and he had noted where they’d be when he arrived. Those plans went awry almost immediately as the five smaller warships changed course toward Hunter. With the enemy splitting their forces, they had to engage one set and allow the other to proceed onward.

      He shot an updated battle plan to Amanda, and they discussed the various options. With the smaller ships just having phased packet plasma guns, the risk to the ship itself wasn’t too great. They’d be able to destroy some weapons on the surface and pit the hull, but it should be something they could handle. The larger warships and their potentially more powerful weapons would be a lot more dangerous.

      At least this would allow them to test battle maneuvers with the skip drive, as the commodore had called it. They had no idea what the boundary area would do to the incoming plasma packets, and he looked forward to seeing if they had any effect. If the energized boundary disrupted the packets, they would do much less damage. At least he hoped so.

      Since he couldn’t vary the distance they took with each skip, he varied the time between skips to keep the enemy guessing when they’d arrive. He also discovered he could change where they popped out by minor alterations to the ship’s course. That allowed him and Amanda to plot out where they’d arrive more accurately and make a pass at the enemy that wouldn’t directly go through the center of them.

      “We’re about ready to make our run, sir,” he said. “Three skips should get us along their periphery and allow us to open fire. We’ve targeted their outbound side, so the larger ships won’t be able to fire at us even if they have something with that kind of range.”

      “As soon as we come out, I’ll start the timer on our weapons,” Amanda said. “We don’t know how close we’ll be, so we might not be in laser range. The phased packet plasma guns have a longer effective firing envelope in any case.”

      “Remember this is a test pass,” the commodore said. “We just want to see what happens. If we can damage them in passing, that’s great, but we don’t want to do anything that would cripple ourselves. Make the first two jumps at the same exact interval and then delay our arrival by four seconds. Let’s see if we can make them fire early and waste some of their ammunition.”

      Derek laid out the course and initiated the skips. He put twenty seconds between the first two skips and then twenty-four in the last. They were already under fire when they came out near the Novarite warships. Apparently, their trick hadn’t worked as well as they’d hoped, but he had to admit that what was happening was spectacular.

      The energized boundary area was scrambling the packets of plasma, and they were coming apart, sending their energy everywhere. Even more interesting, it seemed the boundary was absorbing some of that energy and flushing it out all along the coverage area from one side of the ship to the other and from front to back. He suspected they were glowing a lot more than they had before.

      Amanda fired her missiles and lasers as soon as possible, and once the boundary became less of an obstacle, the enemy weapons fire began slamming into their hull. He wouldn’t say it was a fair exchange because their nuclear missiles were much more potent than what the enemy was shooting at them. That didn’t mean they escaped without damage, but he held off on skipping away because they were coming out ahead in the exchange of fire.

      The damaged enemy warship exploded first, quickly followed by two of its companions. One of them veered off course as Amanda continued firing lasers into it, but the last one charged ahead and continued hounding them with packets of plasma even as Derek rotated the ship to try to spread the damage.

      He half expected the commodore to order them to skip away, but he didn’t. He must have grasped what they were trying to do and agreed. In another fifteen seconds, the fight was over. All five ships had been crippled or destroyed. Three were gone, and the other two were floating wrecks. They’d have to pry the survivors out since they were determined to kill anything that came after them. It wouldn’t be fun, but it had to be done.

      That left the two larger warships for them to deal with. Those were continuing toward the planet and showed no inclination to slow down. They weren’t anywhere close to being within weapons range, but the planet was in danger, nonetheless.

      “Damage report,” the commodore said.

      The engineering officer rattled off the information, but it sounded like other than just some losses to their weapons on the surface, they were still intact. There had been no hull breaches. That was good.

      “That was a good plan, Derek and Amanda,” the commodore said. “But I’m not sure we’ll be able to repeat it safely with the larger vessels. We don’t know what kind of weapons they have, but they’ll have an opportunity to fire them. I think the safest thing we can do is come out directly behind them. Odds are whatever they’re shooting will go up forward, and we don’t want to allow them to test it on us at point-blank range.”

      The comm on his chair chimed for his attention. “Bridge.”

      “Engineering. It looks like taking all those little jumps one after the other did start a bit of resonance, and I need to take time to go over the engines and make sure we’re not about to suffer a catastrophic failure without any warning. I realize doing this in the middle of a battle is a bad idea, but there you are.”

      The commodore grimaced. “Your timing is pretty bad, but you’re right that we can’t take a chance. How long are you asking for?”

      “Ten minutes. I’ll try to do it faster, but I’m not making any promises.”

      “Do the best you can. I don’t think that will allow them to get in firing range of the planet, but we don’t know for sure. It’s a lot closer than I’d prefer, and I don’t want to worry everybody on the surface.”

      “I’ll call you soon as I know. Engineering out.”

      Romanoff turned his attention to Derek. “I assume you can use different power levels to affect how far we go with every skip. How much were you able to vary our distance?”

      “Not as much as I’d like, sir. Worse, we’re sitting ducks once we come out, and they’ll have time to react to our presence. I don’t know how nimble those big ships are, but we can’t rule out the possibility that they’ll be able to spin in place quickly enough to bring their weapons to bear before we can skip away. Even if we pop out right where we want to, we’ll be there for a minimum of twenty seconds before we can get out if we stick to the conservative limit.”

      The older man sighed. “We can’t afford to blow up either of our drives, so I think we’ll have to be clever. If you can, I want you to come out between them. We have weapons that can be fired on either side, but they’d risk hitting one another if we intruded into their formation. Knowing how warlike they are, they might be willing to do that, but then they’d have to accept the amount of damage they’ll deal one another if they miss.”

      “Do you think they could miss at that range, sir?” Amanda asked.

      “Anything is possible, though I wouldn’t count on it. Remember that the goal is to disable their ships and keep ours intact. We can’t control what they’ll do when we arrive, but we need to make sure that when we punch, we punch hard. We’ll likely only get one chance to surprise them like this, and we need to make it count. Formulate the best plan you can and also consider some options for getting us out if things go sour. I’m not going to have time to make a selection, so I’ll trust your best judgment if it needs to be implemented.”

      Derek thought about that and decided their best option was to continue to vary their arrival time. The big ships had seen them come in at twenty-second intervals and then delay a few beats before jumping that last bit. Even though it was somewhat risky, he decided it would be better to come in faster this time. Two twenty-second jumps and then maybe a fifteen-second jump to get in between them before the enemy opened fire. That would cause some resonance between the drives, but it might spare them a few seconds of heavy fire before getting out.

      That left them with the problem of how long they could stay inside the firing zone. The large ships were significantly stouter than the smaller ones, though he had no idea how they’d react to a face full of nuclear missiles at point-blank range. If they didn’t get some immediate kills, he’d have to consider engaging the skip drive much sooner than he’d prefer.

      If the large ships had been going elsewhere in the system, they’d have had more options, but they were headed for Argent. Billions of people needed their protection, so they’d have to take some risks to stop the enemy short of firing range.

      When he thought he’d put together the best plans he could, he quietly conferred with Amanda, and she had him tweak some angles of his approach to better deal with the fact that they’d lost some of their surface weaponry. She wanted to deliver the most potent first strike possible, and the angle he approached the enemy would benefit her targeting.

      It took a few minutes for them to sort out the details, and he indicated to the commodore that they were ready. Romanoff inclined his head once engineering had called again to let him know it was safe. “Make it happen.”

      Once again, Derek angled their approach to look like they’d come out at a different location than he’d planned. If the enemy thought they’d use one of the large ships to shield Hunter from the other one’s fire, that might cause them to adjust themselves enough for him to slip right between them. It would be a tight fit, but if he could get Hunter wedged in there, their weapons would have a devastating effect.

      The first two jumps went just fine, and then he tweaked their course when he saw the larger ships drifting apart and maneuvering. He smiled as he engaged the skip drive the third time and crossed his fingers that they actually appeared between the two ships rather than angled toward one or the other. He didn’t want to see a second impact between Hunter and one of the large vessels. That’s how one got an unsavory reputation.

      They came out relatively close to one of the ships, but not enough to strike it. Instead, the boundary zone surrounding Hunter bisected the vessel’s hull, and there was an incredible energy discharge. The overhead lights flickered, and it felt as if his hair was standing on end. Then there was a bang that wasn’t so much audible as a vibration that went through the floor.

      “Status!” the commodore called out.

      Derek’s console was still online, and he checked the drives. There were a lot of strange readings coming from the independent quantum drive. He didn’t know how to interpret the information coming from the hyperdrive, but it looked off as well.

      “Drives still online,” he said. “It looks like the boundary layer surrounding us impacted one of the ships when we popped out.”

      “There was a massive energy discharge,” Amanda said as she opened fire. “It blew half of the Novarite ship apart. I’m firing now, but the boundary layer is still discharging energy. That’s not how it had behaved before, and I’m not sure how effective our fire will be. The disruptive energy is stopping the incoming plasma packets, and the intact ship is turning toward us. It’s about to fire its main weapon.”

      The ship rocked, and Derek heard alarms screaming from the damage control console. “Hull breach!” the officer said. “We have vacuum conditions from the ship’s exterior about a quarter of the way back from the bow all the way to the central corridor.”

      “Some kind of beam weapon just burned through our hull,” Amanda said. “We need to jump right now.”

      “Jump the ship,” Romanoff said.

      “The drives aren’t stable, sir,” Derek warned.

      “Jump the ship,” he repeated.

      Derek clenched one fist, set the best evasive course possible, and triggered the skip drive. This time it felt like he was a dish rag being wrung out and his vision blurred before they popped back out into normal space.

      He checked their location as soon as the sensors could read through the decaying boundary layer. They were almost in Argent orbit. That had been a lot farther than he’d expected them to go. He quickly adjusted course to make sure they didn’t hit the planet and began checking his readout on the drives.

      Both of them still showed as functional, but there were a lot of warning lights on the independent quantum drive. They’d stressed it in a way it wasn’t meant to be stressed, and now they were in danger of having it fail completely.

      The hyperdrive was also even further out of whack than it had been. That last jump had been necessary, but it had been too risky.

      “It looks like one of the large Novarite vessels is disabled and drifting, sir,” Amanda said. “We damaged the other with our missiles, but it’s proceeding toward us. I don’t know at what range they can fire that weapon, but we’ll be in missile range in twenty-five minutes. If they use that big energy beam on the station, it’s gone. If they fire at the planet, odds are good that a lot of the energy will get to the surface, and it could kill a city.”

      Romanoff shook his head. “Bring us about. We don’t dare use the skip drive again until Commander Danek gets a chance to work on it, but we can’t let them past us. We’ll deal with them here and now and hope they don’t chew us up too badly.”

      Derek laid in the course and brought them around. He could see they were still leaking atmosphere and debris from the tunnel the powerful weapon had punched all the way through the nickel-iron hull and deep into their guts. If that thing kept firing at them, they’d look like Swiss cheese before the fight was done. If so, the ship would die, and so would they.
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      Jack studied the sensor readings and decided that saying the one damaged large Novarite ship was disabled didn’t do justice to the situation. It had been blown apart and was now floating in three large chunks. He doubted it would be a threat to anything directly, though it was a hazard to navigation and potentially might impact the planet if its course was dead unlucky.

      Being a trained helm officer, he could interpret the information and sighed in relief when it became apparent the ship wasn’t going to strike Argent. It wasn’t going to miss by much, but it was more than good enough in this case.

      That left a single large warship that had taken some damage from the missiles, though not enough to disable it. It was trailing debris and atmosphere, so it wasn’t in the best shape, but the odds of its primary weapon being intact were high. That meant they would take damage on the way in unless they could use the skip drive.

      He activated the comm unit on his chair and called engineering.

      “Engineering,” Danek said. “We’re still assessing everything, but you pushed the drives pretty hard, sir. I don’t think anything burned out, but I’d say some things were strained, and I don’t want to push anything until we have a chance to go over them with a fine-toothed comb. Also, we lost some secondary systems when whatever that was burned a hole through our hull. We got lucky it didn’t hit anything important, but with something that powerful, I don’t think we can count on luck going forward. The next time might well vaporize engineering or the bridge.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Jack said. “They’re going to be in firing range of us and the planet before much longer. We’re guessing about twenty minutes, but they might be able to fire sooner. Or it might be a shorter-range weapon. We don’t know, so we have to count on the worst-case scenario, which means I might have to use the skip drive. If we burn something out but survive the encounter, we can get replacement parts. If there’s a hit on the planet, we can’t recover from that. We’ve got to keep the civilians out of danger.”

      “I can’t recommend that. In fact, I want to dissuade you in the strongest of terms. We’re experimenting with a branch of physics that we don’t understand. There’s an unspeakable amount of energy going through this ship when we jump from one place to another. If we do something and it dumps into our hull, we could come apart like a nova.”

      “What if we dial the power down even further? Having that distorted area of space between them and us provides some protection. I’m not saying we have to use it, but if circumstances require it, we need to be ready.”

      “Once again, I think that’s a terrible idea, but I’ll get things ready. I’m going to evacuate engineering of all but the most critical personnel. Sir, I plead with you to find another way. Engineering out.”

      Jack knew he shouldn’t risk them that way, and he wouldn’t unless they had no choice. Still, facing a ship that could poke holes through hundred meters of nickel-iron was a real worry. What if the next beam set off one of the magazines of nuclear missiles? Worse, what if it set off the missiles in deep storage? That would be enough to vaporize the entire vessel and kill everyone aboard.

      He thought it unlikely that the destruction of inactive missiles would cause a nuclear detonation, but he wasn’t entirely sure. There was a risk. Back in the days of naval warfare, there had been instances where a ship’s magazine had exploded and destroyed the vessel. He’d thought Hunter immune to that sort of thing, but the Novarites were a far more significant threat than even the Tardans. Their massive weapon could burn its way to the wrong part of his ship and instantly kill everyone aboard.

      They needed to win this fight, and they needed to win it decisively. Better yet, they needed to do so quickly. The Novarites were focused on them for the moment, but that would change. If they had an opportunity to turn that devastating weapon on Argent, billions could die. There was no way he could stand by and allow that to happen.

      “Derek, I understand we’ve stressed our drives more than we should have, but the potential exists that we may have to do so again. I want you to dial the energy to the independent quantum drive down to the lowest possible setting. That may not be enough to move this ship, but it’s possible it could still energize the boundary layer surrounding us. If we can mitigate that weapon, we have to try.”

      The young helm officer turned in his seat and frowned. “Sir, if we do that, we could lose the ability to maneuver. What do we do then?”

      “Then we keep firing missiles until that ship ceases to be a threat. It may very well be that we don’t survive the engagement, but the planet full of civilians behind us will. Remember that talk we had about taking considered risks? This is one of those moments.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      Jack nodded and focused his attention on Amanda. “Amanda, as soon as we start firing missiles, I want to keep feeding them in until that ship ceases to be a problem. I understand the phased packet plasma guns will be good at defending them against our salvos, so I want you to overwhelm them as quickly as possible. Even if the boundary layer is screwing with our sensors, as long as the missiles survive transit, they should be able to lock onto the target. Start firing as soon as you feel comfortable, and don’t stop until that enemy ship ceases to be a threat.”

      “One dead warship coming up, sir.”

      Hunter had altered course and came back around to charge the enemy warship, and the distance between the two was shrinking. He wasn’t going to risk using the skip drive if there was even a chance they could begin firing on their own first. Their missiles had a good range, so it would be worthwhile to hold off until the enemy fired. Only then would he have to make a decision.

      At the five-minute mark, they were almost inside missile range when the sensors picked up an energy spike ahead of them, and a massive beam of energy slammed into the bow of his battleship. It punched deep into his ship, though he was lucky it was off to one side and not straight down the central corridor.

      “Engage the skip drive,” Jack ordered. This would be the moment of truth. Either this would work, or they were totally screwed.

      Jack felt the twisting of energy around them, but according to the sensors, they didn’t move. Instead, the boundary layer around them became hazy again, almost as if they had jumped. The energy bled off over the next five seconds, and then things were normal. Then Derek activated the drive again, and the energy barrier reappeared.

      This was almost like having shields from one of those science fiction novels that some of his friends favored. Not nearly as effective, but anything that turned some of the energy away from them was worthwhile.

      The enemy fired the beam again, and Derek activated the drive. It didn’t entirely stop the beam, but it spread some of its energy out. The thing still punched through their bow—this time on the other side of the central corridor—though it didn’t go nearly as deep as the last hit.

      “Just entering extreme missile range,” Amanda said. “Give me a window, Derek.”

      “Fire your salvo… now. Let me know when you’re ready again, and I’ll tell you when to fire.”

      Jack opened a channel to engineering and waited for Danek to get on the line. “How are they holding up?”

      “I won’t say they’re getting any better, but they don’t seem to be getting worse either. I wouldn’t push this any further than you have to, Commodore. If there’s going to be a failure, it will happen suddenly.”

      “Take sensor readings because we’re going over them once this fight is done. These underpowered skips produce an energy field around the ship. If we can duplicate the effect under less trying circumstances, that might make a huge difference in facing a large number of vessels. Like, for example, that huge swarm of motherships and drones we met in the Gateway system.”

      “Understood, sir. We’re scanning everything, and once this is over, I’ll have a report about what went right, what went wrong, and what went strange written up. Engineering out.”

      The Novarite warship used its phased packet plasma guns to intercept the missiles as they came in. In rapid-fire mode, they were more than capable of stopping a lot of missiles. When it fired its main gun, it also cleared a significant number of missiles between it and Hunter.

      As the range closed, the enemy’s defenses became more robust, and the power of their weapon increased. More of the energy got through and dug divots in the hull. It would start penetrating before the end of this fight, so Jack would have to take the risk he’d been hoping to avoid.

      “Up the power to the independent quantum drive, Derek,” he said in a low voice. “Get us close, and let’s end this.”

      “Sir, if we do that, we might burn out the drive.”

      “So be it.”

      There was another twisting in his gut, and they appeared closer to the enemy ship, though not directly next to it. From the screaming coming from the engineering console, something had gone terribly wrong in engineering, but since he was still breathing, he’d have to assume it was manageable.

      “Preparing to fire,” Amanda said. “Boundary strength down to manageable levels and missiles away. Engaging with lasers.”

      “The independent quantum drive failed, sir,” Derek said. “Whatever happens next, we’re stuck here.”

      “Pour it on, Amanda. Burn them down.”

      The enemy still managed to swivel their vessel and fire another one of those bolts at Hunter. It smashed into the side of his ship and burned all the way through to come out the other. Fresh alarms screamed from the damage control console, and he knew his people were dying. He hated putting them in this position, but better to die in service to the Confederation and save all those lives than let these aliens murder the civilians under their care.

      When the end came, it came abruptly. The Novarite warship was preparing to fire its main gun again when it exploded. Not just a little blast, but one that blew the ship apart with a level of energy he found hard to believe.

      Thankfully, Hunter’s hull was more than thick enough to stop the debris that slammed against them. Except for the parts where there were gaping holes. He was sure they’d taken additional damage through those.

      “What’s our status?” he asked.

      “We’ve got significant damage in several sections of the ship, but all primary systems except for the independent quantum drive are online,” the damage control officer said. “I’m still getting a tally on the crew, but we have casualties. I’m afraid some of them will be dead, sir.”

      Jack nodded somberly. He hated that, but they’d sworn to put themselves between the horrors of war and the people under their protection. The price for doing their duty had been high, but they paid it.

      “What about the remaining Novarite warship?”

      “It’s not going anywhere, sir,” Derek said. “I’m not picking anything up from their engineering section, so they don’t have the power to fire their weapons. We’ll have to send rescue teams shortly if we hope to get any of them alive.”

      And by rescue teams, his young friend meant Marine squads. Sadly, it seemed the Novarites were more than happy to die rather than be captured. Still, the chances of recovering that vessel’s computer were high enough that he’d risk it.

      He opened a channel to the Marine barracks. “Colonel Turner, I’m afraid I have to ask you and your people to go out and recover everybody you can out of those pieces of wreckage. Save as many as possible but keep your people safe. I’m more interested in finding their computer than giving them a chance to shoot us.”

      “Understood, sir. We’ll take care of it.”

      With that done, he rubbed his face tiredly. They’d once again come out of the fight in one piece, but the war was hardly over. In fact, the next phase of the invasion wasn’t going to be fought in space at all. It would be against political opponents and forces moving behind the scenes.

      Humans would be the obstacle now. Whether that meant a jealous superior or the shadowy conspiracy he’d discovered at the very opening of the invasion, someone would be pushing back against him and trying to shape what happened next. They were fighting for humanity’s survival, and he wouldn’t allow any of them to sway him from his duty.

      This type of unconventional warfare wasn’t his strength, but he’d have to find people with the skills he didn’t have because this wasn’t a fight he could afford to lose. No matter what was thrown at him, he’d gain the support he needed to continue prosecuting the defense of the cluster. His duty demanded no less.

      “I think we’d better open a channel to Argent,” he said. “This might be stepping on a few toes, but I’m tired of letting someone be the filter between the political leadership and me. Get me President Ibarra. She and I have a lot to discuss.”
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