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Quick Author’s Tip #1:

For those using web-enabled e-readers, or who have access to the web via a PC, you can now refer back to the author’s website for some pretty cool background information. In addition to illustrated floor plans of ships, such as the Parcical. Recently added, within Explore The Ships, are beautiful—rotatable—3D diagrams of many of the ships.

 

Quick Author’s Tip #2:

After seven Scrapyard Ship books and five Star Watch books, there’s a ton of character names, various alien star systems and planet names, not to mention all of the series-specific SciFi terms and phrases … well, help is here! On the Mark Wayne McGinnis website there’s a complete Glossary of Terms for your reference.


Prologue

 

 

Sommis of Adriark space — one week previous

 

 

In spite of the circumstances, Captain Granger was doing a good job keeping his cool, calm demeanor—at least on the surface. What was going on in his head was a completely different matter.

“This way, gentlemen,” he said. “… Please stay close. I wouldn’t want you to get lost in here. The Aquarius, a Caldurian Master Class vessel, has over four hundred and thirty miles of corridors, sub-passageways, and more than a few elevated catwalks.”

He was well aware the Thorian knights were taking in the magnificent ship in all its splendor. A ship that was characteristically Caldurian, it had soft indirect lighting and bulkheads with artfully textured panels—utilizing a pallet of organically pleasing colors and hues that were both soothing and inspiring at the same time. Here, the voluminous spaces that were certainly ultra-modern in overall scope—but tasteful too—had none of the stark, utilitarian design found on pretty much any other interstellar spacecraft within the sector. The five knights made no response, striding ahead purposefully—their heads turned this way and that—like the owners of a new home, studying where they’d later be placing the furniture.

Granger, himself of Caldurian heritage—close to six feet in height—was physically dwarfed in size by the monarch’s nephews. Each of the young Thorians wore tanned leather breastplate garments with an abundance of big brass buckles and clasps. Brutish in their features—with broad foreheads, broad noses, and bulbous lips—they also shared a nearly identical hairstyle—short bangs, almost military-looking, with a straight as an arrow part down the center.

They certainly don’t possess the charm and personality of their uncle, Granger mused. But that, too, mattered little at the present. Granger just needed to survive the next few minutes.

Captain Granger casually wiped away perspiration collecting upon his upper lip. He heard a faint chirp in his NanoCom. It was his signal. The only one he would get. Their comms technology had been breached—like everything else on the ship. Worse … they were alone. The U.S. Fleet Star Watch vessel, the Aquarius, was on a mission of great importance. Importance and secrecy. Supposedly, it was a mission that heralded much promise for the future of the Alliance.

Granger changed direction at a T-junction—turning right, and then, two hundred paces further on, turning left. From there, the knights could look out a series of tall starboard-side observation windows which provided uninterrupted views of Xavier Station 35 and the recently moored, much smaller Vicksol warship. A breathtaking sight. Granger knew that would get their attention—their own nearby vessel at such a close proximity. Not a bad-looking ship. A third the size of the Aquarius, it was a true warship. In contrast to a Caldurian ship’s smooth edges and soft lines, the Vicksol looked mean and menacing. Normally, such a craft would be no match for Caldurian high tech armaments and weaponry, but currently, things on board were not normal—not by any stretch.

The problems had seemed fairly inconsequential, at first. Three days into the Thorian knights’ first visit on board, while berthed at Xavier Station 35, there’d been a few mechanical issues with the Aquarius’s shields, DeckPorts indiscriminately becoming inoperable—then their weaponry systems, which utilized the ship’s phase-synthesizer, had gone completely down.

“We’re almost there. You will be most impressed with this Zip Farm …” Granger said.

“I was under the impression the Zip Accelerators were farther astern, Captain?” one of the knights, who went by the name Galvin, interjected. His expression showed his growing suspicion that something was amiss. He licked his lips, something Granger noticed all five of the brothers did repeatedly—to distraction. Granger kept his expression neutral, although there was something unsettling about seeing copious amounts of saliva glistening on another man’s lips.

“We’re here,” Granger said, making another turn into a much narrower and far less illuminated passageway. The knights, who had walked five abreast before, were now forced to walk in twos. Granger hurried several paces ahead, saying, “Let me get the hatch open up here.”

But the hatch opened on its own as Granger approached. Once clear of the entrance, he quickly dove to his right.

The five knights reacted with speed and surprising dexterity, each yielding a Sommis blade pulled from a decorative sheath strapped horizontally across their lower backs. Shimmering with energized electric current, their foot-and-a-half-long weapons made varying high-pitched sounds, depending on their orientation and the proximity to those wielding it.

Two Aquarius crewmembers appeared at the open hatchway entrance, both aiming weapons of their own—short-barreled Remington 870 shotguns. The Earth-made weapons were by no means high tech, as they did not rely on Caldurian technology. Still, even this low tech had been tried and true for well over two hundred years.

Two additional Aquarius crewmembers appeared behind the group at the far end of the passageway, and the five knights were trapped. The crewmembers were armed with the same 870 shotguns.

The king’s nephews broke into two unequal teams—three attacked forward, toward the open hatch, while the other two knights headed back down the passageway.

Granger’s two Aquarius crewmembers withdrew further, stepping backwards—moving further into the compartment—drawing in the three remaining pursuers. With well-practiced flicks of the knights’ wrists, bolts of energy shot out from their knife-like weapons. But these lethal strikes seemed to stop midair—loudly crackling and smoldering ineffectively. Frustrated, the three knights pursued their prey even further into the passageway and then into the compartment beyond. There, the knights came to an abrupt halt.

“Fucking mirrors!” one of the king’s nephews angrily spat.

The small compartment in which they all now stood was definitely not the ship’s Zip Farm, but one of many small equipment holds. Propped up before them was a series of six three-foot-wide by seven-foot-tall standing mirrors. Angled just so—the crewmembers had used the combination of the three mirrors to give the impression there were two armed assailants standing before them at the opening of the hatch. No one was really there. Behind the knights, more Aquarius crewmembers appeared—all armed with shotguns.

Granger was already standing behind one of the shielding mirrors. So far so good, he thought. He and his men had practiced this crazy maneuver for over three hours that very morning, but he hadn’t been convinced it could actually work.

“Drop your weapons,” Granger ordered.

It was now clear to the king’s knights that they had been outwitted. What they had fired at was nothing more than the reflected images of crewmembers standing out of danger. The knights’ expertly wielded Sommis blade energy bolts were wasted and ineffective.

From outside the hold—at the far end of the passageway—came a horrendously loud series of short-barreled rifle shots.

Granger said, “Drop your weapons now or face the same fate as your cousins. Your very dead cousins.”

The three surviving king’s knights reluctantly did as ordered.

“You can lock them up in here,” Granger said, leaning over to retrieve one of the knights’ Sommis blades. “I want no less than three guards posted outside this hatch at all times.”

 

* * *

 

Captain Granger hurried onto the Aquarius’s bridge, where a handful of anxious bridge crew turned toward him. He looked at the young petty officer, seated at the helm console, and ordered, “Prepare to get us the hell out of here, Drake. Rev up the drives.”

They had practiced this aspect of the escape too—albeit more theoretically than in reality.

Granger turned to the Drakinian female crewmember with wild blue hair sitting at the tactical board. “Commander Ploth … ready aft rail guns!”

“Ready now, sir,” she said, still busy at her board.

Granger saw that the wraparound display had swung around one hundred and eighty degrees, so that the Aquarius stern was now before them. Beyond lay Xavier Station 35—not only a space station of gargantuan proportions but one, Granger was certain, that was armed with any number of highly powerful weapons.

“Locked on, Captain. We have a limited amount of ammunition available … without our JIT phase-replacement capabilities …” Commander Ploth said.

Granger saw a series of ten tracking crosshairs now positioned up on the display. All were locked on to the retractable bridgeway that connected the Aquarius to an adjacent concourse on Xavier Station.

“Blow it away, Commander.”

With a series of short bursts, the aft rail gun came alive and the connecting bridgeway fragmented into thousands of individual pieces.

“We’re free!” Petty Officer Drake announced.

“Now take out the Vicksol!” Granger commanded.

As with the connecting bridge, the bow of the king’s warship began to fragment—small micro-explosions erupted one after another. Granger felt the vibrations beneath his feet change intensity—the rail gun was already out of ammunition.

Captain Granger watched as the Aquarius moved away from the looming space station. From here on out, they would not be able to utilize their Caldurian technology or other advanced means of transportation. That meant no phase-shifting—no calling up an interchange wormhole. Mere FTL travel was incredibly slow, in terms of the distance they would need to traverse in order to get to where they wanted to be.

“No surprise … we’re being chased, Captain. I count twenty-five Python fighters. Also, engines are heating up on two blunt-nose cruisers. The Vicksol is also on the move. She’s damaged but operational.”

Granger lowered himself into the captain’s chair and now the guilt came. It was all-encompassing—thinking about his people—close to seven hundred crewmembers that he’d just abandoned behind them—down on the planet, Thorian Banal.


Chapter 1

 

 

Sol System — present day

 

 

Fighting a yawn and boredom, Bristol stood at the habitat’s ten-foot-wide by ten-foot-high virtual window. As with the hundreds of other HABs in this compartment, an aqua-blue glow emanated out from the portal, which gave Bristol’s face an even sicklier pallor than normal. A long, wide strap slung over his shoulder supported the weight of a hand-held Viron2 tester unit. He moved over to the small holographic access panel—midway up on the habitat’s right—and scoffed at the readings. “What the fu—” then caught himself. Bristol glanced around the deserted Zoo corridor. He’d been warned about using profanity, especially on this one particular ship—the Parcical—a Rogue Class Caldurian technology spacecraft, which was the Omni’s command ship. Omni Reynolds was a hard ass when it came to using profanity aboard any ship, and Bristol was on the old man’s shit list.

Bringing two fingers up to his right ear, he hailed the captain.

“Go for Captain … so what have you found, Bristol?”

“Something’s definitely FUBAR, Cap. Omni says it’s been bad ever since returning from his last diplomatic mission out of Allied space. So I don’t know what’s wrong here. My Viron2 readings are wonky. It’s almost like …” Bristol hesitated for several beats.

“Like what?”

“Like the internal habitat settings have been screwed with.”

“By whom? Who even has access to do something like that?”

Bristol rolled his eyes. “It’s more complicated than that, Captain. Just having access wouldn’t be enough to mess with HAB 311’s core software parameters. It’s way, way more complicated. I couldn’t do it … not easily, anyway. We’re talking Ricket-type smarts. That’s what would be required.”

Bristol rechecked his readings. “Some of the indicators are okay, just as expected for Porlus9. Usually sunny, it’s like a humid hotbox in there. There’s also burgeoning, early lifeforms with minimal intelligence—akin to Earth’s small, warm-blooded mammals … like rats, rodents, maybe squirrels. A lot of insects crawling around too.” Bristol briefly wondered why the Caldurians, advanced deep-space explorers and scientists, would select such a loser planet to mimic. “Habitats are basically identical copies of actual interstellar worlds, or at least a small, sectionalized part of those worlds. But that didn’t by any means minimize the lengths to which our Caldurian friends went to ensure everything within a given HAB actually worked. Take photosynthesis, for example—the process used by plants, algae, certain bacteria, even a blade of grass. The same complex process used to harness energy from sunlight or starlight—into chemical energy. It all works within the habitat as it does within the original bio-system.”

Bristol continued to stare into the portal. Though usually no larger in size than a few hundred square miles, a HAB could go up to a thousand square miles, all duplicated down to the molecular level. The copycat landscape, stored in virtual memory, could be accessed via a HAB portal and contained within a Caldurian ship’s Zoo compartment. Again, Bristol wondered what was in there that was worth all the trouble.

“Well, what else do you see?” the captain asked.

“All I see is an uninteresting habitat. As far as the readings I’m getting, well … wait a minute! This is strange. There are energy spikes that should not be emanating from a non-industrialized environment.”

“What kind of spikes? Enough to cause problems there within the Parcical?”

Bristol readjusted the viron2 settings. “Yeah … I’d say so. I’ve never seen anything like this. And one more thing, Captain. The habitat’s outer confines … constraints … they’re all messed up.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not seeing the typical outer parameter markers. It’s like I’m viewing an entire world here, not just a segment of it. It’s as if the entire encompassing landscape that’s missing … well, it’s all been filled in—regenerated.”

“Maybe a configuration glitch. Is it something you can reset?”

“No way! These habitats, even these extra ones added to the Parcical, don’t work that way. All Caldurian Zoo HABs are pretty much the same as what we’re used to … same as what’s on the Jumelle and the Minian, and once was on The Lilly. They are relatively small, confined, virtual environments. You’re not getting the full implication yet of how crazy this is, Captain. It’s basically impossible. This HAB portal now opens up nearly to a whole fucking planet … not just a few hundred square miles of virtually-stored landscape space.”

“Okay … I got it, Bristol. But can we deal with one problem at a time here? I’m on a bit of a time crunch. As I told you, the Omni said this particular habitat was causing ship-wide problems.”

Bristol, thinking about that, asked, “Did he give you any specifics … like shitters getting clogged up … or DeckPorts closing down … that sort of thing?”

“Um … yeah, wait, let me recheck my virtual notebook.”

Bristol stepped back in front of the portal window, moving his face right up to its surface. He saw something glitter off in the distance. He cupped his hands around his eyes to see inside better. Maybe it was a distant lake, or a stream, or something. What the …

“Cap … sorry, but I’m seeing something shiny or metallic off in the distance.” But whatever was there suddenly disappeared from sight. “Never mind … it’s gone now.”

“Okay. The Omni says the Parcical’s deflection shields have failed twice; the phase-synthesizer went offline three times. Food replicators throughout the ship are still acting up — a Seaman … Chang, I think it was, found a fully intact eyeball in his miso soup. His words, not mine. Oh … and four crewmembers who were utilizing DeckPorts were arbitrarily sent to the wrong deck.”

Bristol continued to stare intently into the portal at Porlus9. “Well, I won’t be able to fix anything, just standing here holding my dick—”

The captain cut him off: “Hang tight … stay where you are. Let me talk to the Omni again.”

 

* * *

 

Jason cut the connection with Bristol, sighing heavily, as Dira came out of the head, her hair still shower-damp. Rubbing moisturizing cream into her hands, she leaned over and kissed him on the lips.

“Grab a bite with me?” he asked.

“Not this morning. I have to get into Medical early. New recruits circulating through MediPod treatments.”

“Sharks?”

“Yeah. Billy’s got fifteen new guys coming right out of boot camp.”

Dira kissed him again, this time longer. He breathed her in—she smelled wonderful.

“Will I see you before you and Michael take off for the wilderness?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Something’s come up.”

She made a concerned face. “You can’t do that. You gotta spend time with your son, or Nan’s going to be on the warpath.”

“I know … I know. Let me talk to my father. He’s got a bug up his backside about swapping ships, although that still might not screw up our plans.”

Dira smiled, tussling his hair, and left.

Jason finished dressing. After putting on his shoes, he exited the Jumelle’s captain quarters. He hesitated within the narrow passageway to peer into the next compartment down. A messy tuft of brown hair could be seen, sticking out beneath the covers. Michael was fast asleep and that was at least something. His son had just turned six and this was his first longer stay aboard the ship. They were supposed to leave today—go camping and fishing on Alantia Dastile for ten days. Nan, his ex-wife, had called it a good way for a workaholic father to reconnect with his only son.

Continuing further on to the captain’s ready room, he took a seat at the desk and noticed a message waiting for him on the holographic display. It was from his father—the fleet Omni. Instead of calling it up, he hailed him.

The virtual three-dimensional representation of his father took form in front of him.

“What did you find out?” he bellowed.

“Good morning to you, too, Dad …”

“Yes, good morning, Jason. I’m in a hurry. What did Bristol come up with? Can he fix my ship?”

“Maybe. In time. It sounds complicated, though. Undoubtedly, Ricket will need to get involved.”

“Shit on a shingle!” the old man barked.

For someone who had become more and more intolerant of profanity coming from his crew and junior officers, he sure didn’t let that hinder his own old-sailor vocabulary. Jason waited for his father to continue.

“Well, it’s good Star Watch has two Caldurian warships at its disposal within this planetary system.”

Jason clenched his jaw, afraid of this happening. The Star Watch fleet of ten advanced Caldurian warships was split up several years back. Each ship disseminated out to deep Alliance space to support groupings of pre-defined planetary systems—districts. For the most part, it worked—Star Watch was better able to serve the particular needs of local Alliance planetary systems. The sector that contained the Sol System was the only one that maintained two Star Watch vessels—the Parcical and the Jumelle.

The Omni continued, “One way or another, I’m leaving for the Sommis of Adriark in two hours.” On the Parcical display the Omni stared flatly back at Jason. “And I’m not going to arrive there, meeting King Gallderaunt, rolling up in an old, beat to shit, Craing heavy cruiser. No … that’s not happening!”

King Gallderaunt was the reigning monarch of the Sommis of Adriark—a massive star system collective, nearly twice the size of the Alliance. Relations between the two mega-systems were rocky at best, and the Omni had worked tirelessly over the last two years to avert further bad blood and, god forbid, war. Jason knew the Omni was scheduled for the final stages of negotiations all week.

Seeing Jason’s sour expression, the Omni asked, “So what’s the big deal? We’ll swap ships … I’m giving the Parcical’s crew a well-needed shore leave.”

“So you’re taking the Jumelle’s crew as well?”

“Hey … it’s just ten days. Take a minimum team over to the Parcical. It’s not like the ship’s going anywhere. Look, this is the most advanced vessel within the galaxy. You’ll get it up and running in no time.”

Jason was well aware of the Parcical’s capabilities. When he was the fleet Omni, the ship had been his. One he’d personally captured from the Caldurians. But it was a cold and impersonal craft—much of its makeup virtual. He far preferred the Jumelle’s environment—at one time, she was sister ship to The Lilly.

“It’s more than that, Dad … I’m officially on vacation. I have your grandson on board and we’re taking a shuttle, going camping on Alantia Dastile for ten days.”

His father’s expression brightened. “How is that little ruckus-maker? Still hell on wheels?” He started to laugh, shaking his head.

Jason laughed too. Michael was an enigma. He’d never known anyone who could get himself into trouble so quickly. It was his curiosity—about all things, both big and small. Nan said the apple didn’t roll far from the tree, but Jason didn’t remember ever being quite so rambunctious.

Jason said, “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea just leaving the Parcical here in deep space … in the state she’s in. We may end up needing to drag her into a space-dock. Who knows? From what Bristol tells me, this whole HAB problem is pretty bad. There may be … other implications.”

“What the hell does that mean … other implications?”

“Let us dig further into it, Dad. I’ll keep you up-to-date on what we find.”

“Sorry if I screwed up your vacation plans, son.” For the first time, his father looked guilty.

“Maybe we’ll still be able to grab a few days. I better inform Jumelle’s crew commanders what’s happening, then get a team together to head over to the Parcical. When do you want to do the switcheroo?”

“Soon … I’m already late,” the Omni said.


Chapter 2

 

 

Jason entered the Jumelle’s bridge and found Gunny Orion pacing—two fingers up to her ear. He caught her eye and she nodded, rolling her eyes.

“Yes, sir.”

He took a seat in the captain’s chair and waited for her NanoCom communiqué to end.

“Yes, sir, consider it done.” She brought her hand away from her ear. Jason stared back at his second-in-command.

“What is this BS about the Omni taking the Jumelle?” she asked.

She heard the connection erupt into a flurry of loud static. “Hold on, Cap … can you repeat that?”

“I said, he was supposed to wait for me to speak with you first.”

“Well, he didn’t, Cap. You know … it’s a vacation for the crew, too, when the Cap goes off-ship. We had … plans.”

“Plans? What kind of plans?”

Orion loomed standing over him, her hands on hips. Jason’s thoughts flashed back to the first time he’d seen her, some twelve years before. Over six feet tall, Orion was toned and muscled. Ripped. She was The Lilly’s gunnery chief way back then. Originally a Marine with the United Planetary Alliance, she was from the planet Tarkin—had been a well-known sports figure there. Her skin looked almost black in color, although in reality it was a tight, intricate, tattooing of symbols—placed all over her body—that had altered her natural skin tone. Her on-again, off-again relationship with Jason’s best friend, Billy Hernandez, who commanded the Star Watch Shark forces, was a continual topic of gossip among the crew. At present, Jason wasn’t sure if they were together or not.

“Leave it to say, Cap, this will screw up a lot of well laid plans …”

“Oh really? You mean like while the cat is away …” He smirked.

“Yeah … the mice will play,” she added, finishing the sentence.

She moved back to her post at the tactical board and, sitting down, asked, “Who will you be taking with you?”

“You mean over to the Parcical?”

Orion nodded.

“I guess all resident brainiacs … Ricket … Bristol. Anyone who can get things moving along—”

“Don’t forget Two-ton,” Orion threw in.

They both chuckled at that. Two-ton was an amazing artificial intelligence unit, housed within a ridiculously large, seven-foot-tall mecher robotic body. The owner of Two-ton was a newly added crewmember, Ryan Chase, who currently was rotating helm duty, on board the Jumelle, with Army Ranger Sergeant Gail Stone.

 

* * *

 

Having previously set a Sol intersect course with the Parcical, it took less than fifteen minutes for the Jumelle to rendezvous with the newer, more advanced, Caldurian spacecraft. Together, Jason, Michael, and Dira entered the Jumelle’s flight deck. Jason spotted the Omni’s personal craft, just now settling down onto the deck.

Jason eyed the Elegante, a luxurious commercial Range Rover. Sleek and expensive-looking. Not so different from Jason’s former personal craft—a Mercedes called the Stellar.

Jason mused about the ship. His brief foray in owning an exotic luxury craft was fairly short-lived. During a mission gone bad, the Stellar was pretty banged up, losing much of her luster. But it was still good enough for Mollie and Boomer to get around in.

The Omni, along with an entourage of five senior officers, was now currently hurrying down the Elegante’s gangway.

Jason felt Michael trying to pull his hand away from his.

“Let go, Dad … I see Grandpa!”

Jason released his grasp on Michael’s small hand and watched the boy dart off in the direction of the barrel-chested silver-haired man wearing a bold red cape.

By the time Jason and Dira reached the group of officers, Michael was already up in the Omni’s arms, talking non-stop.

Jason waited for the Omni’s entourage to move away.

“Do you have a replicator on your ship? Does it make ice cream? I don’t like the one in Dad’s quarters … vanilla tastes like bacon. It’s disgusting, Grandpa. Dad always says he’s going to fix it, but he never does.”

The Omni, nodding his head enthusiastically, showed an overly dramatic expression of concern. “That sounds like a gross dereliction of duty; someone should have a talk with the captain of this vessel.”

Michael glanced over to Jason, then scowled. “You’re his boss, Grandpa. Why don’t you tell him to get the stupid thing fixed?”

The Omni did his best to look stern. “Captain Reynolds, I order you to get that food replicator in the captain’s quarter repaired … at once!”

Jason put on a pained smile. “Yeah … I’ll get right on that, Omni. Just as soon as I get my ship back from you.”

His father put the little boy down. “Do you want to take a look around inside the Elegante, Michael?”

Jason waited for Michael to scamper up the gangway before speaking. He gestured toward the Omni’s formal attire. “I wasn’t aware capes had become part of the official fleet officer attire,” Jason remarked, gesturing toward the long red garment.

“It’s called a cloak. Batman wears a cape.”

The Omni turned his attention to Dira. “Are you ready for the time of your life, my dear?” the Omni asked. He held out his own elbow. Dira politely slid her arm into it.

Jason inwardly groaned.

“Whatever … why all the frills? I didn’t think your meeting with King Gallderaunt required such pomp and circumstance. Aren’t you meeting to negotiate territorial trade routes?”

“That and other things …”

“Well, I’m sure your grand cape will have him duly impressed,” Jason said, his attention back now on the open hatch on the Elegante. “You know, it’s probably best if we don’t let Michael run around in there.”

“He’s fine! A young boy like that needs to explore … to find adventure!”

“Uh huh. Just the same, I’m going to check up on him.” Jason hurried up the fancy spacecraft’s ramp and was instantly impressed with the interior of the intergalactic Range Rover. It was certainly plush, with an abundance of wide, fawn-colored leather seating stations, and more glass accents than Jason thought practical on a spacecraft of that nature. He heard his father move into the open cabin behind him. Hearing another sound, he followed it toward the expansive Elegante’s galley. He stood in the entranceway, unable to move, mesmerized by the sight before him. The Omni, joining Jason’s side, was speechless too. Both men stared down at the youngest of the Reynolds clan. It was obvious Michael had found the galley food replicator. He had found the cabinet where the parfait glasses were stored, the drawer with the silverware, even little glass saucers that sat beneath the parfaits. Three ice cream hot-fudge sundaes were sitting on a glistening countertop—each a work of art, in its own right. Perfectly dripped hot fudge cascaded down generous scoops of vanilla ice cream. Plump, bright red cherries perched on top of each mouthwatering indulgence. Michael reached up and selected one of the desserts, then drove his long-handled spoon deep into the ice cream.

Jason and his father watched with bemused expressions as the boy sat down on the deck and began to consume his creation. Within seconds, his face was covered in a mixture of brown fudge and vanilla ice cream. Dira joined the two men and stared speechless down at the six-year-old. “He’s your son,” she said with a smile and headed off.

Michael giggled and then, gesturing with his sticky gooey spoon, said, “I made those ones for you guys.”

 

* * *

 

In the end, Michael finished up what remained of both his father’s and grandfather’s ice cream parfaits. After saying goodbye to Dira in the Elegante, both Jason and the Omni descended back down the ramp. Michael was fast asleep in Jason’s arms.

Jason saw his away-team had assembled and were now waiting for him within the Jumelle’s flight bay.

“Listen, Dad, if things go upside-down with King Gallderaunt in the Sommis of Adriark, get the hell out of there. Also, keep in mind that the Jumelle has a full complement of Sharks on board.”

The Omni impatiently waved a hand through the air. “Oh for goodness sakes, Jason, this strictly will be a diplomatic meeting. Two leaders getting to know each other. No … this partnership could be very good for the Alliance.”

“One more thing, Dad …” Jason’s expression turned serious. “My wife is on board this ship. She is your most important cargo.”

“Dira will be fine. And thank you for allowing her to come along with me. The fact that she is of royal blood … well, I’m sure that will not go unnoticed by the king.”

The Omni was referring to the fact that Dira Caparri Reynolds was, in fact, a princess back on her home planet of Jhardon. Jason had never seen his father so concerned before about making an impression. Typically, it was just the opposite.

“I’ll keep you up-to-date on the Parcical’s repairs. She should be good as new by the time you return in ten days. If I don’t see you then, it’s because I’m off with Michael … fishing.”

The Omni, eyeing the odd-looking group, huddled together about midpoint on the bay, made a distasteful expression as he took in the seven-foot-tall robotic mecher standing next to Ricket. Jason watched as Billy Hernandez entered the compartment and nodded at him as he approached.

“Hey Cap … Omni …” Billy said, giving the older man a casual salute, taking in his red cloak.

“Commander,” the Omni replied.

“What’s up, Billy?” Jason asked.

“I guess there’s a change of plans. Dira wants my group of newbies to rotate through the MediPods on the Parcical, instead of the ones here on the Jumelle, for HyperLearning and nano-treatments.”

“Sorry, Billy. I’m not going to have time to babysit while on the Parcical …” Jason said.

“No, I’ll need to go along with the new recruits … if that’s okay with you, sir?” Billy said, looking at the Omni. “Master Sergeant Gillroy Blatt will keep the Jumelle’s Sharks in line.”

“Fine with me, Commander. But we need to immediately get underway.” The Omni then placed a fond hand on his grandson’s still-sticky right cheek and Michael’s eyes momentarily fluttered. “I’ll see you in ten days, Captain.”

Billy and Jason watched as the Omni strode away. He veered left as a collection of fifteen gawky-looking young men stumbled to a stop and saluted the Alliance’s supreme commander. The Omni gave them a half-hearted salute and left the flight bay.


Chapter 3

 

 

“Were we ever that young and green?” Jason asked Billy, referring to their geek squad of new recruits. Before he could answer, Jason was being hailed.

“Go for Captain.”

“Well? Are you coming back over here, or not?”

There were few crewmembers Jason would allow the leeway he permitted Bristol. “Leaving soon, Bristol. Just cool your jets for a few minutes.” He cut the connection without further comment.

Jason and Billy joined Ricket and Two-ton, as well as the yet-to-be ranked Ryan Chase. It was now common knowledge that Two-ton would not leave Ryan’s side, which sometimes raised its own set of logistical issues, though nothing that couldn’t be dealt with. The two had become valued crew assets, each in their own right: Ryan, for his exceptional piloting skills; Two-ton, the robot, for its keen AI intellect—an intellect nearly on par with Ricket’s.

“All right … we need to get the hell off this ship. Have your boys been issued their SuitPacs, Billy?”

The small group looked over to the fifteen green horns. One of the larger boys had another boy in a headlock, while another three were bobbing their heads to unheard music.

Billy said, “Looks like they discovered the NanoCom music channel.”

Ryan said, “Yeah … the Hip Hop station, by the looks of them.”

Ricket wore an appreciative smile. A moment later, Jason saw his friend’s oversized head begin to keep beat to a rhythm perhaps only he himself heard.

Billy said, “They’ve been issued, but I wouldn’t trust any of them to know what to do with them.”

Jason noticed each recruit did, in fact, have a SuitPac device dangling from his belt. He jostled Michael—reluctantly waking him up—and set the boy down, making him stand up on his own. Jason depressed the two inset tabs on his own SuitPac device. Nothing happened. Thinking little of it, he repositioned the tips of his fingers and repeated the process—which, this time, initiated his combat suit. The suit’s hardened tiny segments extended out, covering his entire body within two to three seconds. The others in the group, including Two-ton, did the same. Jason then initiated the SuitPac device clipped on to Michael’s waistband.

Looking down at his newly warriorized son, Jason realized Ricket and Michael were about the same height. Unless someone peered directly into their dimly lit combat suit helmet visor, they’d have a hard time telling the two apart. Michael by now had fully awakened. Wide-eyed and looking around, he seemed to revel wearing his new armored suit.

“This is so cool, Dad! How do I shoot the wrist guns?”

“You don’t,” Jason said. He had disarmed the suit’s weaponry and just about anything else a six-year-old boy could get into trouble with.

Next, Jason accessed his HUD’s phase-shift settings sub-menu and made the necessary phase-shift configuration changes. Before he could commence the phase-shift, his HUD settings reset to zero. What the hell. Slower this time, he reentered the information and then waited to make sure they were accepted … “Okay … here we go, everybody!” All at once, the fifteen recruits were taken by surprise when their bodies suddenly became clad in the latest matte-black Caldurian combat-suit technology.

Billy said, “They almost look badass, suited up like that.” But several immature hoots and hollers, followed by a series of high-fives, stole away any semblance of them being badass.

“Okay … we’re out of here,” Jason said, taking ahold of Michael’s hand in his. The flight bay flashed brilliant white as twenty-one individuals instantly phase-shifted out of the Jumelle’s flight bay.

 

* * *

 

At virtually the same moment, an equally intense bright flash occurred thirty miles away within the Parcical’s flight bay.

Jason looked around the nearly identical flight bay space, surprised to see how empty of personnel the compartment was. Although he shouldn’t be, since he knew the Parcical’s entire crew was off on leave. Billy, he noted, was the first one to deactivate his combat suit. The Shark’s leader headed right towards his new team of recruits. He’d be escorting the lot of them to the barracks first, then later into Medical, where Ricket would assist in getting them into their respective MediPods.

“Ryan, why don’t you head on up to the bridge and get yourself situated. For the time being, you’ll be our sole officer on deck. The rest of us, let’s head over to the Zoo. Bristol is waiting for us,” Jason said.

Ricket and Two-ton quickly became immersed in a conversation about something far more technical than Jason could begin to comprehend. Something to do with the mirror components of the five different gravitational elements. How that corresponded to the ship’s current problems, or issues, Jason didn’t understand either. As the four of them—Ricket, Two-ton, Michael, and himself—left the flight deck, Jason saw there was a whole lot more head-nodding coming from Two-ton than from Ricket.

“What you need to understand, Two-ton, is that the individual five elements can act quite divergent to what the physical laws of physics would seem to dictate. But don’t be fooled. It’s an illusion … a phantasm. There’s true trickery and magic within the universe.”

“Dad?”

“Yeah, big guy?”

“Ricket’s pretty smart, huh?”

“Yeah … smart as anyone I’ve ever known.” Ricket, he then noticed, had simultaneously been tracking his and Michael’s far less technical conversation. Turning, Ricket flashed Michael a conspiratorial smile, before reengaging with Two-ton.

On approaching the aft main corridor DeckPort, nobody made a move for it. Prior to leaving the Jumelle’s flight deck, Jason had lectured everyone that until repairs could be made, all Parcical DeckPorts were off limits.

By the time they reached the Parcical’s Zoo, Bristol had become uncharacteristically cordial. Jason suspected the skinny Chief of Engineering was more than a little happy to have added company. When they first arrived, he ushered them over to the problematic HAB portal. Ricket, Two-ton, and Bristol dove right into their work. Two-ton, who’d been lugging a large equipment case, opened it up and removed a spherical hover drone.

“What’s that?” Michael asked.

Bristol, without looking up, said, “Um … it’s a fetch-it.”

Jason merely shrugged when Michael looked up at him for further clarification.

Two-ton said, “It’s simply a tool, Michael. One that will fetch things for us throughout the ship. And because its technology is brought in from outside the Parcical, there should be no issues with it. Useful, since DeckPorts are now not an option for the rest of us.”

Seeing that his continued presence was unnecessary, and probably a distraction, Jason asked, “The other HABs here … any issues with them?”

Bristol said, “No. Only this one is FUBAR.”

Jason watched for another few minutes as the three techies began to dismantle the outer cowling around the habitat portal.

“How about I show you Mollie’s drog … Alice.”

“What’s a drog?” Michael asked, intrigued.

“Come on … let’s figure out what corresponds to the Jumelle’s HAB 4 in this ship.” As they walked away, he heard Ricket call after them, “That would be HAB 439!”


Chapter 4

 

 

Sommis of Adriark space

 

 

The Jumelle’s AI announced, “Omni on the bridge!”

Gunny Orion stood up, relinquishing the captain’s chair, as soon as she saw the fleet Omni enter the bridge and head directly for her.

“I’m not staying, Gunny …” he said.

Three other officers entered behind him—each dressed similarly, in crimson dress uniforms, but minus the long cloak the Omni was wearing.

“Situational status?” he asked.

“We’ve emerged from an interchange wormhole, sir. We’re officially entering King Gallderaunt’s realm, within the Sommis of Adriark.”

Gunny noticed the Omni’s eyes were alive with anticipation as he took in the bridge’s three-hundred-and-sixty-degree wraparound display that looked out on Sommis of Adriark space. It was a unique planetary system with its three tightly grouped blue stars and thirteen orbiting planets—most of which were inhospitable to organic life. A spectacular space station was cast in shades of azure star light—growing in scope as they approached. Impressive, the space station most definitely took center stage.

Smiling, he glanced back at his three senior officers, who similarly wore the same affirming expression on their faces.

“What is it … sir? What’s going on here?” Orion asked, feeling like the last to be let in on an inside joke.

The Omni brought his attention back to her and held her gaze. Continuing to stare at her—to the point she began to feel uneasy—but she stared back at him nonetheless.

“I guess I can tell you … now, though it’s still not common knowledge, Gunny.” He took a step closer to her and lowered his voice. “The Alliance is about to expand … exponentially.”

She looked out over the Omni’s broad shoulders to the unfamiliar space beyond. She heard him speaking although she was only half-listening.

“… the Alliance will grow in magnitude, covering huge spatial distances, but it’s far more than even that. There are millions of inhabitable planetary bodies, right here within the king’s realm.”

“Don’t we already have enough to handle within Alliance space? I mean, I know that Star Watch is already pushed to the limit of their security capabilities.”

“You’re thinking far too small, Gunny. Sommis of Adriark space is a literal gold mine of prosperity. The standard of living here is well beyond anything we are used to. Crime is practically non-existent. No … there’s much we can learn from these people, I can assure you of that.”

“Okay, I partially understand why we’d like to hitch our wagon to that kind of success, but what will they get in return?” Just as soon as the words left her lips she already knew the answer. Damn! It’s the same old thing. At that moment she knew why the Omni’s son hadn’t been invited along for the ride. “Sir … you can’t. You simply can’t do what I think you’re contemplating. The Captain … Jason … would—”

“Jason’s not here. Jason’s not the Omni. And I am not asking your permission, Commander.” The Omni’s good-humored expression then quickly left his face. It was obvious to her she had nailed the situation. The Omni would be offering up technology—Caldurian technology—in exchange for the prospect of overflowing the Alliance coffers. “And the other governing members within the Alliance?” Orion asked.

Unconsciously, the Omni raised his chin up and to the side—as though suddenly his collar had grown too tight around his thick neck. “For the most part, concordance. But the Alliance is governed using democratic principles, so yes, there were several dissenters.”

Orion had to inwardly smile at that. “Sol … Earth?”

The Omni was visibly getting annoyed. “I didn’t come here to be interrogated, Orion.”

Now it was Orion who held a steady gaze on the Omni.

The Omni said, “Sol System abstained from voting. And Earth … well, they clearly were not in favor of merging our two great systems.”

Orion had never known the fleet commander to do anything in opposition to the best interests of his home planet. “Can I at least suggest you wait … before any final agreements … contracts … are signed, sir?”

“Sir, it is time to go,” Admiral Clemens said behind them.

When the Omni’s smile reappeared back on his lips, Orion knew things had progressed far beyond the contract signing stage. So this was already a done deal! Had the Omni really sold out the Alliance—Earth—even his own son?

 

* * *

 

Dira appraised herself in the mirror. It had taken her the better part of two hours to get ready. The floor-length gold lamé gown she was wearing had been custom designed to her specific measurements, then manufactured via the captain’s quarters garment replicator. She took a step backwards and turned so she could view the strapless open back. The dress’s gold color had been a good choice, contrasting attractively with her light-violet skin tones. And the sparkly gold fabric clung to her body in all the right places. She thought of Jason and smiled. He would have loved seeing this dress on her. And, even more so, would have loved taking it off her.

The Jumelle’s AI announced the Omni was waiting at the suite’s hatch. They’d arrived within Sommis of Adriark space at midday, and were currently berthed at an expansive space station called Xavier Station 35.

The hatch door automatically slid open as she approached it. Standing out in the corridor was her father-in-law—the U.S. fleet Omni. Apparently startled by her altered appearance, he took her figure in, from head to toe. His eyes momentarily hesitated at her somewhat-exposed cleavage.

Dira knew she cleaned up well. She rarely wore makeup and typically underplayed her natural beauty. Being a medical professional—the fleet’s lead doctor—playing down her appearance to one more understated was a judicious practice. But this evening was all about making a good impression. At least, that was what the Omni had informed her. They were to mix and mingle with royalty, along with the who’s who within Sommis of Adriark’s high society.

“You are, without a doubt, the most beautiful creature I have ever laid eyes on, Dira,” the Omni said. He held out an elbow for her and she politely obliged, sliding in her arm.

“So what is this evening all about, Omni? You’ve been mysteriously tight-lipped about our mission here.”

“Think of it as a grand celebration, Dira. The culmination of months of behind the scenes diplomacy.”

“So you’ve been making the trek over here for some time now?”

“Yes, well … only once for me, prior to today. But our representatives aboard the Aquarius have visited more often.”

“Oh … is the Aquarius here, as well?”

The Omni, hesitating, replied, “I believe so. Either that, or they are en route back to Sol. I’ve not spoken to Captain Granger for several days now.”

“I see.” Dira let her father-in-law guide her toward the nearest DeckPort. She felt his steps slow as they approached the opening and gave him an inquisitive look.

He shook his head. “It’s the Parcical. She’s having trouble with her DeckPorts. Momentarily forgot we’re on the Jumelle … we should be fine.” Increasing his pace, the two entered the energized portal together, emerging on another deck. Then, continuing to walk aft, they entered the Jumelle’s flight bay where Dira encountered other formally dressed fleet officers, who, apparently, had been awaiting their arrival. She recognized several fleet admirals, as well as Alliance representatives from other planetary systems.

The Omni and Dira next headed up the gangway of the fancy-looking vessel. “Swanky … the Elegante is your new personal craft, Omni?”

“That’s right.”

Once inside the main cabin, Dira took in the softly lit interior with its fine accouterments. “So posh!”

The Omni beamed. “Well, I like it. One of the perks of the job, I guess.” He gestured to a grouping of overstuffed seats ahead, and said, “Let’s make ourselves comfortable. It’s a good ten minutes’ flight time down to Thorian Banal. Just enough time for a cocktail.”

“That’s where we’re going?”

“Yes, my dear. You are my date for the evening, at Lardel Hold … the king’s impressive and most imposing castle.”


Chapter 5

 

 

After punching in the appropriate access key code, Jason waited for the series of audible beeps, signaling the code had been accepted.

Beep, beep, beep.

“Here we go.”

Holding hands, Jason and Michael stepped into the now-open HAB 439 portal window together. Once inside, the window closed.

“The air’s funny in here, Dad.”

“That’s called humidity, Michael. You’ll get used to it in time.”

Some time had passed since Jason had last been there. Both Mollie and Boomer—and Nan as well—loved visiting. One of the few existing habitats from Earth, the time era this habitat existed in was closer to post-prehistoric times. There were Indian elephants in the HAB, as well as some large cats—like tigers. Jason thought about Nan and Mollie off together on an interstellar diplomatic jaunt. He wondered where they were right now—he knew he had that information, somewhere. Nan had requested Rizzo—for him to lead a small security team.

“Stay close to me, Michael. You wander out into that deep foliage and I may never find you.”

With some trepidation, Michael looked around at the tall leafy trees, dangling vines, and the seemingly impassible wall of low-hanging greenery.

Jason pointed toward a nearby wooden split-rail fence. “See that fence over there?”

“I see it.”

“Your mother used to come here and sit on that fence for hours … just thinking. It was her place to get away from everything. Everyone.”

Michael walked over to the spot on the fence his father was pointing to and, climbing up, positioned himself atop it. Sitting there, he looked around. “Yeah … this is a good place for thinking.”

“Stay there for a second, son,” Jason said. Cupping both hands around his mouth, he yelled, “Alice! Come on, girl! Alice!” He listened intently to the jungle noises beyond them when, about to call again, he heard scurrying sounds in the near distance. Thirty seconds later, a blur of black fur broke free of the foliage and out into the clearing. Loud barking erupted. Taken off guard, Jason was knocked to the ground then needed to cover his face with his arms as a slobbery licking tongue lathered his cheeks with saliva. When her excited barking resumed, Jason pulled the animal into a bear-hug, saying, “Good to see you too, Alice! I’ve honestly missed you.”

The six-legged, Labrador-sized drog, now over-the-top excited, began to run circles around Jason. Clumsily, she darted first one direction and then another. Michael was laughing so hard he was having a hard time staying perched atop the fence.

Alice stopped her gyrating around to suddenly stare up at the boy, only now noticing his presence. Michael, sensing the drog’s sudden uneasiness, turned a little apprehensive.

“Dad … is it going to hurt me?”

Jason picked himself off the ground and took a seat next to his son atop the fence. He put his arm around him and kissed the top of his head. Alice took several tentative steps forward and sniffed the boy’s shoe.

“It’s okay … she’s just checking you out. Making sure you’re not here to hurt her. Slowly put your hand down and let her sniff your fingers.” Jason knew the animal had an incredible capacity for affection. But she also had a far more violent side. Incredibly protective—Jason had seen what Alice could do to perceived enemy threats, and it wasn’t pretty. So, yes, he knew he was taking a risk, introducing the drog to his son, but any danger seemed highly remote.

Alice licked Michael’s fingers, her tail wagging uncontrollably. As Jason scratched behind her ears, the drog—now standing higher up on her hind legs—began licking Michael’s face. The boy laughed and pushed her away, using more force than Jason thought his kid could muster up. Jumping down from the fence, Michael tried to tackle the squirmy drog. Nervously, Jason wondered if he’d made a mistake—six-year-old boys loved to roughhouse. But Alice was obviously now in heaven; she had someone to play with. She barked and began darting in and about Michael. When he rose to his feet, Alice quickly jumped on him, knocking him back down again. Looking annoyed, Michael lurched at her, and this time his tackle was successful; he got his arms around her midsection. But she simply countered the move with more face licking, until Michael was forced to release her, laughing.

For the next ten minutes, Jason watched the pair play tirelessly. Engrossed, he didn’t notice the habitat portal window opening. When Bristol and Two-ton stepped out and approached him, Alice and Michael completely ignored their presence.

“From both your expressions, I’d say you’ve made little, or no progress on the technical issues plaguing the Parcical.”

Two-ton said, “Well, Mister Captain-man, you’d be wrong …”

Jason was reminded that this AI’s persona was based on the quirky personality of Donald Koffman, the one-time best friend of their new crewmember Ryan Chase and supposed genius. Jason looked to Bristol.

“That’s right,” Bristol said. “We’ve made plenty of progress. Only not the kind of progress anyone wants. Seems the Parcical has caught a virus. And a particularly nasty one, at that.”

“How? Where’d it come from?” Before Bristol could answer, Jason asked, “Where’s Ricket?”

“Billy’s set for him to administer the HyperLearning programs … up in Medical. As for the virus … well, it’s bad, Captain. Really bad.”

“And it came in through a habitat?”

“No, that might have been a weird side effect. This particular virus was transmitted. Came in via NanoCom transmissions. It’s a virus specifically designed to attack Caldurian technology … mostly phase-tech,” Bristol added.

“So now we could also infect other Caldurian vessels … Star Watch?”

“Absolutely!” Two-ton affirmed, louder than necessary. “All it takes is an answered nano-hail to another ship, and blamo … that ship too will start showing similar symptoms.”

“Eventually, every system on the ship, and on other Caldurian vessels, will become completely inoperable,” Bristol added.

Jason contemplated the dire information, then abruptly looked up. “The Jumelle … I’ve had several NanoCom conversations with Gunny … with Dira …”

“So have I,” Bristol said. “I suspect their ship will soon begin showing symptoms of the same Ingress Virus.”

“Ingress Virus?”

“That’s what we’re calling it,” Bristol said.

“So what do we do? How do we fix it? How can we ensure we don’t spread the virus to other Star Watch vessels?”

“Ricket suggested we move the Parcical someplace protected … isolated. Also, close down all incoming/outgoing communications and limit the use of any phase-shift tech on board this ship.”

“You mean like the MediPods?” Two-ton asked.

Like a jolt of electricity, realization hit Jason and Bristol at the same time.

“Get up to Medical … fast!”

 

* * *

 

Jason hurried up to the bridge. Having to bypass all DeckPorts added seven long minutes to his run. Ryan, seated at the helm console, looked up to see Jason enter, out of breath and seeming nervous.

“What is it, Captain?”

“Set an FTL course for Earth. Don’t use ship communications … not for anything. And no phase-shifting until we reach high orbit, understood?”

“Yes, sir … understood.”

“And if you need something, use the ship’s AI to convey messages, or just come get me. No NanoCom, Ryan. And don’t use the DeckPorts. There’s hidden catwalks and ladders on each level. Do you know where they are?”

“Um … no, but I’ll figure it out.”

Jason took in a few deep breaths, then ran from the bridge.

 

* * *

 

By the time Jason reached Medical, he was gasping for breath. Eleven of the new recruits stood in the corridor outside the entrance. He rushed past them and entered Medical. The MediPods’ four clamshells were open, and Ricket, standing on a small step stool, was peering into the nearest pod, while Two-ton and Bristol stood off to the left—keeping out of the way. But it was Billy, standing by the farthest bulkhead away at an open MediPod, who caught Jason’s attention. He was fuming. Angrier than Jason had ever seen him.

“Where’s my son?” Jason asked him.

Bristol said, “He’s in your quarters … with Alice.”

Jason, nodding, stepped up to the same MediPod and peered in. His stomach immediately began to twist into knots. Like an erupting volcano, hot bile shot up into his throat. The sight within it was ghastly. A mingled conglomerate of odd body parts and uniform fabric. He spotted a single eyeball midsection of the mess, and a partial foot where the head should normally be. When he looked over to Ricket, he found his science officer friend busy at the MediPod control panel, his cheeks wet with tears.

Bristol said, “I didn’t get up here in time. It’s my fault, I should have said something about the possibility that other systems could be affected by the same virus.”

“No! This is my fault, Bristol!” Ricket argued, looking at the dead crewmember with a sideways glance. “All my fault.”

“No … it’s not!” Jason said, his own anger rising. “Did you intentionally kill these boys, Ricket? Did you, Billy? No, of course you didn’t. We’ve been attacked, the same as if we’d been struck by plasma blasts, or raked by exploding rail munitions. We’ve been attacked and it’s nobody’s fault here. We don’t have the luxury of feeling sorry for ourselves right now. Pull yourselves together and start working on this Ingress Virus! Do you understand me?”

It was obvious both Ricket and Billy were struggling to pull themselves together from their overly emotionally charged states.

Billy said, “Whoever this new enemy is … there’ll be a score to settle for this. Even if it’ll be back to basics when that time comes.”

Jason looked across at Ricket. “You going to be all right, Ricket?”

“I will be fine, Captain. Thank you.” Stepping off the step stool, he looked over to Billy. “I promise you, Billy, I will figure this out so you can indeed contend with those who precipitated this attack.”

“I know you will, Ricket. There’ll be payback,” Billy said. He looked over to Jason. “So … what now?”

“We need to get back to where it all started. Back to the scrapyard, and at least several hundred feet beneath it.”


Chapter 6

 

 

“Captain, we’re entering Earth’s high orbit. Over,” Ryan Chase announced, his voice sounding tinny over the old-tech RF walkie-talkie.

“Thanks. I’ll be up there soon. Hold orbital position over western North America. Over.”

“Will do, Captain. Over and out.”

Static took the place of Ryan’s voice and Jason adjusted the squelch knob down. “This is already getting old,” he said, gesturing to the handheld radio in his palm.

Billy said, “You’ll get used to it. It’s like riding a bicycle.”

“It’s nothing like riding a bicycle. That’s stupid,” Michael said, squinting up from his pile of Lego on the deck, lying in the middle of the Zoo corridor.

Jason and Billy, seated nearby on the deck, leaned their backs against a habitat portal as Michael played before them. Beyond was the torn-apart HAB 311, where both Ricket and Bristol were in the process of reassembling the numerous components.

“So we’re sure it wasn’t this one habitat that caused all the Parcical’s problems, and with the MediPods too?” Billy asked.

Bristol looked annoyed at again being interrupted. “No, and we’ve already been through this. The Ingress Virus is the main cause of the cluster-fuck of issues on this ship. What was, still is, happening with this habitat is not connected to them. Although there is a big problem here too.”

“Well then, what is the problem?” Jason asked. “And watch your language around my son.”

Ricket straightened his back, looking contemplative. “It seems someone … someone working inside this habitat … has been modifying the code. An immensely difficult task. Evidently, this someone wanted to expand their habitat world … even as far distant as the surrounding planetary space.”

“Who would do such a thing? Who could do such a thing?”

“I could … perhaps,” Ricket said flatly. “A senior Caldurian system’s code engineer could do it.”

“Does it harm anything, having this guy or gal screwing around with the code?” Billy asked.

Bristol looked over at Ricket, also interested in what his answer would be.

“Yes, it is problematic. Habitats are exact copies of a small section of a given world. Constrained to hundreds of miles, up to a thousand in most cases, that takes an incredible amount of onboard storage memory.”

“But it’s only virtual … not real, right?” Billy asked.

“What is virtual, when it’s identical to the real thing? Like with touch … or smelling odors. That small habitat world is no different from our physical world, in that regard. And the organic life is identical, in every aspect. Life, and even evolution, continues on, following its own timeline. The problem arises when ship memory is suddenly filled to capacity. Something has to give … lives, albeit some virtual, can be lost forever. For example, animals in the habitats, and Alice, Mollie and Boomer’s drog. And yes … I would very much like to meet the person altering the code,” Ricket said.

“Why’s that?” Jason asked.

“There is one thing I do not have sufficient Caldurian knowledge about.”

Both Jason and Billy stared back at him, perplexed.

“How to create a habitat.” Ricket gestured toward the surrounding, glowing, portal windows. “I don’t know how to build a world … designate it a Zoo HAB portal.”

“And that’s not something the AI knows how to do?”

“No, Captain. It seems the Caldurians were highly secretive when it came to their practice of building outer-world habitat replicas.”

“Interesting,” Jason said, rising to his feet. “Come on, Michael … we’re heading up to the bridge. Two-ton … you stay behind and try to get all this put back together.”

 

 

* * *

 

Michael ran ahead and entered the bridge ten paces before him. Catching up, Jason found him standing next to the captain’s chair, looking around the quasi-circular compartment. Of all the Caldurian Star Watch vessels, the Parcical had the most impressive bridge. Whereas the other spaceships, including the Jumelle, had a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree wraparound display upper dome, the Parcical had both an upper and lower dome configuration—creating the experience of floating within a transparent sphere. Disconcerting at first—it took a bit of time to adjust to the sensation.

Forward, seen partially below his feet, was planet Earth—big, blue, and spectacular.

“Is that our home, Dad?”

Jason followed his son’s outstretched arm and pointing finger. Michael was pointing toward the southwestern section of North America.

“That’s right, see there … that’s Southern California. And if you look real close, you can see San Bernardino.”

“I think I see it!”

The others then entered the bridge. Bristol, Billy, and Ricket took seats around the bridge console. Ricket took the seat next to Ryan at the right-hand helm console, as Jason settled into the captain’s chair. Michael, curious, wandered around the compartment, peering at the myriad of colorful 3D displays and complicated-looking control boards.

“So, we still don’t know if we can actually phase-shift safely, is that correct?” Jason asked.

“That is correct, Captain,” Ricket replied. “We know the Parcical is indeed infected, and that the Ingress Virus, over time, has a cumulative effect. Problems only worsen with the use of any given system or sub-system. Fortunately, we have not utilized the phase-shift system since we discovered the virus.”

“And why again do we need to hide out?” Billy asked.

“The Sol System is no longer wide open empty space. We come across other ships … military, commercial freight vans … all the time.” Jason smiled and, nodding toward Ryan, said, “We don’t want to be indiscriminately hailed. We don’t want to interact in any way at all with anyone until we get a better grip on the virus. Isn’t that right, guys?” Jason looked over to Ricket, then Bristol.

“We know that the virus is transmitted via NanoCom communications. We each have nano-devices in our heads, so we too might be infected. But our internal nano-devices have transmission limitations. Getting several hundred feet below the surface of Earth will provide a somewhat protective shield from those trying to contact us via our personal NanoCom. Just being hailed might be enough to pass the virus along. We simply do not know at this point,” Ricket said.

Jason shook his head. “Well then, waiting up here in high orbit isn’t going to achieve anything. We may as well just phase-shift.”

But he saw Ricket’s reluctance. “What is it?”

“This is no small decision, Captain. If I may, please let me offer added perspective. Phase-shifting from one pinpoint location within a localized section of space, say within the Sol System, requires a mathematical formula that takes into account given reference points … such as great bodies of mass, like your sun. Understand, nothing in space is static. Phase-shifting requires instantaneous calculations based on how fast the subject or spacecraft is moving … in relation to the sun … a sun which is already traveling at approximately 483,000 miles per hour through the cosmos. There is zero margin for error, Captain. If a particular phase-shift process does not operate perfectly, one could find themselves shifted into open space, or into the middle of a planet.”

“Ricket … I understand you want to play it safe. I wish we had that luxury. I’m betting it will either work, or it won’t even let us access the capability. Go ahead and put us down beneath the scrapyard.”

Jason saw the same added tension on the others’ faces. A moment later, an intense white flash filled the compartment. Blinking away the visual effects, Jason recognized the familiar subterranean landscape outside the ship. Softly lit from above, eroded rock walls surrounded the ship. For many millennia, this underground aquifer—now dry as a bone—sat undisturbed. Presently, it was an underground base, of sorts. Originally the site where The Lilly was discovered, some seventeen years before, the huge space had undergone several updated iterations. Few people knew about this hidden cavern—even U.S. fleet personnel, for the most part, were not privy to its whereabouts.

Distracted, Jason heard an internal ping. He was being nano-hailed. It was Boomer. It had been quite some time since he’d last spoken to his second daughter, and he missed her. Typically, she only reached out to him when there was something she needed—or if she was in trouble. But no … he couldn’t risk answering her. He’d check his nano-messages later, back in his ready room.

He stood up. “Get comfortable, boys. We’re not going anywhere until you get this virus thing figured out.”


Chapter 7

 

 

The Elegante descended into Thorian Banal airspace. The spacecraft immediately began to shake and shudder.

“Just some turbulence,” the Omni said. “This planet is perpetually plagued with violent storms. But when it’s calm … there are few worlds as beautiful as this one.”

Dira moved to one of the open seats at the bulkhead and peered out. Outside, everything seemed a colorless gray, and lightning strikes periodically lit up the dark, angry sky. Off in the distance, she saw the black silhouette of Lardel Hold. Having lived much of her early life in a castle, she was not unaccustomed to such an imposing sight. But this immense structure—this fortification—with its tall turrets and surrounding rock-curtain walls, was a far cry from her family’s castle back on Jhardon. No, here was a castle that, through its imposing sight, conveyed oppressive power, and possible imminent danger.

Due to the ultra-mountainous jagged rock formations close by—a most unwelcoming terrain surrounding the castle—the Elegante touched down five miles away, where no fewer than ten landing pads had been carved out of the sheer rock’s facing. Looking almost as impressive a building feat as the castle. Almost.

As the Elegante’s propulsion system began to wind down, the occupants stood and made for the aft hatchway. The Omni joined Dira’s side, and together they merged into the flow of exiting passenger traffic.

“I should probably prepare you for the king,” the Omni told her.

Dira glanced up, checking to see if he was serious. Noting he was, she asked, “Why? Should I be worried?”

“Worried? No, but be prepared. He is one ruler who has experienced very few limitations in life … typically getting what he wants. And what he can’t acquire amiably, he takes with force, if necessary.”

“Well, he can’t have me … I’m happily taken,” she said, pointing to the diamond ring Jason gave her when they first got engaged, several years earlier. “Are you sure he’s someone you want to go into business with, Omni?”

“Anyone who’s as successful a leader as King Gallderaunt possesses certain aggressive traits. We’ll most certainly need to watch him. Keep our guard up. But right now, plusses far outweigh the minuses.”

Halfway down the ramp, Dira regretted not wearing a shawl. The air was nippy, causing goosebumps to appear on her exposed arms and shoulders.

“Here comes the trolley … it’ll be warmer inside,” the Omni said.

The trolley, as the Omni had designated it, was a sleek, multi-car monorail affair. Snakelike, it silently wound its way closer through the jagged rocks—eventually coming to a gentle stop adjacent to the landing pad.

The trolley’s doors slid open and the crowd of dignitaries, many holding on to cocktail glasses, stepped aboard. Looking around them now, she realized there were far more people there than in their own small clique from the Elegante. Passengers from other stops … other spacecraft. Although there was ample seating, the group remained standing. Vertical poles with hanging hand straps were strategically placed, and Dira took hold of one as the doors closed. The trolley began to move. Dira looked around the confined space and noticed a floor-to-ceiling portrait photograph lit by several overhead spotlights.

“I’m assuming that is our illustrious King Gallderaunt?” she asked the Omni.

“Yup. The one and only.”

Dira almost cringed, studying the unabashed, brazen expression the king was presenting to fellow world passengers. She guessed he was middle-aged and supposed some females would find him rustically handsome and rugged. He wore a simple crown, and an elaborate animal skin cloak over what looked like an over-enhanced musculature leather breastplate. An abundance of reddish chest hair crested above the neckline. She found herself holding back a chuckle, glancing from the Omni’s small cloak to the king’s far more elaborate one. Seeing her bemused expression, the Omni said, “Don’t even go there, Dira.”

She laughed out loud at that, covering her mouth with a hand. “I’ll take understated elegance over elaborate frockery any day, Omni.”

“Uh huh. I think we’re almost there. Hold on … this thing comes to an abrupt stop, if I remember right.”

 

* * *

 

It was a short walk from the trolley depot to the barricaded gatehouse outside the castle. A mini version of the castle proper, it was sited on a circular rock island, with easily a thousand-foot drop around its circumference. Two drawbridges—one at its front and one at its back—led into the castle proper. Both were now secured down, allowing ingress. Torch poles, their ends ablaze, provided the only light to see by.

“I feel like we’re stepping back into medieval times,” Dira said, her arms wrapped around her against the chilly evening air.

Their footfalls reverberated on the thick wooden planks beneath their feet. Midway across the second drawbridge, Dira heard music coming from up ahead. Every so often, a loud voice, making some sort of statement, could also be heard, though she couldn’t make out what was actually said.

The Omni said, “Ah … looks like they’re introducing the guests as they arrive.”

She guessed there were close to thirty people bunched up ahead, waiting to be announced.

It took another ten minutes before the Omni and Dira moved to the front of the line. Finally, she could feel some warmth emanating just beyond them. Up until that point she observed little as a tall woman wearing a feathered headpiece obstructed both her and the Omni’s view. Once the feathered lady’s name was announced, she descended a wide stone staircase.

Next, the announcer’s voice echoed into the main room below: “Earth’s United States Fleet Omni, Perry Reynolds, and Princess Dira Caparri Reynolds …”

Only then did Dira fully appreciate how immense the room before them was. Everything—walls, flooring, three fireplaces large enough to walk into—was made of stone. High up, perhaps one hundred feet above them, was a complex latticework of gargantuan wooden beams. Hanging down, suspended on thick chains, were six immense chandeliers, lit with hundreds of dancing, flickering flames.

Holding on to the Omni’s arm, Dira descended the broad stone stairway. She figured there were close to a thousand people in that one room alone. Most were huddled in small groups of five to ten. The sounds of laughter, clinking glasses, and background classical music only added to the festive ambiance. As they stepped onto the stone flooring, an elaborately costumed server approached them, balancing a tray holding numerous tall fluted glasses.

“Princess Caparri Reynolds … Omni Reynolds, the king welcomes you. Tanganine?” he asked, bowing ever so delicately. Dira marveled at his ability to bow and balance the full tray simultaneously.

Taking a glass, they thanked the server. Dira appraised the bubbly, crimson liquid.

The Omni said, “When in Rome …” Then, taking a sip, he raised his brows in appreciation. “Not bad! Not bad at all.”

She took a sip. It was good. In fact, great! It didn’t taste so different from champagne, only tangier … more citrusy.

Some sort of commotion stirring at the far end of the room caused the surrounding ambient noise levels to change. Conversations hushed into murmurings as the guests quieted down. An official entourage of ten, or more, was moving across the room, and Dira realized they were heading directly toward her and the Omni.

At the forefront of the moving procession was King Gallderaunt, who looked pretty much like the portrait exhibited on the trolley. Coming to a stop before them, she realized the portrait didn’t do his size justice. Towering like a rhino-warrior, he was maybe seven feet tall. A thick cloak from the hide of a leopard-like animal hung from his broad shoulders. Both arms—naked to the shoulder—revealed bulging biceps, accented by a simple hide strap tied around them. Dira averted her eyes away, only to find her gaze shifting to a bramble of red chest hair creeping above his leather breastplate. The musculature that she surmised to be faked in his portrait was obviously anything but. He was ripped to the point she felt herself gawking.

King Gallderaunt moved in close, presenting his hand to the Omni. His lips pulled into a warm smile. “Ah, and there you are, Omni Reynolds! Earth—the United States and the Alliance fleet’s supreme commander. Our guest of honor has arrived!”

The Omni returned his smile, inclining his head slightly to acknowledge the compliment. When they clasped hands, the Omni’s hand disappeared into his—becoming completely enveloped. Dira inwardly smiled, knowing what would come next. The king noticeably winced and the Omni feigned instant regret.

What the king was unaware of was that all Star Watch personnel, at some point, were infused with millions upon millions of microscopic nanites. To suggest the recipients of such treatment had superhuman strength would somewhat be an exaggeration, but not by much. The Omni came armed with plenty of bluster, and a leveling of the playing field was now afoot.

“King Gallderaunt … thank you for all this …” the Omni gestured around the huge room, and to the numerous interested onlookers. “You honor me, Earth, the U.S. fleet, and the Alliance.” Releasing the king’s hand, he half-turned toward Dira. “I would like to present Princess Caparri Reynolds, the fleet’s chief medical officer, as well as my daughter-in-law.”

For the first time, the king acknowledged her presence, his eyes locking on to hers. Interesting, Dira thought, not naïve to her effect on the male gender. Her unique appearance—her curvy yet slender figure; the unusual color of her skin; and her elongated, natural eyelashes. But the king’s eyes stayed affixed only on her eyes.

“Princess Dira … it is a great honor to make your acquaintance. You may not know this, but I knew your father. A great king … a great leader, who left us far too early. I look forward to speaking with you further.” He then gestured to four strikingly beautiful Thorian women, standing two together, on either side. Bare-breasted, they wore no makeup, only rouge on their small breast nipples. She hadn’t noticed it before, but other females, too, in the crowded room were also bare-chested. Perhaps it was a fashion statement, one favored by the local Thorian Banal females? Or, possibly, a strict discipline, mandated by a chauvinistic monarchy?

When the king again spoke, she brought her attention back to him.

“Omni Reynolds … Princess Caparri, this is my son, Prince Lhore Gallderaunt.”

The younger Thorian, though not as tall as his father, was equally broad in the shoulders, and just as muscular. He stepped forward, ignoring the Omni completely, and reached for Dira’s hand. Bringing it to his lips—his eyes focused on hers—he brushed his lips across her knuckles. Still holding her palm in his, his gaze then traveled downward, lingering on her breast cleavage. With a one-sided grin, a guttural sound erupted from his throat. Leaning in toward her, bringing his mouth close to her ear, he whispered, “You are the most exquisite creature I have ever seen. Ever. Know this … Princess Caparri … I will have you. Either willingly, or by force, I will make you mine.” He straightened, releasing her hand, and smiled cordially.

Dira glanced over to the Omni, her eyes speaking volumes: What the hell have you gotten me into?

Sensing her distress, inner rage flashed onto the Omni’s face, but before he could say or do anything a Thorian knight approached them in seeming urgency. Apologizing for the interruption, and leaning in, he spoke quietly to the king with obvious excitement. Dira, who had excellent hearing, tried to maintain a neutral expression as she listened in to the king’s hushed conversation. Her attention piqued when she heard of an impending planetary system attack—had she heard the word Sol? She was fairly certain she had. Tuning in again, the king was given news of his nephews … and then, Aquarius. Yes—most definitely, the knight was referring to the Star Watch vessel, the Aquarius.


Chapter 8

 

 

Jason hurried into his captain’s quarters, needing to listen to his nano-messages and see what Boomer was up to. Upon entering the suite, he found Michael asleep on the deck, Alice next to him, also asleep. One of her six paws lay across his chest. No doubt, they’d worn each other out. Truly, a match made in heaven.

He moved directly into the adjacent ready room and sat down at his desk. The AI interface came alive, and he quickly scanned the projected 3D display. There were thirty-six unread nano-messages waiting for him. Ricket had assured him that reviewing the stored messages in this manner, versus accepting a direct, incoming nano-hail, would be safe and would avoid any further contracting, in either direction, of the Ingress Virus.

Wading past the minutia of fleet correspondences—crewmember leave requests, maintenance alerts, as well as new Star Watch dispatch orders—Jason decided they would all have to wait until he had time to deal with them separately. But that time wasn’t now. He found the latest message from Boomer, flagged as urgent. Since he’d spoken to Dira just before she left for the Sommis of Adriark, he wasn’t surprised not to find a new message from her there.

He selected the video message from Boomer and then before him, his daughter’s projected 3D representation appeared. Able to determine what was going on behind her, Jason noticed she was seated at the controls of the Stellar, his once personal space yacht.

“Dad … where are you? I’m just leaving Loma city, on Harpaign. Need some time amongst my own kind. Nothing against the Blues … but … well … I just miss everybody. Hey, I got a strange message from Dira. She’s looking for you. Anyway, I’ll be back to the Sol System shortly, and I’ll track you down when I get there. Um… maybe you can find a crew position for me on the Jumelle? Pretty please!”

The vid-message froze on Boomer’s smiling face. Apparently, she was not aware he had swapped ships with the Omni. At that moment, he realized how much he missed her. Now nineteen, over the last few years she’d spent most of her time on Harpaign. A Tahli warrior, much of her life revolved around the Kahill Callan spiritual practices. As a Kahill Callan Master, she taught ancient martial arts—the best usage of the enhancement shield—to both younger and older Blues students.

He really wanted to hail Dira. He didn’t wish to spread the Ingress Virus to her. That and she was well out of NanoCom range, anyway.

“Captain, your presence is requested on the bridge,” the AI announced.

Two minutes later, Jason entered the bridge. “What is it? What’s happening?”

Ricket said, “Long-range sensors, Captain, show a fleet, its origin unknown, possibly en route to the Sol System.”

Jason looked up at the logistical feed on the display, which presented an expanded view of Alliance space—depicting all its multiple sectors. A symbolic red blob could be seen, just now encroaching into Allied space.

“I will zoom in,” Ricket said, seated at the tactical board. The display feed, now refreshed, showed the same red blob, only greatly enhanced. Jason noted there were hundreds of individual icons, warships, traveling in a tight formation.

“What makes you think they are headed for Sol?” Jason asked.

The display, refreshed, now showed several multi-colored vector lines, spanning vast spatial distances across space.

“According to the Parcical’s AI, those lines are the best-guess course trajectories based on that fleet’s current headings. As you can see, all vector lines lead to Sol,” Ricket said.

“Reverse the course trajectories … show the best-guess fleet’s starting point,” Jason said.

The display feed again refreshed. Now, the multicolored vectors indicated the fleet’s point of origin, instead. Jason blew a breath out through puffed cheeks. Wherever they’d first departed from was, obviously, a far distance outside of Allied space.

Ricket said, “The fleet originated from the Sommis of Adriark.”

Jason stared back at Ricket. “That’s not good,” thinking of Dira and his father. “So … what? We’ve been conned?” he asked. “I need to talk to Dira and the Omni.” His voice sounded remarkably calm, considering all the anxiety now building up within him.

“More like outsmarted,” Billy said, entering the bridge.

Jason observed Bristol, seated at the comms console, busy doing something. “What’s up with us finding a way to communicate, without spreading the damn virus?”

Bristol didn’t look up. “Well, our attempt to protect, isolate, the other Star Watch ships is no longer an issue … they all have it.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I wrote a short program. A hack, that basically sent out a nano-hail to all U.S. fleet vessels that utilizes Caldurian technology. It did not allow for an actual comms connection … an open channel … to be made. Instead, it embedded a small, remotely accessible module. Put it right there … on the receiving-end com-interface.” Bristol glanced up at the display when a new feed segment was added. Approximately three thousand bright blue symbols now appeared, at various points, within the constraints of Alliance space.

“The blue icons with a green circle around them are Star Watch ships.”

Jason noticed ten such encircled icons.

“Now the blue icons you see, the ones with orange circles around them, are ships that possess either some, or minimal, levels of Caldurian tech,” Bristol added.

Jason took in the information. The Star Watch ships were, for the most part, right where they were supposed to be—positioned strategically within designated Alliance space districts. Typically, districts held multiple planetary systems within them. The number of U.S. fleet and Alliance warships was vast.

“Now I’ll show you which ships my little hack program tells me are infected,” Bristol said. One by one, the blue icons—those with both red and green circles around them—turned yellow, revealing that only a handful of ships were free of the virus. All Star Watch ships were infected—nearly all U.S. fleet ships were, at least somewhat, infected.

Jason spun around to look at Ricket. “Are you all telling me that Star Watch, for the most part, is no longer capable of defending Allied space?”

The Craing man slowly nodded his head. “I am afraid so, Captain. Each infected Star Watch ship will face the same issues the Parcical is facing now: unreliable defensive shields and phase-shift technology that is no longer available to us.”

Billy said, “So what? The U.S. fleet has thousands of warships at its disposal … old Craing light and heavy cruisers, also Dreadnaughts. And don’t forget the nearly one thousand newer Sahhrain Vastma-class warships we commandeered several years back …”

“Are you going to tell him, or should I?” Bristol asked Ricket.

Ricket said, “Unfortunately, all the vessels you just mentioned, Billy, were retrofitted with superior, Caldurian-technology, shields.”

The display feed refreshed again. Now, the thousands of blue icons yielding yellow circles around them became visible among the Allied warship icons.

Billy stared at Jason. “We’re so screwed.”


Chapter 9

 

 

Michael awoke to Alice’s big wet tongue, slathering his face with sticky wet saliva. He laughed while pushing her away. “Get back! That’s disgusting!” Using his sleeve to dry his face, he sat up and looked around the captain’s quarters. “Hello? Dad?” There was no answer. “AI … where is my father?”

“Captain Reynolds is currently on the bridge. Shall I contact him for you?”

Michael, noticing Alice’s pacing back and forth in front of the entrance hatch, replied, “No … I think Alice needs to go out and pee.” He stood up, then hurried down the passageway, disappearing into one of the suite’s heads. After relieving himself, he returned. “Okay girl … it’s your turn.” They left the captain’s quarters together.

Hesitating, looking to the right, Michael noticed the entrance to the bridge wasn’t far. But he knew his father would only tell him to take the drog back to its habitat. He was sure he didn’t need permission to do that.

“Come on, girl.” Together, boy and drog headed aft and down the corridor. Up ahead, he could see the energized, softly illuminated DeckPort. He knew how they worked. Had used DeckPorts several times before so, without another thought, he reached down and grabbed a fistful of the drog’s furry neck. Entering the DeckPort, Michael maintained a focused image of the Zoo in his mind. As soon as they stepped out onto Deck 1, he grimaced. Crap! Suddenly remembering he wasn’t supposed to use the DeckPorts. Shrugging it off, he thought, Hey, the thing worked just fine.

Arriving at the Zoo entrance, Michael heard sounds coming from close by. He slowed his pace down, tentatively following in the direction of someone humming a tune. Halfway down the corridor, Michael noticed it was the robot humming a tune, as it stood in front of one of the Zoo’s portal windows.

“Hi, Two-ton!”

The robot stopped what it was doing. “Hey, little man … what’s kicking?”

“Alice needs to go to the bathroom. But I don’t remember the right habitat to take her to.”

Two-ton, first setting a large tool down on top of a toolbox, hurried over to them. “Come with me.”

The Parcical’s Zoo configuration was different than those on other Star Watch vessels. Although there were more habitats on the ship, they consumed far less physical space—using a carousel configuration that exposed only four habitat portals at any one time.

Two-ton led the way to the Zoo’s main access panel. After doing something on the touchpad, the four habitat portals changed, becoming completely different. “Come with me,” the robot said. Two portals farther down, Two-ton entered an access code.

Michael said, “I know what the access code is … what the four symbols are.”

“Okay … good for you,” Two-ton said.

The portal window disappeared and Alice quickly leapt into the habitat. They watched the drog disappear into the thick foliage beyond.

“You want to wait for her?” Two-ton asked.

“Naw … I can come back and get her later.”

They stepped back into the corridor. Two-ton reinitialized the portal window, then asked, “You want to help me with the other habitat?”

“Sure!”

 

* * *

 

“Hand me that shiny part next to your foot, Michael.”

Michael picked up the three-foot-long strip of outer flashing and handed it up to the robot. “What does it do?”

“I don’t know for sure. It’s probably decorative, doesn’t really do anything.” Two-ton positioned the outer flashing, then snapped it into place. “I think that’s it.” Looking around the corridor deck, the robot said, “No extra pieces … that’s always a good thing,” and tapped a series of keys at the control panel.

Michael stood at the window, watching the habitat beyond them come alive. “What’s in there?”

Two-ton, now standing at his side, asked, “What do you mean? You can see what’s in there, and it isn’t much.”

“Have you gone inside … like, walked around in there?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Why would I? There’s nothing to do in there.”

“Can I?”

“Walk around in there?”

“Yeah.”

Michael stared up to the big robot’s face and wondered if the robot was as dumb as it looked. But it did figure out how to put the portal back together, so it had to be a little smart. “Go ahead and open it up … let me take a look,” Michael said.

Two-ton stared down at the boy for several beats, then turned to study the habitat and the uninteresting landscape lying beyond. “All right … but just for a little while.”

Michael nodded. “Yeah … just a little while.”

Two-ton tapped a series of keys on the access panel. A single beep sounded and he tried tapping the keys again. Beep.

Michael said, “It’s supposed to give three beeps.”

“I know that.”

“Well, then, you’re entering the wrong code.”

“Evidently, but the same code opens all HABs with the same level of security.”

“Let me try,” Michael said, pushing Two-ton out of the way. “Come on … step back!” Standing on his tippy-toes to reach the access pad, he tapped the first four symbol keys consecutively—one after another.

Two-ton said, “That’s not the correct code …” just as the habitat portal window opened.

Michael, recalling that the garage door keypad on his mother’s house back on Earth had been improperly programmed, remembered the default code—and that tapping the first four keys, one after the other, did the trick. It evidently worked on habitats too.

“It’s different in there now. Looks nothing like it did before,” Michael said, staring up at the robot, whose mechanical head was now tilted to one side. Michael’s doubts were renewed about the robot’s supposedly high intelligence. Taking a confident step over the portal threshold, he entered the habitat. “Don’t just stand there … come on, Two-ton.”

Two-ton hesitated, perhaps concerned about entering. “Okay, but just for a quick look around, then we’re coming right back out.”

“Uh huh … just come on.”

Michael, his brow furrowed, took in their nearby surroundings. What he’d viewed only moments before, a flat and unimpressive habitat, was now far more interesting. Even the time of day was different. He figured it must be late afternoon, or early evening. In the not so far distance away, he noticed a city, of sorts. Or, at least, what once was a city. The buildings were mere shells of what they probably looked like at one time. Some were only building skeletons, while others still had some walls in place. The road leading into the city was sporadically overgrown with tall grasses and plants. Abandoned—rusted out and dilapidated—vehicles were strewn along both sides of the road they were walking along. They didn’t look anything like the cars back on Earth. Most had stubby wings—maybe one time capable of flying. He wasn’t sure.

“What happened here, Two-ton?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Is there anyone here … anyone living here?”

Two-ton, tilting its head again, looked down at Michael. “Yes … my sensors detect a life form. Yep … there is one person.”

“What kind of person?”

“Like you, a humanoid.”

“A kid like me?”

“No. Definitely not a kid.”

The two continued on their way, heading into the city. Michael, his eyes drawn to the long shadows cast by the ruined city’s jagged skyline, moved closer to Two-ton. Knowing there was someone else here, possibly hiding in the shadows, made him rethink coming there was such a good idea.

“Do your sensors tell you where the person … the humanoid … is?”

“Yes, we’re close.”

“How close? Why don’t you just tell me where he is?” They were now walking within the city proper.

“You see that building—the one that’s darkest—up ahead?”

“The one that’s still pretty much all in one piece?”

“That’s the one. The humanoid is in there. And the humanoid is now on the move.”

“Maybe we should go back … get out of here.”

Two-ton looked down at Michael. “You are frightened.”

“I am not—” Michael stopped speaking mid-sentence, his attention drawn to the approaching figure, who had emerged out from the front of the dark building. “I think he knows we’re here.”

“Evidently so.”

“Will you … um … protect me? You know, if he’s crazy or something?”

“Count on it. I have a SuitPac thingamajig. I’ll lay him out like a mad man. I’ll bitch-slap him into tomorrow.”

Michael almost smiled at that, but the man’s fast approach, now running toward them, had captured his entire attention. “Wait … he’s … he’s just an old guy.”

“Good. Maybe I won’t have to bitch-slap him after all.”

The man’s chest was heaving as perspiration dripped off his matted wisps of white hair. “Where … where did you come from? Who are you!?” the old man asked.

All fears Michael had just moments before were instantly dispelled. The old guy was clearly no threat. “You first. Who are you? What are you doing all alone in this place?”

Looking from Michael to Two-ton, then down again at Michael, he said, “My name is Gus … people usually call me Ol’ Gus.”

“What people?” Two-ton asked, looking around.

“The people I used to know, when I wasn’t trapped here … in this place.” The old man leaned forward, staring at Michael with even more intensity. “You look familiar, boy.”

Michael took in the old man’s stained and faded shirt—his torn and baggy pants. “Well … I don’t remember meeting you. What did you say your name was?”

“I’m Gus. Gus Reynolds.”

Michael smiled. “Hey … I’m a Reynolds, too. I’m Michael Reynolds. Maybe we’re related.”

“Oh, you most definitely are related,” Two-ton said. “Share the same familial DNA, according to my bio-scans.”

The old man began blinking his moist eyes rapidly. “Who’s your father? Tell me his name.”

“His name is Jason. And he’s a Star Watch captain.”

Michael wasn’t really sure what was going on with this old guy. He seemed to be having some kind of fit, or something. His legs wobbled as he lowered his body down to sit on the street. “I’ve been living here for … let’s see, how long has it been? I think it’s been twenty years now …” He looked at Michael with a pained expression. “I raised your father, and his brother, Brian. I think I’m your great grandfather, young man. You see, Jason, your father … well, he’s my grandson.”

“No way … really?”

“Yeah … think so.”

“So, my Grandad Perry is your son?”

The tears started to stream down. “He’s … he’s still alive?”

“Granddad? Oh yeah, he’s definitely still alive. He’s the fleet Omni now. That used to be my dad’s job, but now it’s Grandad’s.” Michael watched Gus’s eyes lose their intent focus, as if he was remembering something from his past.

“I thought he was killed by the aliens. I thought they all had …”

Two-ton said, “Let me get this straight. You’ve been trapped in this habitat for twenty years?”

Gus nodded then shrugged. “Escaped into it … from The Lilly’s Zoo. Was being chased by … a contingent. Of aliens.” He focused again. “You must be from The Lilly.”

“No, we’re not. We’re from the Parcical,” Michael said.

“The Lilly was destroyed ten years ago. But Caldurian vessels often share the same access to various habitats,” Two-ton said, sitting down on the road across from Gus. “Tell me, why couldn’t you leave here? Why couldn’t you use the same access code you used to enter in the first place? Use it to leave … to get out?”

“I didn’t need to use an access code as the portal was already open. I simply ran inside here … was running for my life. The damn aliens—”

“The Craing?” Two-ton interjected.

“Yes! That’s right! Horrible, vicious aliens. They stormed The Lilly. I’d just come out of the … um … what’s that thing called? Med … Medi …”

“A MediPod?” Michael volunteered.

“That’s right. A MediPod. Anyway, I thought the Craing aliens had killed everyone, including my son. It was so terrible.”

“So you ran into this place? This habitat?”

“That’s right. The truth is … I haven’t given the habitat portal much thought over the years. I’ve made a home for myself here, pretty sure that the insurgent alien forces had taken the ship. That, and with my son killed … I didn’t see any great reason to leave.”

“Really? You were content to live here?” Two-ton asked skeptically.

“Don’t let these surroundings fool you. Things are not what they seem. This is actually an amazing place.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Two-ton said. “And you haven’t seen anyone for twenty years?”

“I didn’t say that, either,” Gus answered back. “Like you said … this habitat is accessible from other ships. As of course it should be, being the Executive Habitat Control Hub.”

 

* * *

 

Michael and Two-ton followed Ol’ Gus towards the front facade of the dark gray building. He was excited to show them where he lived, explain what the city was all about.

Before entering the front entrance, Two-ton asked, “Excuse me, but your age. You’re over ninety years old, but you don’t appear a day over seventy.”

“I’ve had some time to think about that. Truth is, I don’t think I’ve aged a day since I entered here. Not sure why. I figured it had something to do with the habitat.”

Michael watched Two-ton ponder on that, then reply, “No … it was probably the MediPod. How it was configured at the time. It’s an option on those things. Both your son and grandson, they too haven’t aged. Not for several years now.”

Ol’ Gus simply nodded at that information as he opened one of two giant, swinging glass doors. “Come on in.”

Michael entered first and immediately went wide-eyed in disbelief. Two-ton spun around, also taking in the amazing scene.

“Ah, this explains the high-power readings I’ve been picking up.”

Michael noticed that his great grandfather was smiling ear to ear, like he’d waited a long time to show it off to someone … anyone. Standing within the large compartment, even Michael’s youthful, inexperienced eyes could tell the design work was Caldurian, like compartments on the Jumelle, even how the Parcical looked.

“This is the Executive Habitat Control Hub,” Gus said. “It’s basically where habitats are created.”

“Ricket’s been looking for this place. Never thought to look within one of the habitats itself,” Two-ton said.

Gus quickly turned around and stared up at Two-ton. “Oh my … Ricket’s still alive?”


Chapter 10

 

 

Dira’s frustration was growing by the second. Looking at his expression now, slightly perplexed but still smiling, she knew the Omni hadn’t heard what she had. Glancing around the room, all the hoopla—the elaborate party; this ridiculous celebration—could it merely be a cover up for a well-orchestrated conspiracy? That would mean that King Gallderaunt had played them. If that was so, the stakes were now incredibly high. She needed to speak to the Omni—now, and in private.

The Alliance officer contingents, now being ushered out of the main salon, entered into a wide corridor, where entire walls—covered in elaborately designed tapestries—showed scenes depicting various war battles. Led by kings, riding on animals not that different from horses on earth. Armed knights assumed watchful positions around them, as King Gallderaunt led the procession onward, quickening his pace. His son, Prince Lhore, was bringing up the rear, and Dira could feel his eyes on her backside. Pig.

She leaned in closer to the Omni, and said, “I need to speak with you, Omni.”

Surprised by her dire expression, he whispered back, “Can it wait? It looks like we’re going to sign some more documents. Not unexpected … this is a business trip, after all. There’s more to it than tall glasses of Tanganine and festive music, my dear.”

“There’s something deceptive going on. I’m telling you, you’re clueless to what’s really happening!”

He stared at her with irritation. “I’m going to let that slide … since you are my daughter-in-law. But remember your place; you’re still a U.S. fleet officer.”

“And you’re an old fool if you can’t see that we’ve been conned. That this, whatever it is, is not an intergalactic alliance, but an actual invasion in process!”

His face flushed pink in anger. But before he could speak, Dira continued, “Did you not hear them before, speaking in low tones … about the Aquarius? The attack, and the ship’s attempted escape?”

The Omni’s anger fled—replaced by confusion. The king, ahead, was laughing at something one of the fleet officers said. Leaning closer to Dira, he whispered, “No, I didn’t hear any of that. You’re probably mistaken.”

“Jordanians have excellent hearing … far better than humans. I heard what I heard, and we are not being marched together like this to sign more documents. You need to come to terms with the fact that, at this very moment, Alliance space … Sol … is in great jeopardy. Not to mention all of us here.”

His anger back, the Omni silently fumed. Dira heard him mutter the word fuck under his breath. Led toward the far opposite end of the fortress, they slowly exited out through a massive wooden door into the cool evening.

Allied fleet personnel were becoming uneasy now too. More and more often, Dira observed their heads turning in the direction of their leader—the Omni. Periodically, he would offer back a confident nod, or a reassuring smile, but soon even that stopped. Things weren’t right, so there was no point in pretending they were.

They were being herded toward a winding pathway that cut through the jagged rock landscape. Where it led, Dira didn’t know, but what she did know was that someone needed to take action before they reached that unknown destination. She knew NanoCom transmissions weren’t an option for deep-space communications back to the Sol System. She attempted a hail to Orion who, supposedly, was still within range, back on the Jumelle. The connection clicked, seemed to be going through all right, only to go silent a moment later. She’d never experienced her NanoCom not working before.

Ascending a wide stairway, which seemed to be hand-hewn into the rocks, they climbed up, either two or three abreast. One of the officers, whom Dira thought was Admiral Wright, asked, “What is this all about, Your Majesty? This is quite irregular.”

The king’s good-natured smile was long gone. Not bothering to answer the admiral, he increased his pace up the stairway, leaving older, more out of shape officers behind.

Glancing over at the Omni, Dira questioned, “Aren’t you going to do something? Say something?”

“What do you want me to say? Are we in any position to go up against the king … his knights? Once we get wherever he’s taking us, I’ll talk to him. I’m sure this is only a tactic of some sort … perhaps part of some strong-arm negotiations.”

Angered, she felt for the SuitPac device she’d clipped to the inside folds of her dress. She depressed the two inset tabs and waited. When nothing happened, she tried again. Perhaps I didn’t press both tabs at the same time? she wondered.

Behind her, she heard the king’s son chuckle.

“Yeah … if you’re trying to get any of your Caldurian tech to function here, well … you’re in for a bit of a letdown.” As he moved closer to her, she felt his foul breath on the nape of her neck. “Welcome to your new home, pretty one. Welcome to Bastille Spire.”

Then, catching sight of Bastille Spire, an involuntary chill ran up Dira’s back. Directly before them—at the top of the stairs—was indeed a spire. And, like the steps they were now climbing, the pointed spire was hand-carved from obsidian-like stone. The tall spire rose two hundred feet, or more, above them.

Dira’s mind raced. If a way had been found to so easily deactivate both their NanoCom and SuitPac devices, did that mean all other Caldurian tech was also useless? Was the Star Watch fleet susceptible to the same fate? For years, Star Watch had been the impenetrable force, keeping enemies at bay. At that exact moment, Dira had no doubt at all that the king’s fleet of ships was en route to the Sol System.

Her attention was drawn to the sound of loud screeching, as though metal hinges were being forced open. They’d reached another massive wooden door, only this was by far the oldest, most imposing one yet. The ironwork latch mechanism was big and ominous, looking as impregnable as Bastille Spire itself.

It took four knights to swing the great door open all the way, while other king’s men ensured that the group moved steadily forward. Once Dira and the Omni cleared the entrance, she noticed the king, standing off to the side, appeared smugly self-satisfied, as he watched the increasingly rough shoving of the fleet officers by his knights.

Startled, Dira was surprised by the Omni’s sudden movement—the blur of a red uniform moving incredibly fast—as he charged toward the king, bringing both hands up at the same time. In a flash, his fingers became tightly clenched around the king’s thick neck. Dira froze, watching the ensuing commotion.

“You bastard! I’m going to rip your fucking head off!” the Omni spat. Then, with the Omni’s brute-force momentum overwhelming him, the king awkwardly fell backward. The Omni, falling with him, landed on top, his hands still securely wrapped around the king’s neck. Wretched choking sounds could be heard, echoing off the surrounding rock walls.

Screaming, Prince Lhore leapt ahead—frantic to save his father’s life—catapulting Dira, in the process, sideways into solid rock. She blacked out, then regained consciousness mere seconds later with her head hurting. Her fingertips became coated with blood when she touched the lump on her forehead.

Her eyes slowly focused on the commotion nearby. The prince was viciously yanking on the Omni’s arms, screaming for him to let his father go. “Release him … release the king!”

Dira was well aware that the Omni possessed incredible, nanite-enhanced strength. Close enough to witness, she could see the king’s face turn a bright shade of red—his eyes glossing over. He was dying. She then heard the telltale cracking sounds of cervical vertebra breaking apart. The king was dead.

Dira’s frustration at the Omni’s earlier inaction—his seeming willingness to become a sheep led to slaughter—was forgiven. Wow! The man had grit, she had to give him that. But she knew quick retribution was about to come. As bad as things were mere moments ago, now they were a whole lot worse.


Chapter 11

 

 

Jason went to check on Michael and Alice and, not finding them in the captain’s quarters, made a request:

“AI … give me a location for my son.”

The AI responded, “Both Michael and the drog’s last recorded position was within the confines of the Parcical’s Zoo.”

That makes sense, Jason reasoned. The drog certainly needed to urinate after all this time. He planned to stop by the Zoo after he and Billy visited Ricket and Bristol on Deck 2 first—Ricket’s laboratory. Having to bypass the DeckPorts, and neither would admit to it—both men were feeling the effects from an increasing amount of ship walking, of late.

Jason pulled himself up and over the top rung of an inter-deck vertical ladder. He held out a hand for Billy, who slapped it away with the back of his own hand.

“The day I need your help climbing a simple ladder is the day I pack it in.”

“Maybe if you’d stop smoking those wretched stogies, you’d be able to keep up with me. Just saying …” Jason said, always appreciative of an opportunity to rib his friend.

The two double-timed it down the passageway and found the hatch open into Ricket’s lab. Stepping inside, Jason found Ricket and Bristol hunched together over a 3D holographic display.

“What is that?” Billy asked.

Looking up, Ricket smiled and said, “Captain … Billy … we have made a little progress. What this is …”

Bristol cut in, “It’s an information cyclone. I named it myself, although it was primarily Ricket who came up with it.”

Jason took in the swirling, constantly moving tornado of numbers and symbols. “Looks like gibberish to me.”

“What you’re actually looking at, Captain,” Ricket continued, “is raw Caldurian cyclic code. It’s what makes Caldurian tech so very dynamic … so advanced. It is never static. With this visual model, I believe we will more easily spot any code mutations, specifically those of the Ingress Virus.”

Jason continued studying the model. “It looks … kind of alive. Like it’s organic, the way it fluctuates in and out like a flock of birds moving together.”

Ricket looked up, then stared at Jason with intensity. “That’s it, Captain! You are a genius!”

“Hardly,” Jason replied back.

“He’s right!” Bristol exclaimed. “Not that you’re a genius, but that we’ve been going about this all wrong—looking for divergent code splices, which are nearly impossible to detect. But cohesive movement, now that’s something completely different. Caldurian cyclic code has an … ahh … what’s the word, elegance to it. The Ingress Virus … at least the bits and pieces we’ve stumbled across so far … do not. Functional, yes, but hardly elegant, as it doesn’t flow … move in the same way.”

Ricket’s fingers were a blur of movement on the input device.

“What are you doing now?” Billy asked.

“I’m asking the AI to watch for aberrations of dynamism.”

Jason and Billy stared at each other, equally puzzled. Though neither knew what Ricket meant, both his and Bristol’s excitement was becoming infectious.

As Ricket tapped in the last entry, the model began to change colors. A prismatic effect, giving it an even more organic look than it had before.

“The colors are now tied to the varying speed of the moving code. As you can see, it’s similar to swirling liquid, yes?”

“There!”

Startled, they turned to Billy.

“Don’t you see it?” Reaching an arm over, Billy used his unlit cigar to point out a specific stretch of green symbols, amidst other, pinkish-colored, ones. It resembled a small, slithering snake.

“Capture it!” Bristol yelled, almost coming unglued at the sight.

Ricket’s fingers instantly returned to the input device. Jason watched the small alien’s eyes dart from the input device up to the model. He was in a race. Bristol’s choice of words seemed to be appropriate to what was now happening. The green snakelike symbols suddenly became excited. Whereas before, at least somewhat, the symbols followed an up and down path, they were now visibly agitated. In frenetic movement, the green, snakelike symbols looped back, then shot up and jumped across the model at a sharp angle.

“Get the fucker!” Bristol yelled.

Ricket laughed, while maintaining his intense mental focus.

Jason leaned in closer, noting the Ingress Virus code was now surrounded by an orange sequence of symbols that moved with it—as if it had grown a new skin.

“What the hell is that?” Billy asked.

“Code condom,” Bristol said. “What we just witnessed was probably never, ever, seen before in real time. Ricket isolated the virus, totally disarming it. And because the virus is intelligent, it’s not happy. It’s going fucking crazy right now.”

Ricket didn’t slow his inputting. And then, with one last exaggerated key input, he stopped. “Watch this …”

The crazed strand of symbols blew apart. If ever it was possible to have an explosion occur—within a bunch of abstract characters and symbols—this was it. The angry green snake was no more.

Bristol punched the air, shouting, “Yes!” Ricket too looked pleased with himself.

“So … you’ve cured the Ingress Virus?” Jason asked.

Ricket shrugged. “No, not completely, Captain. But now we know how to track it and destroy it. This was simply the code from one particular Caldurian device, where the Ingress Virus was present, that’s now been exterminated.”

“Which device was it?” Jason asked.

Ricket looked over to another nearby display. “This was infected Caldurian cyclic MediPod code.”

“Well, that’s something, isn’t it? You can get the MediPods back online.”

“Yes … maybe soon, Captain. We still need to do two more processes. One, come up with a vaccine, if you will. Which should not, now that we have the methodology to search out the virus, take the AI long to work through.”

“And the second process?”

“We need to figure out how to spread the vaccine en-mass. Probably similar to how the Ingress Virus was spread in the first place … maybe through NanoCom.”

“Speaking of which, I need to contact Liberty Station. I’m assuming those in charge there have detected the approaching fleet, coming from the Sommis of Adriark, but without comms, there’s no way to know that for sure. Are there other ways to contact Liberty … other than using our infected Caldurian tech? It’s essential we get in touch with them.”

He observed uncertainty in Ricket’s expression. Another thought reoccurred to Jason, one he’d been trying to keep at bay, concerning Dira. Undoubtedly, she was now within Sommis of Adriark space. Had she been captured? Injured? Was she still alive?


Chapter 12

 

 

Angered, Boomer abruptly stood, then kicked out at at the base of the Stellar’s forward bridge console. “Crap!” She looked around for something she could pound a fist into. Seeing nothing she could afford to break—her frustration only increased. Trying to reach her father on the Jumelle for over a day, she next tried the Parcical, with the same result. Sure, she’d been away a long time, but surely the whole fleet hadn’t changed their communication protocol. Or had they? She also tried contacting her mother, but not reaching her wasn’t anything new. She was always gallivanting off to some distant planetary system or another. Once Nan Reynolds left the U.S. presidency position, she’d dedicated herself to interstellar relations. An ambassador of peace, she called herself.

Boomer sat back down and stared out into the blackness of space. Problem must be this beat to shit spaceship. But flakey comms weren’t the only issue. She’d successfully called up, and cleared, an interstellar wormhole the day before, but the second wormhole—which was needed to get closer to Earth—never formed. What was that all about?

Something else occurred to her. Standing up again, Boomer let her hand drop to the SuitPac device on her waist. Depressing the two inset tabs, she waited. Nothing. “Okay, this is getting frigging weird,” she said aloud, “… maybe it’s not the ship’s fault after all.” She thought about the commonality of those things not working—phase-shifting, the Stellar’s comms, her SuitPac device, and the ability to call up an interchange wormhole. She wasn’t sure about her internal NanoCom, since she was too far away to make a direct connection to anyone. She’d been successful in transmitting one intergalactic message to her father, but nothing after that. It seemed that the current problematic issues were all related, tied up somehow with Caldurian technology. She didn’t think interchange wormholes were actually Caldurian, but maybe the interface—the ability to communicate with the interchange—was somehow associated with Caldurian tech. It made sense.

“AI … is there a way to bypass normal communications? Utilize the Mercedes standard comms package? Like how the Stellar was originally configured when she exited the factory?”

Silence.

Boomer made an exasperated gesture, her hands raised and extended out. “Hello?”

“It is possible. We need to come out of FTL first.”

“Really? Okay … do it!”

Boomer, feeling the Stellar’s inertia dampeners kick in, steadied herself by holding on to the forward console.

“A test communiqué has been sent, resulting in an auto-reply back.”

“To whom? In my experience, interstellar communiqués take a long time.”

“To a distant commercial vessel nearing the Sol System … Consignment Freight Van. The driver’s name is Wendy Howard. Would you like me to open a channel with her?”

“Yes, definitely!”

Boomer waited. What seemed like forever was probably less than a minute.

“Consignment Freight … Van 429, this is Wendy … go ahead.”

“Hi, Wendy. My name is Boomer Reynolds. Um … I’m contacting you from the Stellar. Apparently, we’re fairly close to each other. I’m having comms, as well as other technical troubles that seem to be getting worse by the minute.”

“Okay. Oh, there you are. You’re way back there. I can see you on my long-range sensors. What can I do for you, Boomer? Wait … aren’t you the Omni’s …”

“Granddaughter,” Boomer said, trying to keep a growing impatience from her voice.

“Wow! My boyfriend works on the Parcical. Do you know that ship?”

“Oh yeah … know it well. Spent a part of my life on that ship, and on a few other ships, as well. What’s his name?”

“Ryan. Ryan Chase. He’s a pilot. But he’s not allowed to talk about it.”

“Sorry, it’s been a while since I’ve been back in this sector. Look, I need to get a message to any U.S. fleet or Star Watch vessel. I’m going to keep on trying too, but knowing someone else is trying sure would help me.” Boomer hesitated as an idea came to her. Be better yet if Wendy could get a message to Liberty Station. “Can you contact Liberty Station, in the Sol System?”

Wendy laughed. “I know where Liberty is, Boomer. What do you want me to tell them?”

“That I’m having technical problems. Caldurian tech problems specifically. Let them know where it is you last saw me, too.” Boomer could hear Wendy jotting down the information.

“Got it. I’ll forward the message,” Wendy said.

“Great! And if I make it back there alive, I’ll say hi to Ryan for you.” Boomer cut the connection.

She felt the Stellar come back into FTL mode. Staring at nothing in particular, she asked, “AI … what is our ETA for reaching Earth?”

“At the Stellar’s current FTL pace, it will be another twelve hours, thirty-two minutes, before we reach Earth’s upper orbit.”

“Terrific!” she snapped back irritably. She knew she was behaving like a petulant child, but overly frustrated, she didn’t really care. She began to pace the width of the small bridge, chewing on the inside of her lip. Stopping mid-stride, she looked up again. “You said at the current FTL pace. What can you do to increase our FTL speed?”

“For minimal durations, Mercedes has a little-known option. One that was not released by the manufacturer to their customer base.”

“Yeah? So what is it?”

“They call it Turbo-Light.”

She waited for the AI to continue. “Go on … you don’t need to spoon-feed the information to me. Just spit it out.”

“Turbo-Light is an AI-initiated function.”

“Well, go ahead and initiate it.”

“Turbo-Light is now engaged. Updated ETA is six hours and fifteen minutes. Know that Turbo-Light cannot be reengaged within a twenty-four-hour period.”

“Uh huh. Just let me know when we’re a half-hour out.”

 

* * *

 

By the time the Stellar had traversed well into the Sol System, Boomer received an incoming hail from Admiral Mayweather, stationed on Liberty Station. She knew the older officer, and he sounded overwhelmed. He confirmed that, yes, he had spoken to the Consignment Freight driver, Wendy, and that yes, the military was well aware of the multiple issues with Caldurian technology; the effect that same was having on numerous fleet vessels. Mayweather told her he hadn’t spoken to her father yet, but he did relay news that the Parcical was last detected in Earth’s upper orbit. He assumed the vessel had phase-shifted to somewhere on the planet, but there were other important issues presenting themselves right now—the most critical was that a large alien fleet had been detected, now roughly heading in the direction of Sol. So they had their hands full. The admiral apologized. He was then called away to tackle urgent business requiring his attention.

Boomer wanted to ask him why her father was commanding the Parcical. Wasn’t he captain of the Jumelle nowadays? But at least she had a last known location to go on. And if the Parcical did phase-shift to some indeterminate location on Earth, she had a pretty good idea where that was.

Within the hour Boomer was manually piloting the Stellar—from low orbit down toward the southwestern part of the United States. By the time she began flying low over San Bernardino, she was second-guessing herself. There were a number of places the Parcical could have disappeared to. But since she was already there, it wouldn’t do any harm to go home for a while—even if that meant being there alone.

She slowed the Stellar as a familiar landscape came into view, and smiled on seeing the sprawling scrapyard—and the adjacent modern ranch-style home her mother had built. It replaced the old rickety original home that her Great Grandpa Gus once owned, which was obliterated when a gargantuan Bin Lift craft dropped down from the sky, falling on top of it. She pondered if the scrapyard was her real home. Or was Loma City—back on Harpaign—her real home? Maybe her first real home was on The Lilly? Feeling somewhat nostalgic, Boomer realized how much she missed that long-gone ship. “I just need to find a place to set down,” she muttered to no one in particular.


Chapter 13

 

 

After circling the property several times, Boomer ended up setting the Stellar down on the front driveway. The ship’s aft end extended out somewhat into the street beyond, but she felt confident there was room enough for cars to get by.

She grabbed for her satchel with the loosely attached enhancement shield and slung it over one shoulder. Then, after giving the ship’s bridge a last check, she headed out. Not wanting to hassle with the vessel’s ramp, she used the starboard-side exit hatch to leave the craft. After re-securing the hatch into place, she scurried across the wing.

A loud car horn blared somewhere behind her. Startled, she peered over the top of the ship and saw an old Subaru idling there. An elderly lady took a drag on a cigarette and then flicked the butt into the middle of the street.

“Go around … there’s plenty of room,” Boomer said, making an exasperated face at her.

The lady flipped her the bird, but found a way to maneuver around the Stellar’s ample backside.

Boomer hurried back down the downward-sloping wing—then jumped over the adjacent fifteen-foot-high chain link fence that encompassed the entire scrapyard property. She landed on the ground with the weight of a feather. Utilizing her Kahill Callan abilities had long ago become a totally unconscious act. Off to her left, the house looked all buttoned up. Shades were drawn over floor-to-ceiling glass windows that spanned the entire back of the house. The pool cover, she noticed, was still in place.

Quickly moving along the cement pathway, Boomer bypassed rusted automobiles—some older than her, though most were even older than her grandfather.

About to pick up her pace, she suddenly slowed, spotting a nearby stack of hubcaps, which had long since lost their luster. It was right over there. Where she’d once died when shot in the heart. She smiled to herself. “Poor Ricket … I know you didn’t mean it.” She continued moving ahead, toward the faded-yellow school bus—its roof peeking above all the wreckage near it. Again, she slowed. “Someone’s been busy around here,” she said aloud. A ginormous forklift, the same color as the bus, held a rusted, mid-century Buick in its clutches. Perched precariously high in the air, two long metal forks were speared through both front and rear passenger windows. The car looked to be suspended in some kind of final, agonizing death throe. The area had been cleared—cars spread far away from one another. To others, it would simply seem a little housekeeping had gone on at the scrapyard, but Boomer knew that was where the lift was hidden. Her breath caught in her chest. Had something happened down below? Had the cavern collapsed?

Boomer ran to the old bus, found the button hidden in the wheel well and slapped at it probably harder than necessary. Once the double doors opened, she leapt up the steps to the top platform. Like it was yesterday, she manipulated the controls and got the lift moving. The platform beneath her shook and shuddered; though, to her relief, she found it slowly descending.

It had always been rather dark and creepy, but Boomer remembered the roughly excavated shaft being better lit than it was now. The dirt walls around her were, primarily, covered in old hubcaps, license plates, and car doors off varying models. All in all, a metal tapestry of fading primary colors. Even before the lift entirely slowed and jolted to a stop, she was off and running down the long, winding tunnel. Boomer didn’t like not knowing if her family was okay. Why did I wait so long to come home? The final curve lay just ahead and she wondered what she would do if she found the dried-up aquifer empty of life. But then she saw it—matte black and smooth as glass—the Parcical! She slowed, then thanked her lucky stars she’d found them. Seeing the sophisticated, albeit oddly shaped, craft—she wondered if she’d ever actually seen it here before. Approximately the same length as The Lilly, and the Jumelle, the Parcical was also several decks taller. As Boomer approached, she gazed above it to the cavern ceiling. There was still some space—but not much. A big ship.

Startled, she came to an abrupt stop. “Who are you?” she asked—not happy that she hadn’t detected his presence immediately. She was better than that. Had trained for years to sense the proximity of others around her. She eyed the man standing there, his arms crossed over his chest, and a bemused expression on his smug face. She supposed he was somewhat handsome—in a lanky, geeky, sort of way.

“I’m Ryan.”

“Yeah … well what are you doing down here?”

“Waiting for you.”

“What does that mean … waiting for me? You’ve nothing better to do than wait around for someone to wander into this cavern?”

“Uh … no. That would be stupid. Your father sent me down here to greet you. The Stellar was picked up on our sensors as soon as you reached upper orbit.”

“So where is he?”

“He’s busy. He sent me.”

“He’s too busy to come greet his daughter? One he hasn’t seen in … like months … maybe a year?”

Ryan shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t want to get into the family’s personal business. He wanted me to tell you he’s looking for your brother.”

“My brother’s here? You could have started with that. Michael is here?”

“Well … he’s lost. He and my robot.”

Boomer just stared at him. “You know, I’ve only known you for a few seconds, but I have to tell you, you’re about as annoying a person as I’ve ever met.”

He smiled. “I have that effect on people … mostly females. I think you and I have met before … like maybe we’re related … I can’t really remember how, though.”

“Ugh … wait … you’re Ryan?”

“I already told you that.”

“No. You’re Ryan … um … Ryan Chase.”

His smile faded some.

“I talked to your girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Wendy something … somebody … she’s a CF driver.”

“Oh yeah … Wendy … she and I broke up.”

“I don’t care about that. I’m just telling you, I know who you are.” Boomer quickly continued forward, toward the extended rear gangway, without giving him another look. Ryan, following behind her, hurried to catch up.

“You said my brother is lost. Is it serious? Or more like he’s hiding under a bed somewhere, just playing games?”

“Serious enough that the AI has no clue where they went. Both Michael and Two-ton … my robot.”

“Your robot?”

“That’s right.”

“You don’t think that’s a little … I don’t know … weird?”

“What?”

“That a grown man like you has a personal robot. Makes it sound like you have a traveling nanny.”

He laughed out loud at that. “It’s not like I have a choice in the matter. We, it and I, share a peculiar relationship. At one time, I was best friends with the AI’s human creator. My friend was killed, but not before he’d left me his amazing AI that’s now walking around in a Tromian robot body.”

“Just order it to back off. It’s only a damn robot.”

Ryan shrugged, not replying.

Again annoyed with him, she asked, “Just tell me, where’s my father now? I’m worried about my brother. Even if you’re not.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t … Look, I can show you where …” he started to say.

“That’s okay. I can assure you, I know this ship better than you. I don’t need a chaperone.”

“He’s in the Zoo. That’s where Michael and Two-ton were last detected.”

“Thanks.” Boomer stepped up her pace, hurrying past Ryan.

“Oh … and you can’t use the DeckPorts,” Ryan called after her.

 

* * *

 

Earlier, Jason asked Ricket and Bristol to hold up doing further work on their information cyclone model to help out in the Zoo. Now, standing together by a habitat, Bristol asked, “Are you sure they’re in this one? Why not where the drog lives … HAB 439?”

“I checked in there. Then I sent the fetch-it drone in to survey the entire habitat. They’re not in there,” Jason said. He pointed to the portal window of HAB 311. “Right here. This is where the AI says they were last seen standing, so just get the portal open so I can take a look inside.”

Ricket, standing at the control panel, inhaled slowly, then exhaled with an audible sigh.

“What is it?”

“Captain, this may sound strange, but I do not believe anyone has entered this particular habitat before, at least, not before today. The AI confirms it was opened four hours and six minutes ago … for approximately three minutes. I too believe Michael and the robot are within this habitat. The problem is, I do not, nor does the AI, have the entry code for this portal.”

“How is that possible?”

“This particular habitat is quite different from the others.”

Jason felt his blood pressure rising, so he mentally forced himself to relax. “The robot is smart … very smart. Correct?”

“That is correct, Captain,” Ricket said.

“So maybe it … figured out the code. I’m not saying the thing is smarter than you, but maybe it got lucky.”

Ricket nodded—seeming to not take the suggestion personally. After considering Jason’s remarks, he said, “There are ten thousand possible combinations. It would take days to try each and every one of them.” Ricket suddenly looked up, like he’d just thought of something. “If it was Michael … who had come up with the code, what do you think it would be?”

“Michael?” Jason asked.

Ricket nodded his head, just as Bristol wandered over, wearing a frown.

A distant voice said, “Why not try the first four symbol keys … consecutively?”

Jason spun around to see Boomer, now heading down the corridor toward them. She was a sight for sore eyes. Older, nineteen now, and—like her sister—beautiful, but in a different way than Mollie. Boomer’s young life, already full of trying experiences, had the scars and weariness in her eyes to show for it. She was wearing her Earth clothes—oversized tan pants and a blue hoodie—instead of her usual long Kahill Callan robes. She carried a dark-tan leather satchel, draped over one shoulder, with her enhancement shield dangling from a hide strap.

“Hi Dad … what’s happening?”

Jason hurried to her—pulling her into a tight bear hug.

Dramatically, she made a choking sound. “Dad … I can’t breathe!”

He released her, keeping ahold of her shoulders at arm’s length. “It’s really great to see you, kiddo … really great!”

“It’s great to see you too, Dad. I missed you. I missed all of you,” she said, catching Ricket’s eye and smiling. “Michael’s here … he’s on board? I heard you’ve already lost him.”

“Lost maybe over-stating it … remember, this is Michael we’re talking about. We’re just making sure he hasn’t ventured off ship … You going to stick around for a while?” Jason asked.

“Yeah … I need to be around my own people for a time.”

Bristol said, “Well … good to see you, Boomer. I’m going back up to the lab … someone’s got to work on the Ingress Virus … right? Work on neutralizing it.” He glanced at Ricket with a shaming glance—one that didn’t seem to have any effect on the small Craing.

Beep beep beep.

Jason and Boomer turned to see Ricket smiling. “That sequence worked!”


Chapter 14

 

 

Held firmly in the grasp of three knights, Dira struggled to free herself there within the dreary entrance to Bastille Spire. In the flickering torch light, she saw the still form of the Omni lying the ground. She screamed, “Stop! Please … Stop!” A small flame continued to burn on the Omni’s uniform, on his upper shoulder, where he’d been shot by some kind of energized sword.

Prince Lhore Gallderaunt, eyes crazed and murderous, continued to kick the Omni in the stomach with his heavy boots.

“Stop! You’re killing him!” Dira screamed.

The prince continued his brutal onslaught, his mouth pulled back in a cruel grimace. Saliva dripped down his lips and off his chin.

“Please Lhore … I’ll make it worth your while!” The words spilled out before she knew what she was offering, but it got his attention. The fierce kicking slowed, losing some of their fury.

Then the prince stopped his assault altogether. Gazing at the dead body of his father, true sadness took hold of him and he openly wept. With a glance back at the unconscious Omni, he finally stepped over to Dira. “If he’s still alive … he will be brought before the king’s tribunal. They will find him guilty, but at least you will have time to say goodbye.” He looked to the men holding Dira. “Take her below with the others.”

“Yes, King Gallderaunt,” one of the three knights answered.

The now king turned to leave but then stopped. Wiping at his wet chin with a forearm, he said, “I will hold you to your promise. You will be called for … at my discretion.”

Two knights dragged the unconscious Omni away by his arms, as Dira was repeatedly shoved from behind to follow them. Unsure if the Omni was still alive, she knew that if his heart still beat in his chest, then his internal nanites were already at work—healing him from within. She attempted a NanoCom hail to the Jumelle—she couldn’t make a connection.

Deeper and deeper they treaded forward into Bastille Spire. Flaming torches, mounted into the rock walls, provided Dira with just enough light to see several yards ahead. The air soon became stifling—foul smells filling the passageway of body odors and excrement. Gagging, Dira placed a palm over her mouth and nose. Up ahead, she watched the Omni’s legs disappear as he was dragged down a winding rock staircase. She hesitated but again was pushed from behind. Almost losing her balance, Dira staggered down the first few steps, then reached out with her outstretched palms to touch the cold stone side wall to one side for support.

Around and around and down they went, descending for what seemed at least a half mile. Eventually, she heard voices—more like murmurs—coming from up ahead. Reaching the bottom of the stairs finally, Dira stepped down onto the wet stone flooring with trepidation. Squinting into the near-darkness, she tried to make out some details in the huge subterranean chamber. It was a vast open space. She quickly determined that many of the sounds she was hearing were actually coming from some distance away.

As Dira’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw the rest of the fleet officers up ahead—they were being manhandled to walk faster. She wondered where they were all being led off to. How far into this hellhole would they be taken?

She then noticed one of her thin shoulder straps had broken free—partially exposing her right breast. Terrific … how long has it been like that? she wondered. She casually pulled the fabric back into place, then held it there.

As more distinct voices steadily increased in volume, she could discern the individual silhouettes of the crewmembers imprisoned within the chamber, mostly those around the periphery. She heard the clanking of metal chains as prisoners moved and repositioned themselves to see the new arrivals. And there were other sounds too—soft moaning, sobbing, cursing, and what sounded like praying.

Dira wondered how many souls were imprisoned here. Hundreds? A thousand? There was no way to determine the number. The space recognizable near her was getting more and more dense with prisoners, who were bound and chained to metal rings on the floor. The smell was horrific. As their procession approached three nearby prisoners, Dira gasped. It took her a moment to comprehend what she was seeing in the near total darkness—Star Watch uniforms.

She heard the knights ahead slow to a stop and then drop their hold on the Omni’s arms. Someone grasped her from behind, and she was guided to a slightly more open area within the chamber. She heard chains rattle and one of her wrists was encircled in cold hard metal. After a knight secured the chain to one of the metal rings on the stone floor, the knights were suddenly gone.

She sat quietly on the cold stone for several minutes, thinking, this is bad. This is really, really bad.

Off in the distance, she heard someone—his voice purposely hushed—say, “I need the bucket … who has the bucket?”

She heard the tinny sound of a metal bucket being dragged across stone. “Oh God … just shoot me. Shoot me now,” she whispered.

“Dira?”

The voice was coming from behind her. She looked over her shoulder and then repositioned her body around. Squinting into the darkness, she whispered, “Who’s there? Who are you?”

“T … T … Tobi. Tobi Tops Limon.”

Dira recognized the voice and his pronounced stutter. A Shark. One of Billy’s guys. “Tobi? What are you doing here? How did you get here?”

“I was on the Aquarius … with everyone else in here. I was transferred to the Aquarius last year … to s … s … serve under Captain Granger.”

“Granger’s here?” she asked, looking into the darkness.

“N … N … No, he might have gotten away. Stayed behind on the ship with a few others. I don’t know … not for sh … sh … sure.”

Dira thought about that. But how? How could an entire Star Watch crew be taken prisoner? The mere thought seemed impossible. Sharks had SuitPac devices. Sure, the king’s knights were big … formidable. But certainly, nowhere in the league of a Shark, wearing an initiated combat suit. No way.

“How did …”

“C … C … Caldurian tech. It … no longer works right.”

She was reminded that her own SuitPac device hadn’t worked properly, nor her NanoCom, either.

“Are you … okay, Tobi? Are you hurt?”

“I’m okay.”

“We’ll get out of this … I promise,” she said, with less certainty in her voice than she intended.

“I hope so.”

Dira tried to make out some of the people around her. Two over from Tobi lay a prone figure. She leaned forward, trying to make out who he was.

“Tobi, can you tell if that’s the Omni over there? Several people down from you?”

A few moments later, he said, “By the look of the uniform … yeah … I think it’s the Omni. Wow, the Omni’s here?”

Ignoring the question, she asked, “Can you tell … if he’s breathing. If he’s alive?”

Another few minutes passed before Tobi replied. “His che … che … chest is moving.”

“Good! That’s very good!”

The soft murmuring voices around her began elevating in volume and again, chains rattled. Seeing movement to her side, Dira caught the approach of several figures in the semi-darkness, approaching from the same direction as earlier. They were knights.

Keys jangled and she felt her wrist being freed from her shackle. She was abruptly hauled to her feet, and two sets of hands gripped her upper arms. As she was hustled away she called over her shoulder, “Tobi … keep an eye on the Omni, please.”

One of the guards looked down at her with interest. Feeling the chill, she realized the front of her gown again hung open. But it was the least of her problems right now, knowing where she was being taken. She had no one else to blame. She’d made the proposition herself. She thought of the newly anointed king, what he most assuredly expected before he killed her. Dira’s thoughts then turned to someone else. I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry, Jason.


Chapter 15

 

 

“God … I didn’t realize how much I missed you guys,” Boomer said, kneeling down to give Ricket a hug. When she separated from him, Jason saw her make a conscious effort not to stare. Ricket’s appearance seemed to always be changing. His head was somewhat more distorted these days—he was always cramming in more and more memory, adding technology of varying sorts.

“It is good to see you too, Boomer,” Ricket said, his eyes conveying his emotional reaction at seeing her again.

A voice rang out from down the corridor. “Let’s get the show on the road, boys and girls.”

Jason, along with the others, turned to see Billy Hernandez, leading his team of eleven new recruits. Like Jason, they all wore short-barreled Remington 870 shotguns holstered at their thighs. Following right behind them was the hovering fetch-it drone.

Jason, studying the gangly recruits, wished at least some had made it through their MediPod HyperLearning sessions. Some of them looked like they were only days out of high school. And some probably were.

Billy, obviously happy to see her, gave Boomer a big hug. After that, she looked hug-satisfied enough to last her the next few years. “So … what’s going on here, Dad?” Boomer asked, turning toward him. “I heard something about Michael being lost?”

“Lost to us but probably not lost as far as he’s concerned. We think he’s inside this habitat. We were just about to head in and take a look.”

Boomer glanced over to the open portal to HAB 311. Following her gaze, Jason realized the habitat looked completely different now than it did when the portal window was closed. “You seeing that, Ricket?” Jason asked.

“Very interesting, Captain.” Ricket scratched the top of his head as he visually surveyed the landscape. “Seems like an alias projection view was used to cover the portal window.”

Billy remarked, “Are we all going?”

“I’m not,” Ryan said, who at some point joined the group. “I’ll keep the home lights burning and the fires stoked.” Rolling her eyes, Boomer made no effort to hide her annoyance with the ship’s young helmsman.

“And you noted the code we entered?”

“Yes, Captain. Got it.” Ryan tapped his head with a finger.

Jason brought up the rear as, one by one, the entire group stepped over the portal threshold and into the habitat beyond. Second to last to file in, he noticed Boomer’s eyes flash toward Ryan, who winked back at her. She shook her head and clucked her tongue. Jason, unsure what was going on with the two, wasn’t interested enough to ask.

“Keep an eye out. If necessary, send in the fetch-it drone to come and get me.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jason followed the others entering the habitat and observed Ricket, standing off to the side. Apparently, he’d found the hidden, matching portal access panel to the one back inside. Ricket waited for Jason to fully enter the habitat before entering the series of symbols to close the portal window.

Fifty feet in, they congregated together at the outskirts of the ravaged city. Jason waited for Billy’s raw recruits to settle down some.

“Hey … knock off the chatter, men. Pay attention to the Captain,” Billy ordered.

Jason nodded at Billy, then turned to the recruits. “Stay on mission. We’re here to find my son. He’s most likely with a seven-foot-tall robot, called Two-ton, who’s pretty hard to miss. Let’s break up into teams of three. Stay close to each other and report anything out of the ordinary.”

“I think this whole place is out of the ordinary, Captain,” one of the recruits said. He pointed toward what looked like a pack of mangy rodents moving together ahead. Bigger than rats, smaller than dogs, their heads were overly large. Even at a distance, their oversized canines could be seen, protruding out from thick black lips.

“What’s with the old-school weaponry, Dad?” Boomer gestured to the shotgun holstered on his thigh. Looking then at Billy, she asked, “What … you no longer teach recruits the use of enhancement shields? What happened to all the Kahill Callan training courses I set up for you guys?” Her expression showed a mixture of disappointment and irritation.

Ricket said, “Boomer, I assure you that your Kahill Callan fundamentals have all been integrated into Shark recruit HyperLearning courses. But due to the Ingress Virus, and the effect it would have on MediPods …”

Billy interjected, “That’s right. None of these recruits has been properly trained yet. But I have to be honest with you, Boomer. Without you around, the physical Kahill Callan portion of the training has not been kept up with. Not even for officers, like your dad and me. Without a real Tahli Warrior around … the program just lost momentum. Sorry about that.”

Three of the recruits, speaking together in low tones, laughed at something one of them said.

Boomer turned on them. “You have something to add to the conversation, recruit?”

The tallest of the three looked embarrassed at being singled out. “Well, it’s just that I’ve heard about that … um … whatever you called it …”

“Kahill Callan,” she said, with a raised brow.

“Yeah, that Kahill Callan shit. Heard it’s okay for little girls who can’t handle a real weapon.” He gave a couple of taps on the shotgun at his side.

Jason heard Billy mutter, “Oh no …” under his breath.

One moment Boomer was standing still, relaxed, a bemused expression on her face, and the next she was a blur. She released the enhancement shield affixed to her satchel and spun high into the air. Higher and higher she went—five, ten, fifteen feet up. Bringing the face of the shield around, she let loose with eleven pulsed, bright blue distortion waves. One by one, the startled green recruits took a hit—center mass, right in the chest. Thrown backwards off their feet, they landed flat on their backsides, several yards’ distance from where they’d been standing. But Boomer wasn’t done yet. She repositioned her shield, which caused her to flip forward twice in the air, and land softly on the ground directly before the tall recruit who’d spoken out. Her shield, mere inches from his face, persisted with blue energy bolts that danced and crackled across the ancient metal surface.

Returned was Boomer’s bemused expression. The recruits, apparently all unhurt, slowly got back on their feet. Even knowing Boomer’s abilities, Jason was impressed. As for the recruits, they were having a hard time closing their gaping mouths.

“Now that took me all of three or four seconds. I used non-lethal force. But know … it would have been just as easy to cut each of you in half. Still think becoming a Tahli Warrior is for little girls? Still think Kahill Callan can’t stand up to your archaic projectile weapons?”

The same tall recruit looked toward Billy. Eyes wide, his excitement evident, he asked, “Are we going to learn to do that, and get one of those metal things?”

“It’s an enhancement shield,” one of his buddies said.

“Yeah … an enhancement shield. We’re going to learn how to move like that too, right?”

Billy shrugged. “Unfortunately, you’ve just disrespected a Kahill Callan Master of the Third Degree. It doesn’t look promising.”

Billy and Boomer exchanged a quick smile.

Jason said, “Now, if it’s all right with the rest of you, I’d like us to continue on. Go find my son before anything happens to him.” He then headed toward the only road leading into the city. Boomer hurried to catch up with him. When she was alongside, he glanced over, and said, “Show off.”

“Sorry about that … guess I got carried away. I know this is about finding Michael. I’m sure he’s okay though.”

Jason wasn’t so sure. Realization that his son was actually missing was finally setting in.

“We’ll find him … I promise, Dad.”

Jason stopped to stare at the broken and missing roofs and sidings of the wrecked buildings around them.

“What … what is it?”

“You didn’t see that?” Jason asked.

Boomer shook her head no.

He turned and looked for Ricket among those following. The recruits, ordered by Billy to split into smaller teams, were each heading into the city from different directions.

“Ricket’s right here, Dad.” Jason shouldn’t have been surprised hearing that. Ricket, hurrying to the other side of Boomer, said, “Yes, Captain … I saw it too. A projection flux, would be my initial assessment.”

It happened again, this time lasting for several moments. Everything around them altered and a different world appeared, then switched back.

“Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for us all to enter here,” Jason said.

“Caldurian tech is being affected by the Ingress Virus. No doubt, this habitat is unstable,” Ricket told him.


Chapter 16

 

 

Orion could hardly hear herself think over the persistent racket. Enemies were at the gate. More accurately, at the Jumelle’s rear starboard hatch. The spaceship remained cloistered within her berth on Xavier Station 35, as two dozen enemy fighters, hard at work, tried to breach the ship. For now, she felt confident that forced entry into the ship would be nearly impossible—at least without completely blowing apart the outer hull. Would they risk destroying such an important chattel of war?

“Master Sergeant Blatt, you and your men will hold this position. Is that understood?” Orion ordered, her tone icy cold. “You will not allow entry into the Jumelle. At any cost.”

“Understood, Commander Orion.” Glancing around the aft intersecting corridor, she found Blatt already had a small army strategically positioned all around the area.

“Give me ten … fifteen minutes, max. I have it on good authority we can take out that retractable bridgeway. But we’ll have a limited amount of time, and even less ammunition available for the Jumelle’s aft rail gun. There’s no guarantee this will work. You and your Sharks are the backup plan.”

“I understand, Commander,” Blatt said.

He sure looks confident, Orion thought, holding his stare. Orion glanced to Stone. “Sergeant Stone … you’re with me.”

As Orion and Sergeant Stone hurried away, moving forward down the corridor, Orion wondered, how on earth did we get ourselves into such a mess?

It wasn’t too long after the Omni, Dira, and a contingent of fleet officers had departed from the Jumelle before all hell broke loose. Attempts to contact the Omni, and Dira, proved fruitless. Her thoughts turned to the Aquarius. What transpired leading to the mass of crew being left behind? She contemplated the possibility of deceit—perhaps on the part of Captain Granger. Maybe. One thing was for certain, the so-called accord between the Alliance and Sommis of Adriark had been nothing more than treachery from the very start. Such deceit was King Gallderaunt’s modus operandi, and how an immense section of space was acquired in a relatively short span of time. Apparently, what the king lacked in fleet warship assets, he made up for in talent, breaching even the most secure fleet and spaceship networks. For the Alliance and U.S. fleet, a handful of viruses were introduced. One, specifically, for U.S. fleet Craing warship assets; another for the many Vastma Class warships; and one that systematically brought down most Caldurian tech on board the Star Watch vessels or caused a failure to operate. Orion had decided to refrain from using DeckPorts and MediPods. Same went for phase-shift technology as well as all JIT weaponry. Obviously bad actors within the Sommis of Adriark were master interstellar hackers. It was now time to batten down the hatches, and find a way to escape.

With only a moderate-sized crew—a contingent of Sharks, little in the way of intellectual capacity, like a Ricket or a Bristol—she knew she couldn’t fight back just using smarts. No way. If the Jumelle and her crew were to survive, it would only be through the use of pure, unexpected cunning, plus brute force.

Together, Orion and Sergeant Stone reached the Jumelle’s armory. On entering, Orion instantly felt at home. It was on Jumelle’s sister ship, The Lilly, where she attained the nickname Gunny. She knew the compartment like the back of her hand—what weaponry was available and where everything was located. Unfortunately, much of the weaponry here utilized Caldurian tech.

Sergeant Stone roamed freely about the space. Picking up an energy rifle, she presented it to Orion for approval.

“No. Multi-guns are Caldurian tech,” Orion said, focusing her attention on several racks of projectile pistols, rifles and shotguns. Obviously, this armory had been stocked with at least some Earth-based weaponry.

“What is this thing?”

Orion, in the process of checking the magazine of a Glock 19, looked up. “That’s an enhancement shield. The weapon of choice for a Tahli Warrior.” Orion thought back to the last time she’d used one, when Boomer, probably no older than fourteen or fifteen, was teaching a class. Was that back on the Minian? Nan Reynolds and Dira were there too. It had been both challenging and fun. Now she wished she’d stuck with it—the grueling trainings. There were few weapons, if any, that could surpass the sheer finesse and destructiveness of an enhancement shield—that is, if you were willing to put the time in to learn how to use it.

“Toss it over to me,” Orion said, then caught it with one hand. She felt the heft of it as she glided her fingers over the intricately engraved facing. Sliding a hand into the straps on the reverse side, she closed her fingers around the leather, thinking back to her trainings. She had been the star pupil—according to Boomer. But it was one thing to yield the weapon in a ship’s gymnasium. Could she yield it successfully in battle? She closed her eyes, listening to Boomer’s voice instructing her five years ago. She felt a slight tingle—like an electrical current.

“Hey! Watch it!” Stone yelled.

Orion opened her eyes. A foot over Stone’s head was a blackened scorch mark—still smoldering.

“What happened?”

“You shot that thing in my direction! That could have killed me … you do know that, don’t you?” Sergeant Stone was angry, was righteously pissed.

“I had no idea I could even make it … work. Wow!”

“Can you show me?” Stone asked, her sudden anger already gone.

“Come over here and grab a pistol or two—whatever your preference is. And grab one of those empty satchels and load it with extra magazines. You’ll also need an assault rifle. Let’s see … we’ve got M16s, AK 103s, even a few Heckler and Koch G3s.”

The two spent the next few minutes arming themselves. As Stone filled two satchels, Orion did the same, also tying the enhancement shield to the strap on one of the satchels.

“You sure I can’t get one of those things too?” Stone asked.

“Not without proper training. But if we get out of this mess alive… I’ll make sure you get one.” Orion hefted both satchels onto her broad shoulders.

“So what’s the plan, Commander?”

“We return to Deck 4 and, if necessary … if we’re unsuccessful blowing the bridgeway … if Master Sergeant Blatt and his Sharks fail to hold their position … well then, we’ll need to defend the Jumelle’s bridge.”

“There’s only five of us up there,” Stone said flatly.

“Yeah … so?”

“Nothing, we’ll do what we have to … hell, we’ll rip them a new one.”

“Damn right we will!”

 

* * *

 

Dira was led up the Bastille Spire stairs and out into the night, then back into Lardel Hold castle. Where less than an hour earlier there were hundreds of partygoers milling around, now only a few grief-stricken ones remained. Dira could hear, rather than see, the sorrowful wailing echoing off the enclosed stone walls. Then she noticed one of the late king’s wives, or concubines—unsure which—being consoled by someone she didn’t recognize. Dressed in black, with a silver-lined cloak around his shoulders, he was kneeling down beside her—an arm sympathetically draped over her shaking shoulders. They both looked up in time to see Dira and her three guards move past. Dira was struck by the hatred in her eyes—but not in his. He expressed no emotion whatsoever.

Climbing up another series of stairs, then through a confusing maze of identical-looking passageways, they came to a stop. They’d reached their destination. A wooden door, appearing no different from the hundreds of other wooden doors they’d passed along the way, was quickly opened. Roughly thrown inside, Dira landed hard on the floor. The door slammed shut, the lock latched from the outside.

She sat up and looked around her new surroundings. This is a bathroom. In contrast to the rest of the castle, the space was modern and well-appointed. An indication that the actual living spaces of Lardel Hold were anything but bleak and cold. No, this was nice. In the middle of the room sat a huge tub that could easily fit four. Steam rose off the surface of the water and she inhaled a faint floral fragrance that was pleasantly scented. On top of a nearby sideboard table lay folded clothes. Evidently those are for me. She looked down at her gown, noticing it was stained with only God knew what, and that the other strap on her gown had also given way.

Tempted to stay as she was—not let the new king dictate her actions—Dira’s hesitation lasted all of a few seconds. She removed her soiled torn clothes and tossed them on the floor. She heard the sound of metal hitting stone and noticed her now useless SuitPac device. It had been hidden within the folds of her gown.

She stepped into the luxuriously hot water. As she let herself settle low in the water, she immediately felt a sense of guilt. Right then, the Omni, near death, was lying on the cold rock floor of Bastille Spire. With a sigh, she located an inset tray, filled with an assortment of small soaps. Reaching for one, she heard sounds at the door. Someone was unlocking the latch.


Chapter 17

 

 

Jason led the team into the ravaged city. Periodically, he and Boomer yelled out toward the crumbling structures, “Michael! Are you there, Michael?” Jason was struck by the overall bleakness—truly a dead city.

Not quite at the frantic stage yet, but soon getting there, he said, “I really love that kid, but oh boy, can he find trouble …” Jason’s words were cut short when a light, reflecting off some surface, caught their attention. He saw that a tall glass door up ahead was swinging open and reached for his shotgun, just as Boomer grabbed for her shield.

“Hi, Dad! Wow … Boomer? Is that you?” Head down, both arms pumping, Michael ran toward them as fast as his little legs could carry him.

Jason’s first instinct was to scold him. Though he’d never taken him over his knee, at this point he was tempted. Instead, as the six-year-old fast approached them, he found himself smiling and then laughing. Boomer ran ahead and, scooping him into her arms, swung him around. They both laughed.

“Let me down! Let me down! I have to tell you something!”

Boomer did as told. Michael bent over, still trying to catch his breath. Eventually, he looked up, staring at Boomer first, then at his father. “Dad … you … are … not … going to … believe what … we found.”

As if on cue, the tall glass door opened again, and Two-ton stepped out, waving.

“Ugh … a mecher,” Boomer said.

“Yeah,” Jason responded, “but not like any mecher you’ve ever met.”

“No, not the robot! I’m not talking about the robot,” Michael shouted, squinting up at them. “Better than that.” Grabbing ahold of his father’s and Boomer’s hands, he pulled them toward the robot, and the still-open glass door a half-block ahead.

“Okay, okay … we’re coming,” Boomer said.

Jason slowed, and then stopped, when he saw an old man step out onto the sidewalk. “What the hell …”

Boomer, catching sight of her father’s startled expression, asked, “What … who is that, Dad?”

Michael said, “It’s our great-grandfather, Boomer. He’s our relative.”

Leaning forward, squinting her eyes, Boomer’s expression was similar to Jason’s. Astonished. She asked, “Dad? Is that really him? How is that even possible?”

“I … I don’t know. He’d be in his nineties, by now. He doesn’t look that old.”

Jason watched as Ol’ Gus—the man who’d raised him from childhood when his father was either off at sea or off in space—approached them. Studying him now—his wispy white hair, atop a balding head, and the same healthy paunch around the middle—he was even garbed in familiar clothes. Dressed in baggy khakis, and a faded blue button-down shirt, Ol’ Gus—like always—had his shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbows.

Ricket was first to take a tentative step forward. With tears already welling in his eyes, ready to spill over, he asked, “Gus? Is that really you?”

Reaching him, Gus knelt down and opened his arms. As the small alien and the old man embraced, Ricket said, “I thought you were …”

“Dead?” Ol’ Gus replied. “Nah … not me. I haven’t aged a day since I left The Lilly … or was it the Fungshy? Hell, I don’t remember. That must be twenty years ago. I think it’s all due to the time I spent in one of those MediPod things.” He stood and looked at Jason. “How are you doing, son? You look good. Real good. I’ve sure missed you and your brother, Jason.”

Still speechless, Jason found himself encircled in his grandfather’s arms. Breathing in the male scent, familiarity was restored, and he knew, beyond any doubt, that the old-timer was indeed his long lost grandfather.

“Hi … um … great grandpa! I’m Boomer.”

Separating from Jason, Gus turned his attention to her. Without looking back at Jason, he asked, “And this is your beautiful daughter?”

Again, Michael interjected: “I told you, Ol’ Gus … I have two sisters. This is one of them. The other one is Mollie, and she’s with my mom.”

“Well, it’s wonderful to meet you, Boomer.” Then, catching her off-guard, he pulled her into a hug. Once apart, he said, “I’m sorry. I’ve missed so much … so many years have been lost.”

Jason was ready for some answers. Sure, this seemed to be his long-lost grandfather, but a lot of questions still needed addressing. “Gus. What are you doing here?” Jason gestured at the ruined city. “Why are you here? And why didn’t you come back?”

Gus held up both palms, feigning surrender. “Easy there, son … that’s a whole lot of questions. There’re answers to all of them, but first we need to get inside. Rattle-Rats start coming out around this time … mean little bastards.”

“Yeah, we saw some rat-looking things earlier,” Boomer said.

Ol’ Gus, motioning with his fingers, said, “Come on, follow me.” Taking Michael’s hand, they headed off. Before following after them, Jason turned around, wanting to ensure the whole team was also coming. He caught Billy’s eye. “Crazy, huh?”

“Yeah … kind of,” Billy said back.

Ol’ Gus held the door open for everyone. As the last few stragglers approached, he shooed the recruits impatiently inside, saying, “Come on in … that’s right! Inside you go.” He then shut and secured the door after the last one entered.

If Jason hadn’t known better, he would have sworn he was standing within the bridge of a Caldurian spacecraft. Like the Jumelle, it too possessed a three-hundred-and-sixty degree domed display. The cityscape, residing outside, surrounded them in three-dimensional relativity. Only here, there was no captain’s chair; no distinct helm, comms, tactical, or engineering sections. All in all, it was a completely different kind of setup.

As amazing as the interior of the building was—this compartment—it almost paled in contrast to the over-the-top reaction Jason was seeing in Ricket. He watched him run toward a series of highly advanced-looking consoles. Each one possessed mini-projected 3D displays, hovering over complex-looking control boards.

“I have been searching for this for twenty-three years!” Ricket announced, glancing around to see if anyone shared his enthusiasm. Jason gifted him with a big smile and an overenthusiastic nod.

Ricket said, “I never thought to look within one of the habitats. Of course! It only makes sense.” He turned to Ol’ Gus, who also looked rather pleased with himself.

“This is where all the magic happens, my friend,” Ol’ Gus said. “This is where Caldurian scientists seek out planetary wonders. Where they, not so unlike Gods themselves, manifest identical, virtual, worlds. Granted, Zoo habitats are much smaller, and sectionalized, but they are fantastical worlds just the same.”

“And this control room is accessible from all Caldurian Star Watch vessels?” Ricket asked.

Ol’ Gus shrugged. “I suppose so, but, they haven’t come a-knocking. It only makes sense that if you, my old friend Ricket, couldn’t figure it out, nobody else within Star Watch could either.”

“There’s a problem with that logic,” Two-ton interjected. “What are there … ten Star Watch vessels within the fleet?”

Jason and Ricket both nodded assent.

“Most, if not all, those vessels were ’jacked from the Caldurians … is that not also so?”

“Jacked?” Gus asked.

“Stolen, hijacked,” Boomer said.

Two-ton continued, “If this is a shared … let’s call it a habitat control hub … why aren’t you finding Caldurians popping in here from time to time? Off their numerous, potentially thousands of ships?”

Ricket pondered that for several moments. “It may have something to do with the fact that the Caldurians, for the most part, occupy a number of other realms within the multiverse. But that’s just a hypothesis. I will study your most adroit question, Two-ton. Thank you.”

Jason brought his attention back to his grandfather. “Twenty years. For twenty years you didn’t try to return to the ship?”

“I did try! I stood at the portal access panel for hours at a time … every day, for weeks and weeks. Eventually I … well, I just gave up.”

“It’s the first four symbols … beep beep beep beep,” Michael said.

Ol’ Gus looked down at Michael for a lengthy period, and an uncomfortable silence filled the space. “No! That … that … would be too easy. Why would the Caldurians use such a stupid, simple code? One that anyone could think of?”

No one answered the question. Gus, obviously, was having a hard time with the revelation he could have left the habitat so easily—years ago.

“I’m sorry, Gus. Let’s forget about that for now. Here’s another one. What have you been doing for the last twenty years? It must have been terrible being so entirely alone.” Jason smiled at him sympathetically.

Ol’ Gus stared back at Jason, then at the others. “That would have been terrible … awful! But I never said I was all alone.”

“What do you mean? We saw some rats, but the city—”

Gus hurried across to the nearest console and began doing something on the control board. Without looking up, he said, “That’s only a camouflage habitat you see out there. Uninteresting, and sure to keep unwanted visitors from hanging around.” He continued to tap away before looking up.

Jason’s breath caught in his chest. He slowly turned on his heels, taking in a new, completely different world on the wrap-around display. “It’s …”

“Amazing? Beautiful? That it is!” Ol’ Gus said, standing at his grandson’s side. “And I created it.”


Chapter 18

 

 

The ultra-modern glass-and-chrome cityscape was about as different from what existed before as one could imagine. Some of the superstructures looked to be miles high. And there were graceful, elevated high into the air, archways and span-ways that seemed to levitate weightlessly—untethered. The architecture, although futuristic, was not cold or impersonal in structure. Personal aircraft, flying here and there, followed seamlessly along on invisible sky paths. To Jason, it was the most beautiful city he’d ever seen, and certainly one he’d like to visit.

Ricket turned to Ol’ Gus. “The people here. There must be hundreds … thousands?”

“Oh, at least,” Gus said.

“That is unusual. Caldurians’ common practice was to build habitats void of technologically advanced beings.”

Jason thought about that. He remembered the Craing, their tribes primitively undeveloped, living within HAB 12. One step above Stone Age, they certainly weren’t technologically advanced.

“Well, the Caldurians didn’t build this place … I did,” Gus said. “Step out with me and see for yourselves.” He ambled toward the front door, then, turning back toward the others, said, “Come see my world.” Once he opened the door, sounds of a bustling city crept into the quiet control room.

Michael, excited, was the first to hurry over to his great-grandfather. The old man picked him up in his arms. Jason stood, looked at the others then shrugged as he moved toward the entrance. Ol’ Gus held the door open wide. One by one, they exited, emerging onto a sidewalk devoid of dirt and grime. There wasn’t so much as an errant splotch of flattened chewing gum; it was pristine, like everything else in this place.

Jason said, after taking in a deep breath, “It even smells nice.”

“There’s no expulsion of carbon gases. No harsh or harmful chemicals emitted into the atmosphere.”

Well-dressed pedestrians walked along the sidewalk. Some were strolling unaccompanied, while others were in groups of two, three, or more. Overhead, quiet commuting crafts whizzed by.

Ricket asked, “Gus … these people. Do they know …”

“That they are habitrons?” Gus asked.

Jason made a face. “Habitrons? What the hell is a habitron?”

Ricket answered for Gus. “This city and its people are all duplicates … identical in every conceivable way to other beings, residing in another actual place, somewhere in the universe. Habitats are created from a section … a cookie-cutter, macrocosm slice of another world. Like taking a snapshot, with a near-infinite level of reality.”

“You’ve certainly learned a lot over the years, Ol’ Gus,” Billy said skeptically. “From scrapyard foreman to creator of worlds, huh?”

Gus didn’t comment on that.

“So, getting back to Ricket’s question,” Jason urged.

“Yes … they know. Of course, they know.”

“Why of course?”

“Because ten years ago, after I first began cloning data from the original world location, there were boundaries, or space impositions, existing here. Those boundaries, or walls, have been greatly extended out over time. But in the beginning, you couldn’t walk much past the city before hitting the wall.”

Having traversed numerous Zoo habitats over the years, Jason was familiar with reaching the outer limits of a HAB. It wasn’t so much a physical wall, as one’s inability to actually progress any further. There wasn’t anywhere to progress to.

“And they,” Boomer gestured to the towering buildings—the masses of people both in and outside them “… are okay with that? Knowing they are clones and that they are trapped in a limited, confined space?”

Ol’ Gus looked uncomfortable with the question. “There were problems at first, yes. For years, it was difficult. Took some getting used to. But over time, what at first seemed a hardship has become a blessing. How many societies wield this kind of direct influence over their environment?”

Jason watched as the new recruits started roughhousing with each other in the middle of the busy street. Idiots. He then noticed a small line of pedestrians forming to the left of the control hub’s door. Ten or eleven people were patiently waiting, more than a little interested in their city’s newcomers.

“But there’s something they don’t know … about you … isn’t that right?” Jason asked Gus, who nervously glanced at the growing line of people.

Billy caught Jason’s eye, and then, figuring it out, asked, “That true, Gus?”

In a hushed tone, Gus responded, “Please … there was no possible way I could tell them; none of them. As far as they are concerned, I too am a victim of circumstance.”

Jason winced at that. As far as lies went, this one was immense. Gargantuan. “How do you explain all this … your little control hub here, your knowledge of things?”

“Simply said that I was transported here too, right along with them.”

“So you’re the wizard behind the curtain. What’s their story?” Boomer asked, gesturing with her chin toward the growing line of people. There was hesitant coolness in the way she now addressed her great-grandfather.

“They … like most everyone else here … want to expand their reach; expand the physicality of this world. They are here to petition for expansion rights in one location or another. You see … I’m also the city’s Prime Minister.”

“Congratulations,” Jason said without any enthusiasm. “So they want to expand … outward … to where?”

Gus looked exasperated by all the questions. “The better question would be, where not to expand to? What started here with a hundred square miles was soon pushed outward to a thousand, then to fifty-thousand-square miles, and even more. Small oceans were formed. And then mere terrestrial existence wasn’t enough for them.” He raised his eyes to the sky. “They wanted to travel into space … out as far as possible. Now they want to travel to other worlds.”

Realization crossed Ricket’s face. “So that explains the massive amount of space being consumed within the Parcical’s memory banks.” He slowly shook his head, staring down at his feet. When he looked up, there was fear in his eyes.

“What is it?” Jason asked.

Ricket kept his eyes locked on Gus. “You do not know how precarious this … reality of yours is, Gus. How close it is to unrecoverable fragmentation effects. The problem, Gus, is that lives will be lost. It could be weeks from now, or several moments from now. But there is no more memory available to continue expanding this habitat. You … these people … and now us, are currently in great danger.”

“Just how far into space did you go?” Jason asked, his voice taking on a more scolding tone.

Ol’ Gus waved away the question, like it was an annoying fly. “Look, we’ve never had any problems.” Staring down at Ricket, he added, “I’m sure you’re making much to-do about nothing here.”

“Not true …” the robot interjected. “Since I’ve been here I’ve picked up on no fewer than twenty-three spatial fluctuations … adaptations. Ricket is correct. Memory issues have already become a problem. Fragmentation. Oh baby … the world as you know it is coming to an end … coming apart.”

They all stared at Two-ton for several beats, no one adding anything.

“And now you know why the Caldurians didn’t practice data cloning any new habitrons. They can come back here and bite you in the ass,” Two-ton said.

“Gus, I can’t stay here. We can’t stay here. As we speak, an enemy fleet approaches the Sol System. War is imminent. My wife … your son, Perry … are missing and probably captured. I only pray they are still alive. So the situation here can’t be dealt with right now.”

Jason, turning toward Ricket, asked, “What do we need to do to bring things to a less critical standing? To alleviate some of the Parcical’s memory issues?”

Ricket looked about the futuristic world. “To start, this habitat needs to be reduced in mass. New boundaries set. I would say to maybe one-third its current size … to start.”

“That’s impossible!” Gus balked. “They’ll be coming for me with torches and pitchforks.”

“I’m sorry, Gus … but you made this mess. You’ll have to assume responsibility for what you’ve created somewhere along the line.”

Fuming, Gus glared at the recruits, now playing tag in the street.

Jason, indicating to Ricket he wanted to speak with him alone, moved away from the others.

“Captain, the inhabitants of this habitat … this world … are not responsible for their plight. Not at all.”

“My grandfather has that sole distinction. With that said, we can’t exactly release them out into the universe, where they each share an identity with another being somewhere. Can you imagine the headache of having thousands of doppelgangers, vying for ownership—who is real and who is … a data clone?”

Ricket said, “There may be a way. Perhaps we create a portal, say to another, alternative, multiverse realm. Provide them a way to travel beyond these confines … to move back and forth … from this habitat into reality … somewhere.”

“Can you do that?” Jason asked.

“I am not sure, Captain. I have never attempted such a thing before. But perhaps.”

Jason considered what Ricket said. “Understand, our priority now is the approaching enemy fleet and our inability to defend ourselves. I’m leaving you here, Ricket, along with half the armed recruits. Help my grandfather trim the size of this habitat. Also, think more on what you just proposed. But acting on that aspect can wait. You have two hours; then return to the Parcical. I need you there.”

“Yes, Captain.”

They both glanced up as the world around them flickered—the decrepit city replacing the new city. The fetch-it drone hovered nearby—looking lost. And then, just as suddenly, the glimmering city, constructed of steel-and-chrome, returned.

“I need to get back, Ricket. I think someone sent that fetch-it for me.”


Chapter 19

 

 

The door latch jiggled again—someone was definitely coming in, Dira realized. Shit shit shit! Bathwater sloshed onto the floor as she spun around—first clockwise, then counterclockwise. She needed a weapon, anything, but there was nothing in the room. Looking for something to cover herself with, Dira spotted a stack of thick towels piled high on a lower shelf on a sideboard table. As she moved to climb from the tub, the door began to swing open. Crouching low in the water, she attempted to cover her exposed upper body by crossing her arms over her chest.

“Wait! I’m not dressed,” she exclaimed toward the doorway.

The door was swinging open but not in a direction that could view the tub—she couldn’t see who was coming in but neither could he, or she, immediately see her. There was no time—the stack of towels was well out of reach. Frantic, Dira glanced down at the floor where her discarded gown, now soggy, lay in a heap. She reached for it, pulling it close to her chest, then sank low beneath the water’s surface. Doing her best to position the thin fabric over her private parts, she kept her eyes leveled on the opened door, as something softly clanked against the inside of the tub.

Prince, now-King, Gallderaunt stepped into the bathroom. His red-rimmed eyes first took in the cramped space around him before settling on Dira. He was holding a bottle of something by the neck, probably Tanganin, as the acrid smell of alcohol filled the room. He swayed on his feet. Stepping closer, his attention focused on what lay beneath the surface of the water. A cruel smile crossed his lips.

Dira said, “Not like this … please! Just let me dry off. After that …”

“Shut up. I don’t want to hear another word from you.”

“I’m sorry … about your father,” she said, instantly regretting she’d spoken.

The new king’s eyes narrowed, his face flushing red with rage. And then he was upon her—one hand tightly grasping her wet hair, while the other punched her on the side of the head. Dira partially managed to protect her face by keeping her forearms raised, but his powerful, consistent blows were taking their toll. She felt dizzy—had begun to see stars—and knew a total loss of consciousness was imminent. She tasted blood when his clenched fist struck her hard in the nose, and instantly thought of Jason—how much she loved him. How much she regretted that their life together was to be cut short. I’m so, so sorry, Jason.

As Dira was further forced beneath the surface of the water, she frantically reached up and clutched his two wrists—his bunched-up hands—that were pushing her down. Already deprived of breath, she uselessly twisted and struggled to free herself. His hold was steadfast and she was rapidly losing all her strength. Oh God … what she wouldn’t do for one last breath of wonderful sweet air. She was dying, she knew it. It was only a matter of time. Seconds, really. Dira released her feeble grip on his hands, ceasing to fight further. The burning in her lungs was beyond intense. And then she felt it—something metallic wedged beneath her right thigh. As her fingers curled around it, she instantly knew what it was—her SuitPac device. Her heart sank, remembering that it no longer worked, and, no longer able to fend off the instinctual impulse to breathe in, she opened her mouth and bathwater entered her lungs. Instantly, she gagged and retched. Her fingers tightened—unconscious muscle memory going into effect—the tips of her thumb and forefinger constricting—spasm-like.

Dira was only partially aware that the SuitPac device had come alive; that the Caldurian-technology combat suit visibly covered her body in hundreds of tiny body-armor segments.

Moments later, Dira felt the king’s firm hold on her head and shoulders begin to waver some. Suddenly breathing in, more like gasping, as the oxygen-rich air was fed into her helmet, a slight smile crossed Dira’s lips. King fucking Gallderaunt … you’ve messed with the wrong Jhardonian. Lifting an arm up out of the water, she made a fist then fired three consecutive plasma bolts from her suit’s integrated wrist cannons.

Standing up in the tub, she coughed several times to clear her lungs and casually glanced back over her shoulder. Staring down at the lifeless body of young King Gallderaunt, she noted most of his head had been vaporized. What little remained of it was smoldering—a charred and blackened mess.

Dira looked down at her arms, at the matte-black combat suit now covering her body. How she’d gotten the device to work was a mystery, but she sure wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. She didn’t plan on deactivating the combat suit until she was safely back on the Jumelle.

Dira stepped up over the rim of the tub and onto the bathroom floor that was now covered in several inches of water. She nudged the door closed, taking care not to make any undue noise as it latched shut. Taking in another gulp of the oxygenated air, she then exhaled slowly, hoping her luck would hold. She hailed the Jumelle but couldn’t connect. Next, she tried Gunny Orion. After a prolonged series of clicks—and ready to give up—Dira heard the familiar voice.

“Dira?”

“Orion! Thank God … yes, it’s me.”

“You’re lucky you got through! NanoCom is flakey. Tell me your situation … where’s the Omni—”

Dira cut her off. “Listen, I don’t know how much time I have. I’m being held in Lardel Hold. We’ve been taken prisoner. The Omni’s hurt … but I think he’s still alive.”

“You think?”

“I’m not with him. He’s with many others, locked up somewhere here in a place called Bastille Spire. A wretched prison, Orion. The crew of the Aquarius is here too.”

“I know about the Aquarius, Dira,” Orion said. “Look, we were about to blow the space station bridgeway and make a run for help, but we were just contacted by one of the king’s emissaries … a Lord Digby.”

“Who is he … what’s his role in all this?”

“My guess … he wields substantial power with the monarchy,” Orion said.

“How did he contact you?”

“Apparently, he or his people can flip a switch. Temporarily deactivate the virus that’s infected the ship … something to do with our Caldurian technology. Hell, even our nano-devices. We’re all infected, Dira.”

She thought about that. Was that how she’d gotten her SuitPac device to initialize? A temporary flip of a switch?

“Well, virus or not, I’m standing here in my combat suit. Not so sure how long our NanoCom will stay operational … best we hurry.”

Orion answered, “Good point. Lord Digby told me about the Aquarius, her crew being taken. And that as we now speak, there is a Sommis of Adriark fleet making its way toward Sol. Our lives will be spared, but only if we surrender the Jumelle.”

“Well, both the king and the king’s heir are dead. So maybe they’ll rethink going to war with the Alliance …”

“He already knew about the king and he didn’t care. The monarchy were nothing more than figureheads. Digby is the real one in charge.”

“Did you see him? What does he look like?” Dira asked.

“Saw him on the display. He’s tall … wears a black cape.”

“With a glittery silver lining?”

“Yeah, that’s him,” Orion replied.

“I saw him here … less than an hour ago. He was consoling one of the king’s wives.” Dira thought back to when they’d first made eye contact and a shiver ran down her back. Yes, Digby was dangerous, but something more too. Something in his eyes. Intelligence. He was smart and … cunning. He had to be, for two of the most advanced warships in the galaxy to become so completely neutralized.

Dira said, “What do you want me to do? I’m no warrior.”

A moment passed before Orion spoke again. “Dira … I’m sorry. Today … you’ll have to become one.”


Chapter 20

 

 

Jason, Boomer, Billy, and half the contingent of greenhorns followed the hovering fetch-it drone through the portal—back into the Parcical’s Zoo.

“Going to work with the recruits for a while,” Billy said. “You know where to find us, if anything comes up,” he added.

Several minutes later, Jason and Boomer arrived at the bridge. They found Ryan sitting at the helm, looking bored. Seeing them enter, Ryan quickly stood—doing his best to suddenly look busy. Jason saw Ryan give Boomer a sideways glance. Jason still didn’t get what was going on between the two, and still didn’t care enough to ask.

“Where’s Bristol?” Jason asked.

“Oh … he’s up in Ricket’s lab, Captain. Sorry, the fetch-it drone was supposed to tell you that.”

“You okay on your own?” Jason asked Boomer as he headed out.

She gave him back a wide-eyed incredulous face. “Yeah Dad … I think I can manage.”

Dodging in and out between ladders and narrow passageways, Jason jogged most of the way down to Deck 2. He found Bristol at one of the workbenches—an information cyclone model slowly rotated on its axis in front of him. Jason pulled up a stool and sat down beside him.

“It looks different than it did before,” he said.

“Yeah … well, that’s because it is different. This isn’t the Ingress Virus. This is the Ingress Virus countermeasures patch. Uses similar coding to the virus itself, but this sneaky hack-bastard will reap a whole lot of havoc … completely and forever cripple the transmission method of the virus. I haven’t thought of a catchy name for it yet.”

“So, you have a cure?” Jason asked, excitement in his voice.

Bristol shrugged, his brow furrowing. “You ever wonder why the common cold’s been so difficult to cure?”

“Yeah. It’s … um … something to do with the virus constantly mutating. It’s different for every host, right?”

“Something like that,” Bristol said. “At first, we thought the Ingress Virus was modifying itself for each new host … technologically, biologically, or otherwise. Whoever designed the virus was pretty fucking smart.”

“Maybe Ricket can—”

Bristol was ready for that: “I don’t need Ricket, I got this. As I said, the virus coders were damn good. Made something as impregnable as anything I’ve ever seen.”

Jason silently wished Bristol would just cut to the chase. But he also knew this endeavor was an opportunity for the young man to step out of Ricket’s considerable intellectual shadow.

Bristol continued, “What the coder or coders overlooked doesn’t have anything to do with the virus itself, but with the transmission medium.”

“So that’s separate from the virus code?”

“Most definitely! Nobody wants to create specific new code when certain aspects can be modularized. The Ingress Virus stands on its own … for the most part. That virus will work its dastardly magic regardless of who, or what, the subject is. It’s the transmission medium that’s unique depending on the application … the recipient. It’s altered in a way to trigger certain aspects of the attached virus.”

“And up till now, you and Ricket have been trying to alter the virus itself, right?”

“Correct.”

“So how many variants are there? Of those transmission mediums?” Jason asked.

“One for each type of technology infected. Getting back to my common cold analogy, this is where it gets tricky. The transmission medium modifies itself when imbedding itself into its host … be it a Craing vessel’s internal network, a Vastma Class vessel’s internal network, or the most elaborate, complicated, transmission medium of them all … the one developed for Caldurian technology. That code is one thousand times larger than the others mentioned … all combined.”

Jason pondered on that for a few beats. “I do get that those Sommis of Adriark cyber-criminals are smart. But cracking Caldurian safeguards …”

“I was getting around to that, eventually. It wouldn’t be possible. Even if they had a Caldurian vessel sitting there, ready to dissect. They’d need someone highly familiar with the technology … the coding.”

“Someone like you, or Ricket?” Jason offered helpfully.

Bristol continued to stare intently back at him.

Jason closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. Exhaling, he suddenly thought, Oh no! When he opened his eyes, he found Bristol, nodding his head. Granger! It had to be Granger. Though perhaps not on the same level as Ricket, or Bristol, he was one of a few Caldurians within the fleet, and he was, in fact, a technological wizard in his own right. But why?

“I can’t imagine that he gave them what they wanted easily. Not without a fight,” Bristol said.

“I don’t know.” What Jason did know, though, was that it was what it was. Treason was treason. In that moment, Jason could not think of a more guarded U.S. Fleet treasure; or a more important Alliance security concern. Without the combined might of their fleet of ten Star Watch ships—and their Alliance military assets—the U.S. Fleet assets were not only vulnerable but practically defenseless.

Jason studied the model slowly rotating before them. “We’ll have to deal with that some other time. For now, getting the Parcical, along with the other Star Watch ships, back into fighting form is our number one priority.”

“I venture to say there’s something even more important to consider,” Bristol said. “The Caldurian tech that’s functioning right now throughout our bodies. Our nanites … our nano-devices … all of it.”

“And this model …?”

“Transmission medium, with my patch inserted. It’s for biologic physiology. For us.”

“And you can disperse this thing the same way, via NanoCom?” Jason asked.

“That’s the other not-so-good news I have. The patched transmission medium code can be transmitted in a similar way, but the existing Ingress Virus would override it quickly. There are enough safeguards, counter measures, built in to ward off such an attempt.”

“So we’re back to square one.” Jason wondered why Ricket wasn’t sitting there with them, also trying to figure it all out.

“Inoculation will have to be done the old-fashioned way. Administer it personally, one person at a time. The truth is, Captain, there aren’t that many of us who have integrated Caldurian tech, although certainly all Star Watch crewmembers, all Sharks, and several dozen high-ranking officers do. Most reside on Liberty Station.”

“You’re still talking thousands …”

“Eight thousand three hundred and five,” Bristol affirmed.

“Two questions. How long does it take to administer the inoculation, and can the subject be re-infected?” Jason asked.

“Takes a minute … maybe two. It’s done through the respiratory system. An inhaler would work. You can assign a team to do the administering. And no, once someone is inoculated, that’s it. That person is immune.”

“So it’s like a mist? Why can’t the ship’s environmental systems disperse it?”

Bristol stared back at Jason, slightly tilting his head. “Well … I hadn’t gotten that far yet. But that might be a possibility.”

“And what about Star Watch ship technology? MediPods, multi-guns, onboard JIT weaponry, phase-shifting, and the ability to call up an interchange wormhole? Not to forget, our SuitPac devices and combat suits?”

“That’s a different patched transmission medium altogether. Obviously, the biologic mist wouldn’t work on them. We’d need to be on deck for each infected Star Watch vessel, then introduce the patched transmission medium code into the ship’s network,” Bristol said.

Jason straightened his back and watched the model. “Bristol, what you’ve accomplished here is … well, it’s beyond fantastic. Hell, you might very well have saved, single-handedly…” Jason opened his arms wide, “…everything … all of us.”

The praise made Bristol look away and shift about some on his stool. “Now, we just need a guinea pig. Actually, two guinea pigs.”

“Why two?”

“Testing of NanoCom … transmitting and receiving back and forth.”

“Okay, try it on me. Do you want to be the other one?”

Bristol shook his head. “Can’t … I’m too important.”

Jason frowned at him.

“Look, if I’m sick and retching on the deck, who’s going to repair the patch? Not even Ricket is up to speed on any of this yet.”

“Okay, good point. So it would have to be Billy, or Boomer, or maybe Ryan. How long before you are ready to administer it?”

“An hour … at the most,” Bristol said.


Chapter 21

 

 

Ricket watched Ol’ Gus work the board within the habitat control hub. For one mostly self taught, the older human, his long lost friend, had done an admirable job with the technology. But there were things he had done incorrectly when building this habitat world. For one thing, the actual habitat control hub was never supposed to be anything more than that—a control hub—with a minimal surrounding environment to hide itself behind, akin to the small decrepit city lying just outside. But instead of creating a brand new HAB, with its own Zoo portal, Gus instead only added onto the habitat control hub. But watching him now—hesitating to remove what he had so ambitiously added—was becoming a problem. Gus’s progress was glacially slow and obviously filled with regret each step of the way.

Ricket touched his sleeve. “Excuse me, Gus. Would it be all right if I took over the controls at this point? You have done a fine job, showing me the basics.”

Ol’ Gus, continuing to work, didn’t answer. Watching him inspect some recently added-on open space, Ricket patiently waited for him to respond.

Outside, Two-ton could be seen pacing back and forth in front of the window. Ricket marveled at the robot’s human-like qualities—the least of which was a quirky personality that he was certain mimicked the robot’s originator—Donald Koffman. Ricket found it more than a little fascinating that Koffman integrated so many human aspects into an operational AI. Noticing the robot’s head turn in their direction periodically, he sensed its growing frustration.

Suddenly there was rapid movement outside, discernible through the frontage windows. Next, the silhouetted forms of the Shark recruits could be seen, huddling close together at the entranceway.

“Guys … I think the natives are getting restless outside,” Two-ton said, poking his head in the door.

Gus glanced up, somewhat distracted. “I’ll check,” he said, peering down at Ricket. “I’ll be right back … um … so don’t touch anything.”

Gus strode toward the entrance and opened the glass door. Sounds of a scuffle outside made Ricket involuntarily tense up. Someone was yelling.

Ricket, moving closer to the entranceway, looked out through the still slightly open door, propped ajar now by Gus’s foot. Although he couldn’t see who was yelling outside, he certainly could hear him.

“Where’s my land … my property? It’s gone … all gone! What have you done?”

Gus raised his palms up in the symbolic gesture of surrender, then said, “Now settle down. Let’s all keep cool heads here, my friends. We’re simply doing some … um … environmental reallocation maintenance. We’re experiencing some growing pains, that’s all.”

“Well, you’re not taking my land! Take someone else’s!”

“He’s already taken some of mine,” another voice chimed in.

Ricket edged closer and peered around Ol’ Gus’s legs. He estimated that the crowd outside was close to one hundred people already—quickly transitioning from a crowd with questions into an angry mob.

A stern voice bellowed out from behind the congregated townsmen. “Let me through … move! Get out of the way!” Four males, similarly dressed, pushed their way to the front of the mob. Ricket quickly determined they were part of some kind of organized policing force. Wearing similar light-gray uniforms, each held a plasma rifle. They looked just as angry as all the others. One of them stepped forward and, directing his attention on the fidgeting recruits, ordered, “Drop your weapons. Do it now, or you’ll be blasted where you stand.”

Ricket, hating violence of any sort, tried to think of a way he could help ease the growing tensions. One glance toward the highly nervous recruits provided sufficient indication that he better think of something fast.

Gus said, “Now, Captain Harper … you and I are friends. You work for me …”

Captain Harper raised his weapon. “Shut up, you old fool. Nobody here works for you. You serve one purpose only … the acquisition of new territory. If you can’t fulfill that function any further, well … then you need to go.”

Ricket, watching the mob grow in size, began using his internal nano-devices to scan the organic life forms to determine the exact number. Almost immediately, he felt weak in the knees—light headed—and began to retch uncontrollably. Driven to the ground, he began to lose consciousness.

Gasping for breath, he stopped the use of his internal devices. In moments he began to recover. He was all too aware what had happened. His unique anatomy held twenty times the amount of nano-devices as others within the crew. The Ingress Virus had most definitely invaded his physiology—and he was lucky to be alive. Slowly, he got back to his feet. He wondered if Bristol had made any progress on the patch.

He looked out to the unstable throng of people. All he could do was guesstimate the numbers. He figured there were now close to two hundred in the still-expanding hostile crowd. Angry shouts were coming from every direction.

One of the braver recruits suddenly drew his short-barreled Remington 870 shotgun, leveling its outstretched barrel barely two feet from the face of the one now commanding. One by one, the other recruits also drew their weapons.

After more pushing and shoving, twelve additional gray-uniformed officers made their way to the front. A bad situation had just gone from explosive to nuclear.

Ricket watched Gus’s entire body tremble, his face drain of color. Although his mouth was open, no words escaped.

The sudden gun blast was deafening.

Ricket instinctively flinched before crouching down low, noticing others doing the same. The crowd’s noise had hushed. Ricket peeked around Gus’s legs. One of the policing officers lay on the ground—his chest a red pulpy mess where he’d been shot. As realization quickly sunk in among his fellow officers, the silence was short-lived. Captain Harper, the first one to fire back, killed the offending recruit with a plasma blast to the face. In moments, all out war erupted.

Ricket felt strong hands lift him up, forcibly transporting him away from the door. Weapon fire began erupting from both sides. The acrid, sour smell of spent gunpowder wafted in through the doorway opening.

“Stay back, Ricket!” Two-ton yelled, as it grabbed Ol’ Gus around the waist. Lifting him up, the robot tossed him forcefully inside where he landed hard on the floor.

Ricket next watched the robot go back outside—swing the front door closed—then push and shove its way into the progressing battle. Its seven-foot-tall frame blocked much of Ricket’s view out the window. As Two-ton’s large mechanical fists connected with one head or body after another, it became a robotic wrecking ball, swallowed within the riotous mob.

Within moments, the noise outside lessened somewhat after the recruits spent their maximum loads of three or four shells each. Screams from the crowd, and an occasional plasma bolt blast, made it noisily evident the fight was continuing.

 

* * *

 

After arriving in Medical, Jason and Billy stood off to the side, while Bristol attended to Boomer. Holding up a nasal inhaler, he instructed, “Give it a good squeeze into both nostrils, then breathe the mist deep into your lungs.”

She took hold of the small squeeze bottle. “What’s in it?”

“A mixture. Nanites, of course, infused with the inoculating patch.”

“And this will fix my nano-devices?” she asked skeptically, looking across at Jason and Billy.

Both smiled at her, nodding. Jason said, “Ryan, who’s on the bridge, and I have been conversing via our NanoCom for the last ten minutes. Better yet, I’m feeling some strength returning to my arms and legs … so it seems to be working.”

Boomer studied the bottle in her fingers, then, after squeezing its contents into each nostril, sniffed in deeply. She looked as if she might sneeze but managed to hold off doing so.

Bristol spent another few minutes observing all three. Checking readings with a portable medical device, he nodded, grunting every so often. “Guess it’s my turn.” He took another bottle from a tray. Administering the vapory mist into both nostrils, he stared straight ahead for a few seconds, eventually shrugging.

Jason asked, “Now the network … the rest of the ship?”

The fetch-it robot suddenly hovered into Medical. It spun first left, then right, before approaching Jason. “Captain Reynolds, there is a great disturbance within Zoo habitat 311. Weapons have been fired.”

Jason, already moving toward Medical’s entrance, said, “Billy … Boomer … you’re with me.” Out in the corridor, he yelled back over his shoulder, “Get that patch inserted into the network, Bristol! Get my ship operational!”

Minutes later, sweating, out of breath, they reached the Parcical’s Zoo. Jason entered the access code and together they entered HAB 311. Gone now from sight was the abandoned, ruined cityscape. Only the modern metropolis could be seen, spanning far into the distance, rising high into the air.

“Oh boy … that’s not looking good,” Billy said, referencing the growing crowd numbers ahead, just outside the habitat hub control entrance.

A loud rifle shot cracked, echoing off surrounding buildings. Still seventy-five yards out, Jason continued to pump his legs as fast as they could perform. Both Boomer and Billy, keeping pace, ran close alongside him.

Jason spied the unmistakable shape of the seven-foot-tall Two-ton, hurling into throngs of riotous townspeople. As more gunfire erupted, Jason felt for his belt and the small SuitPac device secured there. Uttering a silent prayer, he depressed the two inset buttons. His combat suit came alive—segmenting—expanding—outward over his torso, legs and arms. He watched as the tinted helmet visor took on form, then covered his face.

“What a damn mess …” he heard Billy exclaim. Then a bright white phase-shift flash took his place. Boomer went next, then Jason, phase-shifting directly to the battle scene.

Jason phase-shifted into the outskirts of the crowd and into the midsection of someone standing there. What bodily mass wasn’t displaced by his incoming phase-shift—only two arms and a foot—thumped to the ground around him. He was close enough, no more than ten feet, from the entrance to the habitat hub control building.

The bright red glow of distortion waves reflected off windows as Boomer let loose with her enhancement shield. Billy, now somewhere in the crowd, was close to where they’d last seen Two-ton. Jason then heard and watched as plasma fire flashes emanated outward from Billy’s combat suit.

Barreling his way through the crowd—tossing those in his way either left or right—Jason reached the front, realizing he was too late. Three recruit Sharks lay dead. One was writhing in pain on the ground. Their bodies still smoldering from what looked like multiple energy weapon strikes. This was a massacre.

A hot rage engulfed him. Jason’s fists clenched when he spun around, noticing seventy or more uniformed men hurrying right toward him. Each was armed, firing off their weapons in his direction. Glancing at his HUD, Jason noted his shielding was being affected only minimally. With his jaw clenched, and eyes cold as ice, he raised both forearms—letting loose with his own form of hellfire. A barrage of plasma fire streaked forward into the enemy. When Boomer appeared next to him, they went to work—together.


Chapter 22

 

 

Dira, standing within the threshold of the bathroom’s doorway, thought about her recent conversation with Orion. Somehow, Lord Digby had the ability to turn their Caldurian technology both on and off. Had he really forgotten to flip the switch back? What would happen when he remembered? She glanced down at herself—I’m naked under this damn suit. She considered phase-shifting into the Jumelle—be done with it here. But calling up the appropriate HUD menu, she hesitated. It was one thing to successfully fire off a few plasma bolts—but phase-shifting? What if that aspect of the suit didn’t work quite right? The thought of imbedding her physical mass into the hull of the Star Watch vessel made her shudder. In any event, she needed to get moving. Orion would hold off leaving for twenty minutes—no longer than that.

Dira moved quickly down the dimly lit upper-floor passageway within Lardel Hold. She tried to retrace her steps from memory, making two wrong turns along the way. Still, those missteps cost her valuable time. She descended the stairs two at a time, hoping to pick up the few minutes lost. Leaving the third level and descending down, sudden movement on the second floor below caught her eye. Two sets of double-doors were wide open. The inner room seemed massive. Dira slowed her steps, taking in the semi-darkened space. A blue-tinted glow, reflecting off countless display screens, gave the room an eerie cast. Entranced in focused concentration were numerous blue-tinted faces—like coding zombies—working feverishly. She’d seen places like this before … Coding Dens. Were these the hackers that brought down the whole U.S. fleet—brought down Star Watch?

Dira, lowering herself down, silently crept closer. Six rows of twenty-plus joined tables—with thirty, or so, per row—equaled one hundred and eighty hackers, or more. She noticed there were at least ten armed guards, wandering the inside perimeter of the room. Easing away from the doorway, she gave a sigh of relief—lucky she hadn’t been spotted.

Dira glanced at the countdown timer she’d set on her HUD. She only had fourteen minutes to get back to the Jumelle. Was that even possible with so little time left? Peering around the corner to get a better view of the large space, she noticed the whole back wall had floor-to-ceiling blinking lights—probably some kind of AI technology. Undoubtedly, the coding den servers. Had she inadvertently stumbled onto the very core of the virus attack?

Dira glanced at her HUD timer again. She had twelve minutes to return to the Jumelle. Twelve minutes to still save her self, but how could she? Not when she had the opportunity to save countless others. No! She had to destroy this place, even though she wasn’t a warrior—not like Boomer or Orion. Peering inside again, she wondered how much damage she could inflict before being struck down by the guards. It didn’t matter … what other choice did she have?

About to initialize her suit’s wrist cannons, she remembered something more about combat suits. There was a seldom-used invisibility function. It didn’t last very long … only a minute or two. She called up her HUD’s primary menu tree and quickly searched for the option.

Until that moment, she’d ignored the constantly updating display—the small, red life-icons appearing on the bottom of her HUD. She chided herself for not keeping track of such things. All the hackers, and the guards, even herself—a bright blue icon—were depicted there, ready to be observed. She noted another five red icons on the move, behind and below her. Voices and multiple footfalls could be heard ascending the stairway. She knew she would be in plain view once they reached the second floor landing.

Dira placed her attention back on her HUD. There it was! Remembering where the setting was, she went ahead with activating her integrated wrist cannons then took another quick peek inside the room. Glancing over her shoulder, she caught the tops of hairy heads rising within the stairwell. With her hand raised before her, she activated the suit’s invisibility function. Her arm and hand instantly disappeared. Ah, she was indeed invisible! Mentally pushing away a flood of doubt pouring into her consciousness, she stepped forward.

Dira tried to picture herself as a soft-treading feline. Quietly moving between guards, and a table of intense-looking young hackers, she was close enough to hear their hushed back and forth conversations. As she approached some floor-to-ceiling cabinets, she heard the hum of internal technology. She then positioned herself at the center point of the room— about ten feet away from the servers and hundreds of multi-colored blinking lights. Hesitating, wondering, Will this be the last action I’ll ever take? Oh shit shit shit, Dira raised her arms and, letting out a breath, fired.

As bright red plasma bolts shot out from her wrists, the cabinet directly before her erupted into a fountain of sparks, then quickly into flames. Aiming her arms together left and then right, she took out one server cabinet after another.

Suddenly, there was yelling coming from the guards and frantic screams from the hackers. Dira continued until only the two rear cabinets on either end were still intact when she felt an energy bolt sear her on the back. Internal alarms began sounding on her HUD as the suit’s shields dropped to fifteen percent. Still invisible, she stopped firing and jumped to the left. Turning around, she saw the guards flicking their short swords, and energy bolts shot into the space where she’d just been. They were also firing into the damaged servers. Good!

Dira ran over to the far side of the room, then, standing near a still-undamaged cabinet, raised her arms and fired. The cabinet blew apart with a thunderous bang and more sparks and fire erupted. Now only one cabinet remained on the other side of the room. The frenzied guards were running around—not knowing what to shoot at; how to stop the catastrophic invisible attack.

Dira, backing away from the mayhem, decided the best way to cross the room was between the rows of tables in the center. The hackers, turning frantically in their seats, looked dumbfounded by the series of explosions. They all looked so young … probably teen geniuses in the making. Dira stopped in her tracks. Now entering through the open doorway was the man she’d seen earlier, wearing the same silver-lined cloak—Lord Digby, mastermind of everything. She raised her arms and pointed them at him.

Crap … I can see my arms! So much for being invisible!

Her hesitation was long enough for Digby to dive to safety. She fired her wrist cannons in the general direction he jumped to, but a table blocked the line of fire.

As more energy strikes pummeled her combat suit, Dira’s HUD alarms resumed blaring with renewed urgency. Her shields were down to nine percent. She spun around and returned fire, taking down two guards who’d gotten a lot closer than she realized. Ducking low, she moved between two table rows, and watched three hackers—still seated next to each other—take direct friendly fire shots to their heads.

“Get down!” she yelled. Doing the same, she crab-walked forward, trying to see where Digby had gone to. With energy bolts flashing overhead, Dira remembered the life icons on her HUD, and tried to determine which red icon might be his. One icon was moving toward the back wall—toward the only still-operating server. That has to be him!

Dira quickened her pace, only to feel her upper back struck again by searing hot weapon fire. She spun around and fired at the three guards, now creeping up behind her. Two died instantly from headshot fire; the third one, crouching behind them, jumped over a table.

She ventured a quick peek toward the server. Sure enough, there was Lord Digby. He was at the server—the cabinet door open—doing something with an input device. Undoubtedly, tapping in new commands.

It’s now or never, she thought as she stood and fired. Three plasma bolts emanated from her integrated wrist cannons, striking the last server cabinet, which burst into sparks, then flames. Again, Digby managed to jump away to safety. But whatever he attempted to do at the server—her wrist-guns stopped firing, and not on purpose. Worse, her combat suit was no longer covering her body!

Realization took hold. Digby did this … when he was standing there at the server. She glanced around. She was standing smack in the middle of a firefight and totally naked. Shit!

Dira squatted down on her hands and knees—not knowing what to do next. There, just left of her right hand, was her SuitPac device, lying on the floor. It must have dropped there when her combat suit retracted. Grabbing it, she did the only thing left to do: make a run for the door.


Chapter 23

 

 

The townsfolk backed away en mass, their earlier riotous frenzy replaced by sudden fear for their lives. The only police force remaining, some thirty or forty individuals—seemed similarly scared. Dead bodies everywhere, stacked two and three high in places, were a reminder of the carnage that had just taken place.

Jason took a step closer to the crowd, retracting the helmet portion of his combat suit. “The next person to raise their weapon … will be killed. The next person who moves too quickly will likewise be killed. Is that understood?” he said.

Other than a few undecipherable murmurs, no one spoke anything intelligible in response.

“Slowly, you there … in the gray uniforms … place your weapons on the ground. Do it now!” The policemen slowly complied—reluctantly.

Startled, Jason raised his arms, set to fire, when Billy emerged through the front line of the crowd, half-carrying, half-dragging Two-ton. Boomer ran forward to help and positioned Two-ton’s free arm across her shoulders. The robot looked severely battered—its head swung around unrestricted. Something was broken. Making their way toward the HAB’s allocation hub entrance, the door opened wide on their arrival. Jason spied Ricket for a quick instant, before the door closed shut behind them. He still didn’t know if his grandfather, Ol’ Gus, was all right, or not.

Jason turned his attention back to the angry mob standing before him. “I’m going to speak now and you all need to listen. I am Captain Jason Reynolds. I command a small fleet of spaceships, called Star Watch. You are all under my command, and you are not going to like what I have to say to you. Well, that’s too bad. It is what it is, and you are stuck with the situation. This city of yours is real, but it’s a duplicate … a clone of an identical city located on a distant world. You are, each of you, a duplicate of someone else. A copy.” Jason waited for his words to sink in. Waited for the crowd’s anger to erupt again—and the riot to resume. But nothing happened. What he noticed in their eyes instead was acceptance.

“We already know all that. How could we not?” one of the policemen inquired, his uniform streaked with blood.

Jason, unsure if the blood was his or someone else’s, said, “What you might not know is that your ongoing expansion—the territory you’ve been rapidly acquiring—hasn’t been managed very well.”

“We know that too! The old man needs to pay …”

Jason let that go. He gestured to the skyline behind them and said, “All that acquisition resides in memory, of which only a finite amount of space has been allocated. Those memory banks reside on my spacecraft. There’s no further room to expand. In fact, we are dangerously close to catastrophic failures. For both my ship and this habitat.”

“What happens then?” someone yelled from the crowd.

“Here? Poof. You all disappear. As if you never existed. And that could happen any moment now. And to be perfectly honest with you, I don’t like being anywhere near here …”

Jason knew he was being harsh—maybe even callous. But the reality of their dire situation required cold-sober disclosure.

“We can’t be expected to live in a confined cage … like lab rats,” the same policeman said.

Jason stared intently back at the man, who looked as human as himself, but probably was from another, completely different alien species. But that didn’t matter now. The door behind him opened and Ricket emerged. Hurrying to Jason’s side, he motioned for Jason to lean down, needing to tell him something important.

“Captain … I believe I have come up with a means to help them. And us, as well.”

“Really?”

“Yes, Captain. Please, may I address the townspeople?”

“Be my guest. I was going to tell them they were basically screwed …”

Ricket stepped closer to the crowd. As eyes focused on the four-foot-tall Craing, he cleared his throat and began to speak. “Thank you for …”

“Can’t hear you!”

“Talk louder!”

“What is he saying …?”

Ricket began again, speaking in a louder voice: “Thank you for your attention. I believe there may be a technological remedy, although, to my knowledge, nothing like this has been attempted before.” Ricket glanced up at Jason and said, “With the Captain’s approval, I propose we transfer this habitat to a new location. To an uninhabited world of its own. It would no longer reside within the memory banks of the Parcical … our ship. This combination of virtual and real-world environment will have its own, dedicated, systems processor and ample spare memory. Perhaps you can allocate one of your beautiful structures for this,” he said, gesturing toward the cityscape beyond. “Because any expansion would be into the non-virtual realm, further memory issues should not be an issue. You would have a whole planet to expand your boundaries, even to outer space beyond, if you so wish.”

Jason saw skepticism on most faces. Something he also was feeling.

One of the townspeople, an attractive middle-aged woman standing directly across from Ricket, said, “We are not unintelligent people. Take a look at this amazing city. We are scientists and mathematicians, most of us highly educated. We all know exactly where we came from. We’ve always known. But what you’re proposing … how can we exist in a place where our counterparts also exist? It’s a recipe for disaster.”

Ricket nodded and smiled. “Thank you for your question. Excellent observation. My proposal is not for you to reside within this multiverse, but within one that is altogether separate … having similar physical properties, but without counterparts. A place where you would be truly unique.”

Jason watched as some of the woman’s skepticism abated, but then returned. “But how … how do you transplant an entire city into a new physical reality?”

“Ah … another excellent question. Just as this environment … this landscape … resides in memory within the memory banks of our spacecraft, so too will it reside in memory there on your new world. That aspect will have to remain; however, you will be able to expand onto the planet surface, and you will have great portal windows through which to come and go, not so different from how we entered your city from our ship. A very similar prospect, but on a much, much, larger scale.”

Jason marveled at Ricket’s capacity for making the impossible sound plausible. But the entire enterprise would be no small task, requiring both resources and time. He wasn’t sure the mob would stand for that.

“How long would we have to wait?”

Ricket thought about the question. “It is a substantial undertaking. I would need your help with the selection of a suitable planet where you would want your terrestrial and space portals to be located.”

The woman smiled for the first time. “There would be space portals? And we can help with the actual design … its implementation?”

“It would be of great help to us if you did. So yes,” Ricket affirmed.

The crowd had begun to speak amongst themselves. Jason observed a mind-shift taking place—the angry mob quickly transforming into a united, enthusiastic community.

Jason leaned over and spoke into Ricket’s ear. “How long would all this take?”

Ricket thought for a moment, then said, “One year.”

Jason held his hands up in a hushing motion. “Listen up, everyone. We have a popular phrase on our home planet: Rome wasn’t built in a day. The entire relocation will take some time. First, we need to address our short-term concerns. That means taking back a good portion of the territories you’ve stretched to over the years. But I do promise … it will be temporary. Ricket tells me, if everything goes as planned, you can expand as far as you want on your new home planet starting in about one year.”

The murmurs increased. Ricket took a hesitant step backward as the volume rose.

Eventually, the middle-aged woman spoke out again and the crowd quickly hushed. It was evident she was held in high esteem by everyone there. “What the small man has proposed is … well, almost too wonderful to believe.”

“I assure you, Ricket—”

The woman cut Jason off. “We believe him. In fact, we insist the one you call Ricket be our liaison. That he stays involved throughout the process. I am Triss Caplan … the second. I will be our people’s representative. One year is not that long a time to build an entirely new civilization. We agree to the terms you suggest; we will allocate a building structure for our dedicated memory and the processors you spoke of. We thank you, and thank you, Ricket. We wish for the old one called Gus to be removed from this … habitat. Isn’t that what you called it? A habitat?”

Jason nodded.

“That he be removed immediately. There are many here who wish to do him harm. Myself among them.” Triss Caplan looked around at the lifeless bodies around them. “This could have been avoided … lives did not have to be lost here today. If only the old man had been honest with us—hadn’t promised us further expansion. But now we must tend to those we’ve lost,” she said, motioning to the few remaining officers in gray. Breaking into pairs, they gripped the hands and feet of the dead and began carting them away.

Jason glanced toward the closed door. Behind the tall, mirror-like windows, his grandfather, beyond a doubt, was also witnessing—hearing—what had transpired. He felt sorry for him. For twenty years, he had been the big man around town. Had even been made an honorary prime minister, or something like that. But it hadn’t been real. He’d been used … though maybe no more so than he’d used them.

Still, Jason only felt enormous relief that the critical plight here had found an acceptable solution. That he could once again focus on the even greater, more desperate situation within his own realm—the fleet of attacking ships approaching the Sol System.


Chapter 24

 

 

Two-ton, with four new significant body dents—three on its upper front torso and one on the side of its head—stood in front of Jason’s ready room desk. Ricket had repaired the robot as best he could, not wanting to spend precious time manufacturing new parts.

Jason requested Two-ton’s presence to thank the robot personally for how it had performed within the habitat. But the conversation quickly turned to other things. Jason’s admiration for the robot was already high, but now, conversing with it, it became even more so. Two-ton was capable of so much. In some ways, even more than the Parcical’s highly advanced AI. Two-ton had initiative—a rare commodity, not only for robots, but for humans as well.

“… and the approaching Sommis of Adriark fleet. You’ve been monitoring their progress?”

“Yes, Captain … extensively. They are two days out from Sol. But I have to tell you, their technology is nothing to write home about. There are one hundred and forty-eight Vicksol ST66 warships in all … each capable of FTL. Now, under normal circumstances, they might be capable of going toe-to-toe with both your Craing heavy and light cruisers, but not with the fleet Vastma Class ships. And certainly not with Star Watch … at least when fully operational.”

Jason stood, contemplating the relayed information. “Let’s take your findings into the meeting.” Jason briefly hesitated before entering the Captain’s Quarters’ conference room. Deep in discussion, Ricket and Bristol were there already, sitting next to each other. Neither glanced up as he took his seat at the head of the table. Two-ton took a seat to his left.

Billy entered next and, taking the seat directly to Jason’s right, eyed Bristol and Ricket. Turning to Jason, he asked, “They’ve barely come up for air since we got back, huh?”

Jason shook his head. “Not so far.”

Ryan, shuffling in, grabbed a seat, nodding to Jason and Billy respectively. “Captain … Commander.”

The last to rush in was Boomer. “Sorry I’m late.”

Jason raised his brows at her questioningly.

She shook her head. “He still hasn’t left his cabin. Wants to be left alone.”

Jason expected as much. Ol’ Gus hadn’t taken the whole HAB 311 mob situation well. He felt bad for his grandfather. After twenty years of being appreciated—admired even—he’d been forced to leave the habitat in disgrace. He wondered if the old guy would ever recover.

“I’ll speak to him … when things settle down,” Jason said, his attention back on Ricket and Bristol, still engaged in conversation, when he heard them mention Aquarius and Granger.

“Talk to me, guys … what’s going on?”

Ricket looked up, noticing those around him for the first time. “Sorry, Captain. We became overly engrossed in our conversation.” Ricket glanced back to Bristol. “Captain, I would first like to commend Bristol on his amazing work with the Ingress Virus and his numerous countermeasures patches. I dare say, I would not have been able to accomplish so much in so little time.”

Jason doubted that was true, but Ricket was right—Bristol had accomplished monumental results.

“Again, stellar work, Bristol. You can expect a fleet accommodation for what you have done, if and when things get back to normal.”

Bristol shrugged, somewhat embarrassed. “Whatever … I’m sure Ricket could have done the same in half the time.”

“But it was you who made it happen, not me. You must own your accomplishments, Bristol,” Ricket said, clearly proud of the Chief of Engineering’s achievements.

“So where do we stand now? Where does the Parcical stand?” Jason asked him.

Bristol, glancing at Ricket, noticed they were all staring at him instead. “Well, as you already know, our own nano-devices are back up and running. No adverse effects with the patch, thus far. That means our NanoCom is up, too. We can communicate between each other, like before.”

“But not to those … um … still infected, right?” Boomer asked.

“Yeah, they’ll need the patch.” Bristol continued with, “But as far as the Parcical is concerned, I think she’s pretty much back to one hundred percent. Comms are up; phase-synthesizer related tech … such as DeckPorts, JIT munitions, of course phase-shifting. I tested the latter with combat suits, but we need to test its ability to jump the ship. Also … I called up an interchange wormhole five million miles out in space, then cancelled it … it worked.”

“And the MediPods?” Jason asked.

The room went quiet, in deference to the recruits who’d lost their lives within the infected MediPods. Now added to that list of names were those of the four recruits recently massacred within HAB 311. Only seven recruits remained alive.

Billy said, “I tested one of the pods myself. Did an update of my own HyperLearning status. Other than a headache, typically associated with the process, I’m feeling pretty good. Now, as we speak, the four living recruits are being endowed with nanites, nano-devices, and a full complement of HyperLearning. With luck, they’ll come out of Medical as new, and highly efficient, combat-ready Sharks.”

Jason thought about that, and the personal cost to Billy had been high. Changing the subject, Jason asked, “Ricket, I heard you and Bristol talking about the Aquarius … about Granger. Anything more on either one since our last discussion?”

“Yes, Captain. With Bristol’s installed countermeasure patches, the Parcical’s long-range sensors are fully operational again. Caldurian vessels leave a highly unique spatial signature. I do believe that only another Caldurian vessel would be able to detect that signature. Ryan, I believe, has located the Aquarius.” Ricket looked toward the end of the table where Ryan sat.

Jason still had a hard time believing Captain Granger had gone rogue. That he’d sold out the Alliance and the U.S. fleet for profit. Hell, he’d known the old Caldurian for years, from the very beginning …

Ryan said, “Yeah, well not much to do on the ship’s bridge, sitting two hundred feet below ground. So, I’ve been scouting the sector for the whereabouts of the other nine Star Watch vessels. Been calling up micro-interchange wormholes … deploying scanner drones … with the sole purpose of extending the Parcical’s long-range scans far into deep space.”

Jason’s heart skipped a beat. “Wait … you’ve located the Jumelle?” Knowing there was nothing he personally could do about Dira’s situation, he nevertheless was worried sick about her. The mere thought that Dira and his father—not to mention Orion and the rest of the crew—were being held hostage, or heaven forbid, dead, made it almost impossible to concentrate on anything else.

“I’ve found all the ships. As of ten minutes ago, the Jumelle is still there … within the Sommis of Adriark, sitting at Xavier Station 35. That space station has gargantuan proportions.” Jason wasn’t sure if he felt relief the vessel’s location had been pinpointed, or concern that it hadn’t escaped—gotten away. He then noticed Boomer, studying Ryan with something other than disdain.

“Excellent work, Ryan. Talk to us about the Aquarius. Is she headed back to Sol?”

“No, sir, I don’t know where she’s headed, but definitely not here. And she’s got a number of Vicksol ST66 warships close on her tail. Maybe five … maybe six. Hard to tell.”

“The Aquarius, I’m assuming, is also infected with the Ingress Virus … so she’s what … on the run from the Vicksols?” Jason asked.

No one had an answer.

Ryan raised a hand to speak again.

“You don’t have to raise your hand like you’re a third grader, Ryan,” Boomer scoffed.

Ryan ignored her. “I was just wondering, Captain, why we weren’t showing more concern for the approaching enemy fleet?”

Billy smiled at the question. “Look … of course we’re concerned. But nary a year goes by that Sol isn’t attacked by some enemy or other, be it the Craing … space pirates … the Sahhrain. There’s been a near-endless procession of enemy attacks over the years. Space is an unfriendly place.”

“No … Ryan’s right,” Jason said. “Even though we have Alliance and U.S. fleet assets in greater numbers than probably ever before, most of the ships are incapable of defending themselves at present, let alone the system. I’ve been monitoring the situation and it looks like Liberty Station has rallied … dispatched a hodgepodge of uninfected warships to deal with the oncoming threat.”

“And if those Sommis of Adriark fucks overpower our pathetic resources?” Bristol asked.

“We can’t let that happen. I do have a plan, though it may not be as well thought out as it should be. I didn’t expect that whole HAB 311 distraction.”

“So what are we going to do, Dad?” Boomer asked.

Jason looked around the table. “We are limited in manpower.”

Boomer raised a brow.

“There’s fourteen of us, counting the seven recruits.”

“Fifteen, if you count in Grandpa,” Boomer added.

Jason continued, “We’ll need to split into two teams.” Sympathetically looking over at Billy, he added, “I’m sorry … this mission will not be easy. For anyone else, I’d say it was a suicide mission, but not for you, buddy. I want you to rescue the Jumelle and her crew. Take four recruits, as well as Bristol, along with you.”

Bristol looked as if he’d just tasted something foul.

“Once there, get the ship operational using Bristol’s patches. Get what’s left of the crew, who may … or may not … be still on board, inoculated.”

“You should take the Stellar,” Boomer said. “She doesn’t look anything like a warship. You could get close enough to phase-shift in.” She looked over to Ricket and Bristol. “Can you get her Caldurian tech checked … patch it if necessary?”

Ricket said, “Yes, that should not be a problem.”

Billy said, “One more thing … I’m not a pilot, though I guess I do have some how-to information in my head from those piloting HyperLearning sessions years ago …”

“Take Two-ton,” Ryan said. “He can pilot just about anything.”

“What are the rest of us going to do in the meantime, Dad?” Boomer asked.

“Our number one priority is bringing Star Watch together to defend the Sol System. We then must make a timely return … with as many of them as we can … to engage the enemy. The timing will be tight. We can ill afford any complications.”

Jason stood. “Let’s get moving, everyone.”

Billy stayed behind, waiting for the compartment to clear. “I’ll bring her back to you, Cap … I promise you that.”

“I know you will, Billy.”


Chapter 25

 

 

Dira ran naked from the hacker’s den, having no idea where she was headed. The one advantage she had, if it could be considered an advantage, was the lack of sound her bare feet made on the stone flooring as she sprinted in the direction of the open hardwood stairwell. Noticing spiky hair on the head of a man quickly ascending the stairs, she recognized him as one of the king’s knights. Before he could notice her, she took another elongated stride, then leapt high in the air from the top of the stairway landing. Coming down heels first, her feet drove hard into the knight’s chest. The force behind her downward momentum—along with the well-timed kicking out of her legs—lifted the knight off his feet, propelling him fast and hard backward. Six feet behind where he’d been ascending, where the stairway made an abrupt left angle turn upward. The knight struck the opposing wood wall. Even before he landed, Dira heard a distinct cracking sound—not unlike the sound of fresh celery stalks being broken in half. She didn’t need to be a medical doctor to know the knight’s neck had been broken. A split second later, she landed awkwardly atop his outstretched legs. Losing her balance, she spilled onto her side, barely catching herself before plummeting down the rest of the stairway. In the process, she badly twisted her wrist and struggled not to scream out. She listened intently for other footfalls and thought she heard them, running on the level above—apparently still unaware she had taken the stairs.

Glancing at the dead knight, she noticed he was wearing a long cloak, secured onto his shoulders with two hide straps. Still holding on to her inoperable SuitPac device, she put it in her mouth, freeing her hands. Then leaning over his body, she untied the straps and yanked hard several times before the fabric beneath him came free.

Ready to bolt down the stairs, she noticed he was carrying one of the curved, sword-like, energy weapons—she grabbed that too.

Definitely hearing pursuers now, running in the direction of the stairway, Dira clutched her bounty to her. With her uninjured hand pressed against her chest, she descended the stairs, two or three at a time. Around and around she went—not remembering the stairway to be so damn long. Turning the last corner she could see the cobblestone flooring on the bottom level. Once down, she hurried into the shadows of an alcove off to her right. Here, she caught her breath and listened. Distant running footsteps could be heard, now coming down the stairs behind her. She needed to hurry. Securing the energy sword into her armpit, she fought against the pain in her wrist. Holding on to the leather straps, she quickly tied the cloak into something akin to a wide sash. Then, looping it over her head, she let the material hang down—angled across her body. Though it covered her breasts, hanging low enough to almost reach her knees, she was keenly aware that her backside was still pretty much fully exposed. It’ll have to do, she thought as she ran down a passageway in the direction of the great room. As she recalled, its location was somewhere off to her left. She passed by three full-sized Thorian figures mounted to the floor, dressed in ancient-looking metal armor, carrying large shields and the same curved sword she too now possessed.

Following footsteps were getting louder. Peering both left and right, she scanned for a place to hide—someplace she could collect her thoughts and organize some kind of escape plan. She thought about the Omni’s spacecraft and how they’d traveled by monorail to get here. How stacked were the odds against a half-naked, fleeing prisoner, returning safely back to the Elegante?

Dira slowed to a fast walk and hugged the wall closely, surprised how deserted the castle halls were at present. Perhaps due, she suspected, to the early morning hour—most everyone was asleep. More footfalls and voices, coming from the stairwell, were now growing louder and would soon be upon her. Prepared to run again, she turned the next corner and froze.

The older king’s young wife, one of three, stared back at her. Silently assessing one another within the narrow confines of the passageway, Dira realized the woman was pregnant—an obvious large baby bump protruded below her exposed breasts. She’d somehow missed that earlier. It was hard to gauge her age. She, like the other females here, wore no makeup. Dira suspected she was young. Perhaps fifteen or sixteen. Her full lips pursed—her callused stare assessing her in a way that made her old beyond her physical years.

Dira’s grip tightened around the metallic energy weapon in her hand. Yeah … right, So what … I’m about to kill a teenage pregnant queen who’s mourning her husband’s recent death? I don’t think so.

Sounds of running echoed off the stone walls behind them. Her pursuers had reached the bottom level. The pretty female seemed to be measuring Dira’s appearance; then, having come to some kind of decision, she motioned for Dira to follow her. Spinning around on her heels, she hurried back down the side passage the way she’d come. Dira, glancing over her shoulder, decided she had no choice but to follow her.

Three doors down on the left, the young woman opened the door and waved Dira to hurry and follow her inside. Closing the door after them, she latched it. Dira took in the room. Again, like the bath facility, the space was tastefully modern; a far cry from the dungeon-like atmosphere of the rest of the castle. The space was feminine, with a large four-poster bed sited at one far end. A sitting area held a settee and two comfortable-looking lounge chairs, placed mid-room before a massive stone fireplace. High red-yellow flames danced on crackling logs within it, cozily warming the large room.

“Listen to me. I am Colleta Brine-Billard … you may call me Bri.” Dira, noticing the Parisian-sounding accent, watched Bri hurry into a small hallway on the right.

A moment later, Bri said, “In here … you need to hurry!”

Dira followed her voice into a lavatory area with an adjoining closet—large enough to park a city bus. Bri reached up to a second row of hanging clothes and pulled a garment down. Holding it up—she assessed it, while looking over to Dira with her head cocked.

“This might fit you. We’re close to the same size.”

Dira thought she might actually be a tad taller than Bri, but she was right. They were pretty close in size.

“You’ll need something that won’t slow you down. I’m thinking leggings … something well-suited for the cold.”

“Why would you … a queen … be helping me? I don’t understand … the king … your husband … we …”

“Murdered him,” Bri stated flatly, pulling down another garment. “… and I am no queen … there are more appropriate names for what I am.”

The word murder didn’t seem to fit, but Dira didn’t even try to sanitize Bri’s statement.

“Dira … is it?”

Dira quietly nodded assent.

“Truth is … I am now in your debt. Yes, I was one of several of his … courtesans… but he was a disgusting pig. Here, all of them are pigs, yet this type of life is all I’ve ever known. I was abducted from my world, Charlarouge, as a small child. Here, try these on. Hurry!”

It took another five minute before Dira was completely dressed in leggings, a wraparound blouse, and a fur-lined short jacket. Mid-calf leather boots completed the ensemble. Rushing, Dira took a quick look at herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. It all worked together. After clipping the SuitPac device to her waistband, she tried to figure out where it was best to put the small sword.

“You know how to use that? That Sommis Blade?” Bri asked.

Dira looked down at the still-sheathed weapon and shook her head.

Bri took it from her and pulled the sword free of its sheath—exposing the lethal-looking reflective blade. “An incredibly sharp weapon. A Thorian warrior’s weapon.” She made a slicing motion before replacing the blade into the sheath. She then turned the sheath sideways and pointed to an inset section. “You grip the handle like this … your forefinger rests in here. Squeeze it, while flicking the weapon … like this.”

Startled, Dira nearly screamed as a bolt of energy passed just inches above her left shoulder. She turned to see a charred crater in the mirror—centered exactly where Dira’s heart would be.

She handed the weapon back to Dira. “If you’re caught with that, you’ll be executed. Hide it in your jacket.”

With or without the weapon, Dira was certain her fate had been sealed hours ago anyway. She found a deep, perfectly sword-shaped pocket inside the lining of her jacket and secured the weapon in there. She caught Bri’s brief smile.

Bri, in the midst of changing her own clothes, had turned away. Dira glanced at her—at her exposed back. There were old scars there and several newer red lacerations. When Bri turned sideways to slide on leggings, Dira observed her round belly.

“How far along are you?” Dira asked.

“Thirteen months.”

“Wow … how long is your kind’s gestation period?”

Bri pulled on a long-sleeve shirt. One that fully covered her upper body. She gave Dira a sideways glance. “Look, we are not friends, Dira. Please do not mistake my actions for anything more than what they are. That of being mutually beneficial for the two of us … nothing more. We must go. Come … hurry!” she said, heading back in the direction of the main room.

“We? You’re coming with me?”

“Of course I am. With the king and his son dead … I’d rather die trying to escape than become another prince’s or some new lord’s whore. I will lead you to your ship. There is a secret underground passage … then you will take me away from this foul place. You will take me home to Charlarouge … yes?”

Without waiting for an answer, Bri opened the door and peered out. “Hurry, follow close behind … keep up!”

Dira thought about the many crewmembers, including her father-in-law, still imprisoned within the walls of Bastille Spire. Could she really just leave them behind? She made a mental promise to herself, I’ll be back for you … I promise.


Chapter 26

 

 

Lord Digby casually leaned against one of the few tables still upright, patiently waiting for the prisoner to be brought up from Bastille Spire’s lower dungeon. He stared at what remained of his server banks at the back of the room, as smoke continued to drift up from the obliterated cabinets. The air was saturated with soot, and the smell of smoke and ozone permeated his nostrils. Their evening shift duties over, his coding-warriors were transported back to their dormitories, some twenty-five miles away.

He thought about Princess Dira Caparri. She had had a busy evening. First, she was present when King Gallderaunt was strangled to death by Omni Reynolds. Then, no more than an hour later, she’d blown-off Prince Lhore Gallderaunt’s head in an upstairs bathroom. How he’d love to have witnessed that deed first hand! And now this! He looked about the room, with its upturned tables and destroyed servers. Smiling, he pictured the violet-skinned Jhardonian, suddenly naked, running for her life out these very doors. What an exciting creature! Of course they would find her. She could hide, but eventually they would find her. Then, what to do with her? His smile remained. She had, inadvertently, saved him the trouble of having to personally kill both the king and his idiot son. Nothing worse than figureheads believing they held any real power. Whatever emotional ties the populace had to the monarchy would soon pass away—relegated to the annals of past history. Lord Digby reflected on his own unprecedented accomplishments. In a relatively short period of time, the once small and unassuming Sommis of Adriark star system had become the de facto power within the entire sector. And soon he would become its de facto leader—a leader with far-reaching ambitions—who would, using minimal force, continue to conquer great empires and vast areas of space. It was intelligence and cunning that won wars—not necessarily brute force. But he had to admit that there had been some setbacks. Had he overreached? The king’s fleet, now on the verge of glorious triumph over the enemy within Alliance space, may have left their homeland vulnerable to attack, having kept behind only a handful of Vicksol ships. Virtually all of their warship assets were streaming toward victory many light-years away. The Star Watch vessels, the Aquarius, and, more recently, the Jumelle, were supposed to be fully entrenched into their own military by now, already defending local space with their sophisticated Caldurian technology. Providing more than enough defense to thwart even the most aggressive surprise attack. But the Aquarius had recently escaped. Only a temporary setback as the ship would soon be recaptured. Digby shook his head. Granger. He should have anticipated the old Caldurian’s deceit. Now he was gone, with both his reward and the Aquarius. But the ship was incapable of defending herself entirely. And as of two hours ago, his team of coding warriors had found a means to remotely bring down the Aquarius’s propulsion system, using a new piggyback virus. Soon the Aquarius would be idly adrift in space where she would first be secured and then towed back to Xavier Station 35.

His thoughts turned to the other Star Watch vessel—the Jumelle—another incredible vessel—but one he didn’t quite have command over yet. The last time he checked, there’d been little progress made in breaching the ship’s nanite-infused hull. The ship’s physical integrity must not be compromised since his technicians had neither the time nor expertise to make complicated repairs—especially now that Granger was on the run. He was well aware that the Jumelle’s crew might try to follow the example of the Aquarius—attempt to make a run for it—something he could not allow to happen. Soon, similar to his plans for the Aquarius, he would disrupt the Jumelle’s propulsion system with the latest piggyback Ingress Virus—just as soon as the mess in here was cleaned up and his coding warriors could recommence with their work.

Ah … good. He watched as no less than ten similarly dressed technicians, wearing black overalls, filed into the room. On call day and night, transported from Xavier Station 35 down to the surface of Thorian Banal, they carried large toolboxes, an assortment of containers, along with various types of networking equipment that Lord Digby had little clue what they were used for.

One of the technicians, yawning and looking disheveled—perhaps roused out of a deep sleep within the last hour—approached. “Um … Lord Digby, I take it?”

“That is correct. Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter.”

“I’m Supervisor Addrison Golderon.” Then, gesturing toward the wrecked servers, he said, “Far more damage has been done here than I ever expected to see. You do know that these servers are basically scrap metal at this point, don’t you?”

“Yes … that is obvious. You will instruct your team to bypass these connections and instead tie into our redundant secondary servers up on the space station.”

Golderon continued to study the back of the room. “That’ll take us a few days. We’ll need to—”

Digby raised a palm to stop him. “Supervisor Addrison Golderon, you will have those connections made in no less than two hours. My people will be returned by then and ready to work.” Lord Digby’s face remained impassive. “I’m sure you are familiar with Bastille Spire, yes? It’s not a pleasant place. It’s not a place you would want your wife and three children to live out the rest of their lives … am I correct in that assumption?”

The supervisor’s face lost all color. He nodded, looking as if he’d forgotten how to speak. Eventually the words came out, his voice several octaves higher: “Yes, sir … we will get it done. We will get you up and running immediately.”

Contemplating his own situation, Lord Digby gestured the technician off and stood up. With his arms crossed over his chest, he wandered out through the double doors into the open vestibule. He heard the sounds of guards scurrying about, searching the castle’s many corridors and passageways for the naked alien. He smiled briefly but then became more serious. Yes, there had been a few setbacks, but nothing so catastrophic that they couldn’t be easily remedied. As for the destroyed servers—very little data had actually been lost thanks to the backups … and the backups of the backups—kept offsite. The king’s fleet of Vicksol ST66 warships was en route to the Sol System. Once there, the enemy’s massive fleet, which was now practically defenseless, would be confronted. The U.S. Fleet—the Alliance—soon would fall. No, these few hiccups would not disrupt his plans.

Two guards were cresting the stairs, with an unconscious Omni Perry Reynolds held upright between them.

“Deliver him to the vault,” Digby ordered. He watched as the guards continued to semi-drag the prisoner down the corridor. Two doors further down, one of the guards shifted the Omni’s dead weight onto the other guard, while he used one of the many metal keys on an iron ring to unlock then open a sturdy-looking metal door. Together, they dragged the prisoner inside and out of sight.

Digby would give them time to get the Omni suitably situated before joining them.

 

* * *

 

Twenty minutes had come and gone. Dira was a no-show. Orion paced the Jumelle’s bridge.

Army Ranger Sergeant Gail Stone, sitting with her feet propped up on the helm’s console, asked, “So what are we going to do? We going to blow this popsicle-stand, or stay and start a fight?”

Before Orion could answer Master Sergeant Blatt entered the bridge.

“Commander Orion…” he said, coming to a halt and quickly appraising the near-empty bridge.

“So the hull’s integrity is still holding up okay?” Orion asked him.

“Yes, ma’am. They’ve been at it nonstop for hours. They’ve gone from trying to drill through the hull to, more recently, using varied forms of small explosives.”

Orion thought about that. “You’re still able to watch them … through external ship optics?”

“That’s right.”

“Let me ask you this then, have you noticed any changes in personnel?”

Blatt looked off, as though searching his memory. “No … it’s still the same gang of fifteen to twenty workers.”

“After working so many hours, you’d think there’d be a shift change, wouldn’t you? A fresh team coming in to finish the job.”

“That would make sense,” Blatt replied.

She scanned her surroundings. Somehow the bridge seemed larger than normal. She’d dismissed the crew to return to their quarters ever since the Jumelle was berthed. But Stone had stuck around anyway. Orion said, “Damn … all this technology and we can’t even implement a simple close-range sensor scan. I want to know what we’re really up against out there.”

Blatt said, “Xavier Station 35 is nearly twice the size of our own Liberty Station, Commander. Liberty maintains close to a thousand active Marines at all times. I wouldn’t be surprised if a station like this provides a security force with twice that many. I’d put my one hundred Sharks up against any force in the sector, but up against two thousand …”

“But we’re only guessing, aren’t we, Master Sergeant?” Orion cut in. “We haven’t actually verified how many are on this station today.” Orion studied the wraparound display—past the station itself to distant space beyond. Glancing at the helm, she asked, “Stone … what do you see out there?”

“An ultra-modern, gleaming white, space station. This ugly planet, Thorian Banal, and more stars than I could count in twenty lifetimes.”

“What are you not seeing?” Orion asked, addressing both Stone and Blatt now.

The two looked out to space and for several moments neither one spoke.

Finally Stone responded, “Commerce … other spaceships, both coming and going.”

“Yeah, it’s almost freakishly motionless out there,” Orion said. “I’m so used to relying on my tactical board to supply me information that I forgot to use my own two eyes to check out the obvious.”

“We already know that the Sommis of Adriark has a substantial fleet of Vicksol warships. They are a well-armed adversary,” Blatt said.

“Yeah, but two years ago, who even heard of this place? The planet down there … it’s small, and even from here I can tell there are limited metropolitan areas. Compare it to Earth, which … at a similar distance to this one … is lit up like a Christmas tree.”

“What are you saying, Commander? You can’t have it both ways. It’s either a conquering empire or it’s a small, two-bit, wannabe,” Stone said.

“Maybe not,” Blatt said. “Sommis of Adriark space now encompasses an enormous amount of spatial territory within the sector, that’s for sure. But I don’t see these invaders having the same capabilities today that the Craing Empire had years back before being enveloped into the Alliance. There, once they conquered a territory, they immediately put its citizenry to work … forced into slave-like conditions to serve the greater purpose of the Craing Empire. The Craing were smart enough to know that their substantial resources would eventually become limited, not forgetting a logistical nightmare.”

“So you’re saying Lord Digby could be in over his head? That his quest for power has come up against his ability to adequately maintain and protect his newly acquired spatial holdings? And that now he’s left his home base inadequately protected?” Stone asked.

“Remember, he was counting on having two Star Watch vessels take up, assume, that onus,” Orion said, with the beginnings of a smile. “We already know this guy Digby is crazy smart. His technological virus has incapacitated two Star Watch vessels, and probably others in the U.S. and Alliance fleets. God knows how many other interstellar assets he’s conquered over the past few years. Perhaps it’s exactly how he prevailed over his adversaries. You don’t need to have the biggest fighting force on the block, if you’ve completely crippled your opponent’s power structure beforehand.”

A light suddenly flashed across the compartment, followed by a repeating tone. Stone got up, hurrying to the comms console. “Looks like our comms are back up, and we’ve got an incoming hail. She turned to Orion and said, “Speak of the devil!”

“Lord Digby?”

“Yup … shall I put him on screen?”

“Go ahead, let’s see what he has to say.”

A new video feed segment flew into position in the front of the wraparound. Orion’s breath caught in her chest. She heard both Stone and Blatt gasp as well. Omni Perry Reynolds, sitting upright in a chair, was nearly unrecognizable—his eyes no more than purple swollen slits. A trickle of blood could be seen flowing down his right nostril and someone, out of view, was holding on to a fistful of the Omni’s hair.

The feed zoomed just enough out that they now could see Lord Digby too, seated next to and slightly behind the injured Omni. Orion noted he looked far more serious than he had earlier. Tugging on the Omni’s hair to bring his chin up and to extend his vulnerable neck forward, Digby revealed the knife he held grasped in his other hand. Reaching over, he brought the knife’s blade up to the Omni’s neck. Blood immediately began to drip as the blade made contact.

Lord Digby said, “Commander Orion, so good to see you awake at such an ungodly hour.” He then looked down at the captive before him. “As you can see, Omni Reynolds is not feeling quite himself. He may have taken a tumble, or two, since his arrival here.” He stared hard at Orion. “Open your starboard aft hatch. Do it now, or I will cut this fine officer’s throat and let him bleed out before your eyes.”


Chapter 27

 

 

Jason waited for Admiral Mayweather. He had been told he was dealing with multiple issues and that it may be a while. Close to an hour had passed when Ryan signaled toward the wraparound display.

“He’s coming online now, Captain,” Ryan said.

Jason rose from the captain’s chair and acknowledged the weary-looking man staring back at him on the display feed. “Admiral?”

“Captain, you’ll need to make this quick. We’re just now getting word that the enemy fleet has entered the Oort Cloud.” The admiral, noticeably distracted, then began conversing with one of his nearby junior officers.

Jason already knew as much. The Oort Cloud, farther beyond the Kuiper Belt, at the edge of the solar system, was vast and estimated to hold trillions of various-sized asteroids and similar space objects—including the origin points of many long-existing comets, with orbits up to a thousand years.

“Yes, sir, we’ve been tracking the enemy fleet ourselves. They’re well into Vanguard’s Breach.” Historically, Vanguard’s Breach, the location of the Sol System and Earth’s most devastating attack years earlier by the Craing Admiral Ot-Mul, had become the ingress and egress journeying point into the planetary system, used extensively by both commerce and military vessels.

“Then you already know I have but a limited time to speak with you,” the admiral said.

“Then let me get right to the point, Admiral. We … well, two of my officers—have come up with a means to counteract the virus.”

That got the admiral’s attention. “Say that again, Captain.”

“We have a fix … an antidote, if you will, that’s been tested on the Parcical, to a limited degree. It seems to be working. Our weapons, and other systems too, have come back online. I believe we have the means to also get the rest of the fleet operational, as well.”

“Son, you need to move that vessel pronto to the front lines. With your father out of the loop, I’m ordering you to comply … immediately.”

“That’s not a wise decision, Admiral. The thing is … the antidote must be administered onsite … ship by ship.”

“That’ll have to wait. Let’s get the Parcical to a place it can do the most good.”

“I’m telling you where it will do the most good … getting the rest of Star Watch operational again. We’ll be heading out of the Sol System within the hour.”

“I beg your pardon, Captain Reynolds. I’ve just given you a direct order.”

The admiral’s steely stare, which probably worked well on his Liberty Station subordinates, had little effect on Jason, once being Admiral Mayweather’s superior—the U.S. fleet Omni. The same position his father now held. Jason relinquished his command for one simple reason: He hated being an administrator. He was far better suited to be a Star Watch captain, typically in the thick of things, and positioned where the action was. But that didn’t deter him from maintaining his excellent perspective on current affairs, both militarily and politically—dealings of the highest order. His father, understanding and appreciating his son’s instincts, routinely sought Jason’s counsel on such matters.

“Admiral … let’s not forget who hired you for your job. And let’s also not forget who brought the Caldurian ships, now called Star Watch, into the U.S. fleet. So do me a favor, Mayweather, just take a deep breath and listen to a bit of logic before you start coming unhinged, okay?” Jason, noticing Ryan discreetly positioning the palm of his hand over his mouth, could tell he was smiling, nevertheless. Ricket, sitting at the tactical station, glanced up briefly, then went back to whatever he was doing. By now, Ricket was well acquainted with Jason’s unique command style.

“As powerful a warship as the Parcical is, Admiral, she cannot go up against a fleet of Vicksol ST66 and other large warships … estimated to be close to two hundred in all. It would be a senseless act and one you would spend the rest of your life trying to justify, should you even survive the coming repercussions for not following my suggestions.”

Red-faced, looking ready to suffer an embolism any moment, the admiral obviously was unaccustomed to being spoken to in such a frank manner. Too bad. Jason continued, “I know you want to do the right thing … so listen to me carefully. As soon as we break this connection, you’re going to get on the horn and order every Star Watch captain to prepare for the Parcical’s arrival.”

“Absolutely not! The enemy will not wait for you to go gallivanting across the sector. No, the rest of Star Watch can stay put … sequestered far away within their own districts … where they have been tasked with defending our Alliance brethren.”

Jason stared back at the defiant admiral, wanting to reach across the spatial divide and strangle the old son of a bitch. “Let me explain it to you one more time. I’ll speak slowly so you can fully comprehend what I’m saying. This is how our enemy succeeds. How a never-heard-of-before fuckwad of a star system has risen in power. To the point that they now match … hell … maybe even surpass, the Alliance in overall spatial territory size. They count on bad military decisions, coming from blustering, over-confident fleet commanders. Well, that’s not going to happen. Not today and not while I’m still wearing this uniform. Feel free to write me up. Call for a court martial. Go knock yourself out.”

The two men stared at each other for what seemed a full minute. Suddenly, Jason flapped his arms in frustration. “Then don’t! I’ll personally contact them. Maybe they’ll listen to me … maybe they won’t, but know this: if we don’t get Star Watch up and running, those Craing heavy cruisers you have lined up like target practice decoys, it’ll be Liberty Station that’ll take it in the shorts. You might want to call your wife … your kids … because you won’t ever be coming home again.”

With a slicing motion to his neck, Jason gave Ryan the universal signal to cut the connection. He abruptly sat down and stared at the wraparound display, watching the admiral’s video feed fade away.

Applause rang out behind him. Jason didn’t need to spin around to know it was Billy and Boomer. Ryan laughed aloud, joining in on the handclapping.

Billy plopped down in one of the officers chairs while Boomer took another. Bristol, entering the bridge, took a seat next to Stone at the helm console.

“I thought you were gone,” Jason said, sounding annoyed.

“Came to say goodbye and maybe sort of suggest you switch to decaf for a while,” Billy said.

Jason allowed a lopsided smile. “Goodbye, already … go get my wife and my father. Bring them home.”

Billy’s expression turned serious. “You got it, Cap. I won’t come home without them. You can take that to the bank.” He stood and, gesturing to Bristol, said, “Let’s go.”

Jason glanced at Bristol. “You’ve got the Stellar’s Caldurian tech up and running? I want to be able to communicate.”

“Seems to be working. I can make any necessary adjustments en route,” Bristol replied.

Billy halted at the entrance, two fingers to his ear. “Come on, Bristol, Two-ton’s got the Stellar all fired up and ready to go.”

Boomer stood, giving Billy a hug and then one for Bristol, who looked extremely uncomfortable with the physical contact. Stepping apart, she said, “Run into too much friction … call me. I’ll bring a whole lot of kickass to the party.”

“I know that you would,” Billy said. “I think we’ll be okay and I suspect your Dad here will need someone covering his six. Even if it’s only Admiral Mayweather coming after him with his cane.”

“He has a cane?” Jason asked.

Billy shrugged. “Yeah, so how do you feel now? I think that’s called elder abuse, or something.”

“Shit,” Jason said, amused.


Chapter 28

 

 

“Dad?”

Jason, directing his attention away from Ricket’s latest screen graphic, raised a brow in Boomer’s direction.

“Mind if I spend some time below with the recruits? They’re pretty much leaderless … thought I might show them some things.”

“Have at it! Take them under your wing,” Jason said. He watched her leave the bridge before turning his attention back to the display.

“All right, Ricket, let’s dig further into this.” He took in the feed—a logistical representation of Allied space, showing the position of all Star Watch ships within their respective star system districts. He was conscious of the fact that three Master Class Caldurian vessels, the Scorpio, the Gemini, and the Taurus, were missing from the display. Those three ships, along with their crews, had been destroyed several years past. He counted eight ships presently within Allied space and the Sol System, including the Parcical. The two ships not present were the Aquarius, the ship Granger absconded with, and the Jumelle, still visiting within the Sommis of Adriark space.

“Ricket, how long will it take to implement the inoculation once we’ve boarded one of these ships?” Jason, turning toward the tactical station, was surprised not to see him there. Instead, Ricket appeared close by his side.

“I believe we should count on a minimum of one hour each per implementation of the inoculation, Captain, to be safe.”

“Go ahead and add the name of the Star Watch captain for each ship so we’ll know exactly who we’re dealing with.” The display, once refreshed, now provided the district, plus the multiple star systems within each Star Watch ship location; each captain’s name was also present. Jason quickly noted most captains were doing double-duty, covering multiple star systems.


Star Watch Assets:

 

Captain Jason Reynolds (on loan) — the Parcical — District One — Sol planetary system; Klemmex system

 

Captain John Baxtor — the Pisces — District Two —the Jhardonian star system

 

Lieutenant Commander Julie Polly — the Aries — District Three — the Carz-Mau system; the Trumach system

 

Captain Grimes — the Leo — District Four — the Craing star system; Allaria star system; Orange Corridor, Dramicus 9 system

 

Commander McNeil — the Virgo — District Five — the Tarkin star system

 

Lieutenant Commander Craig Wilson — the Sagittarius — District Six — Alchieves system; Gracow CD1 system

 

Lieutenant Commander Tom Burn — the Libra — District Seven — Arkwane system; Dacci system

 

Captain Perkins — the Minian — District Eight — Allurian Prime star system; Mansan Core System

 

Jason reassessed the various districts, the Star Watch vessels assigned to them, and the captains associated with each one. For the most part, he was pretty aware who was assigned to each ship, regularly keeping in touch with many of the officers. He had his favorites—Captain McNeil, stationed on the Virgo; Lieutenant Commander Julie Polly, stationed on the Aries; and Captain Grimes, stationed on the Leo.

“Let’s start with the officers I’m least confident about. Those who tend not to buck the system.” Jason, turning back, said, “Ryan, attempt to open a channel with the Minian … with Captain Perkins.”

A forward feed section opened on the display but remained black, except for a few brief flashes. Obviously, a connection hadn’t locked in.

“Sorry, Captain,” Ryan said.

“According to my investigation, covering the initial progress of the Ingress Virus, the Minian was one of the first ships infected. But like the rest of their Caldurian tech, their comms will be inoperable,” Ricket said.

“Can’t say I’m surprised, but had to double-check. Ryan, phase-shift us two hundred feet above the surface.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Jason was well aware that this would be the first time the Parcical phase-shifted since Bristol’s fix. Although he had tremendous faith in the young man’s ability it didn’t keep him from sucking in his breath. When the bright white flash came—then went—and he actually viewed the Central Valley Scrapyard sprawled out beneath them, he let out an audible sigh.

“Twenty years … that’s how long it’s been since I’ve seen the old place.”

Jason spun around to find Ol’ Gus slowly easing his body into the captain’s chair. Michael was with him—he gingerly climbed up on his great grandfather’s lap. Gus looked to have taken a well-needed shower and even shaved—he looked like a new man. Both had changed into matching crewmember overalls.

“Hi Daddy … Ol’ Gus says I can play with Alice later. Will you take me?”

“Sure … I bet she’d love that,” Jason said leaning over and kissing his son on the top of his head. He gave Gus an affectionate squeeze of his shoulder.

Gus’s gaze pendulumed back and forth, viewing the sprawling landscape below them via the lower three hundred-and-sixty-degree wraparound display.

“There’s been a few changes,” Jason said.

“I can see that. Where’s my damn house?”

“A ginormous bin lift, a certain type of industrial spacecraft, fell smack atop it. That modern-looking house you see instead, Nan had it built. It’s your home, whenever you want to live in it,” Jason said.

Ol’ Gus, rising, walked a few steps ahead then stood almost on top of the ranch-style structure, lying several hundred feet below him. “It looks like a very nice house. I’m sure it will be fine. What I’m more concerned with is the ’48 pickup down there.”

Jason didn’t need to look where the old man was pointing. “You’ll have to take that up with your son … when we get him back. He spent a good year working on that old jalopy, knowing it was your favorite. He took a lot of pride getting it restored.”

“Truth is, Perry never was very mechanically inclined. I’m somewhat surprised he took such an interest,” Gus said.

“I think it was a way to connect … connect with you again, Gus. He thought … we all thought … you were dead.” Jason nodded toward Ryan: “You have a course set for the Manson Core system?”

“We’re all set, Captain.”

“Go ahead, call up an interchange wormhole.”

 

* * *

 

The Parcical exited the wormhole two thousand miles’ distance from the Minian. “Phase-shift us in close … ten miles. Let’s make sure our presence is visibly obvious before we drop in on our unexpectant hosts.”

They flashed into position and there she was. A sleek, silhouetted form, crossing in front of one of the system’s two yellow dwarf stars. The mile-long Master Class vessel held a special place in Jason’s heart, since he’d captained the fine ship for several years.

“Captain, the Parcical’s short-range scans are showing the Minian’s main corridor outside the bridge is clear.”

“Thank you, Ricket.” Jason hesitated. There was something … something not right. He’d learned a long time ago not to ignore his gut. The uneasiness he was currently feeling was different than the typical pre-mission kick of adrenalin. Doing his best to let it go, he watched as the small Craing initialized his combat suit. Jason initialized his own suit and then hailed Boomer.

“Go for Boomer.”

“You ready?” Jason asked, spotting Boomer’s and the Shark recruits’ HUD life icons on a lower deck.

“We’re ready,” she replied.

Jason changed his HUD setting to a group phase-shift. Turning to Ryan, sitting at the helm, and then Ol’ Gus, still seated with Michael in the captain’s chair, he said, “If there’s any trouble we’ll return here in a heartbeat. I don’t expect there will be since we’re all friends here.”

Ryan nodded, though it was clear Jason’s statement was probably more for him than for their benefit. He implemented the group phase-shift.

 

* * *

 

In a flash, the six stood within the main corridor just outside the Minian’s bridge entrance. Jason noticed Boomer holding her enhancement shield in a defensive stance and that the Shark recruits carried multi-guns. He and Ricket were unarmed, except for the integrated weaponry provided by their combat suits.

Without missing a beat, Jason made his way through the entrance first—then took in the oversized bridge compartment. That’s when he saw them. Caldurian battle droids. Oh crap …


Chapter 29

 

 

There were three things—observations, really—that entered Jason’s consciousness nearly simultaneously. First, as he entered the Minian’s bridge, was Ricket’s alarmed voice within his helmet. Second was an incoming hail from Ryan, and third, he saw the four droids. There actually was another one, a fourth, but that observation ranked considerably lower on the scale than the other three.

Caldurian battle droids, no taller than the average man, were much wider and possessed four squatty-looking legs, a barrel-like torso, four arms, and a circular turret of a head. Its constantly moving reflective surface was covered in thin, razor-sharp plates. Three small, integrated plasma cannons were positioned on its torso, and that equivalent of a turret-mounted rail gun for its head. These battle droids were completely autonomous, possessing their own highly advanced AIs. From Jason’s own experience with these mechanical exterminators, even one was a force to be reckoned with. Confronting four would be … nearly unimaginable.

In that split second, his fourth observation was several humans surrounded by the lethal-looking droids. Bridge officers—including Captain Perkins—had their hands raised high in surrender.

Jason noted Boomer on the move in his peripheral vision, although he was moving too—diving to his left while simultaneously initializing his integrated plasma wrist cannons. Even before hitting the deck, he was firing.

Boomer, taking a different tack, back-flipped—propelling her body higher via bright red distortion waves—and seemed to hover upside-down for a moment. Bringing the face of her shield forward toward the enemy droids, she fired.

The droids fired back with controlled, short bursts of plasma fire. It quickly became obvious that they were trying to be extra careful not to destroy any of the technology around them. Jason hoped that would work to their advantage.

Three direct hits to his torso brought the protective shields on Jason’s suit down to single digits. Loud HUD warnings rang in his ear. Yelling into the open channel, he shouted, “Keep moving … they’ve been pre-programmed not to destroy the bridge!”

The Shark recruits joined the fight next. Blue plasma fire erupted from the bridge entrance as their powerful multi-guns unloaded into the enemy droids.

Jason quickly rolled left, as enemy fire blew apart the deck plating before him. Finding temporary cover behind the helm console, he chanced a quick peek around the corner and found, less than a foot from his visor, the ashen, distorted face of a Minian bridge officer. His unfocussed eyes, along with an ugly gaping neck wound, made his fate evident.

Jason next turned his focus to his HUD life-icons. The first problem he encountered was viewing no color differentiation between friendlies and the Caldurian battle droids. He quickly designated the enemy force with red icons and noted two of the four droids were now firing indiscriminately—no longer preoccupied with saving the bridge.

Jason saw that three faded-blue friendly icons were also lying on the deck. Either dead, or imminently headed in that direction.

Having come up against Caldurian battle droids before, Jason wasn’t surprised by their brute force tenacity—ability to take what seemed be an unrelenting barrage of plasma fire and keep on going. The four droids seemed to double their efforts—plasma cross-fire increased on both sides. Jason came around the helm console, both wrist cannons blazing. The droid nearest him, only two yards away, slightly turned before being struck hard by the fiery blasts. Jason continued firing into the same spot, making an ever-expanding hole in the droid’s reflective armored plating. Something clanged inside it, and the battle droid’s capacity to spin around became stymied as it began to teeter first in one direction then another. Boomer delivered a final, killing, red distortion wave, blowing the droid’s turret-gun-head away from its wide shoulders. The mechanical killing machine dropped onto the deck with a resounding clatter. One down, three to go.

The battle raged on for an hour more. As his combat suit’s power levels drained closer and closer to zero, several times Jason wondered if this was a battle that could be won. He noticed Boomer, her sweat-dampened hair plastered to her forehead behind her visor, was now switching between her suit’s plasma weapons and back to her enhancement shied.

The recruits, back at the entrance to the bridge, were doing their part too—maintaining a constant level of attack with their big multi-guns.

Jason was suddenly aware only stark silence filled the space around him. The battle was over. Standing, he looked around the Minian’s ruined bridge that was now nearly unrecognizable. Nothing remained which wasn’t cratered with blackened scorch marks. Although there were bodies lying on the deck, Boomer, thankfully, seemed to have come out of the battle unscathed. Wide-eyed, and taking rapid breaths, Ricket crawled out from beneath the comms console.

Jason found Captain Perkins leaning over a red-uniformed bridge officer. Behind him, toward the rear of the bridge, was one of their own—a young recruit, lying prone on his stomach. Reaching him in three strides then kneeling down, Jason found the young man’s combat suit cratered from countless plasma blasts. Carefully flipping him over, Jason winced seeing the blackened visor—what lay lifeless behind it.

“That’s Roger.”

Jason looked up. Two Shark recruits stood nearby, staring down at their fallen comrade.

“That’s Roger Lansbury …” the second one said.

Jason, noting both grief and sadness in their young eyes, felt strongly for them. In the brief period of twenty-four hours, they’d witnessed nine comrades fall. “His actions here today helped defend this ship … helped defend the U.S. Fleet. I’m immensely proud and honored to have fought side by side with Mr. Lansbury, as I am with you, Mr. Scott, and you, Mr. Lopez.”

Both recruits looked somewhat surprised Jason knew their names. Although they nodded in response, Jason could tell they were having a hard time comprehending the tragic reality of the entire situation. He stood, once again taking in the carnage around him.

Captain Perkins appeared on the verge of being sick, and Boomer, by his side, helped steady him. “You should sit down.” Looking over to Jason, she asked, “Dad … can we get him out of here?”

“In a moment. Captain, I need to ask you a few questions. Can you …”

“I’m fine,” Perkins said. Acknowledging Boomer’s help, he stood up straighter.

“I’m not reading any other life signs on this vessel,” Jason said, his voice barely loud enough to be audible.

Ricket moved to Perkins’ other side. Reaching up, he took his forearm. “Let us all move into the captain’s conference room, it’s close by,” he said, peering up at Jason questioningly.

“Yeah … that’s fine, let’s get out of here.”

 

* * *

 

They settled Perkins at the head of the table. Boomer brought him a glass of water, which sat untouched on the tabletop. Jason with the others stood around the periphery of the room.

“Talk to me, Captain. What happened?” Jason asked.

Jason’s strong voice seemed to bring him out of a trance. Perkins ran his fingers through his sandy-colored hair then took a long sip from the glass before him. “It all started with the daily morning maintenance report. There were three times as many repair requests submitted as usual. It didn’t take us long to narrow the issues down to the Minian’s Caldurian tech. DeckPorts, the ability to phase-shift. Prior to our comms going out, we learned other Star Watch ships were having similar problems. Something about a virus was reported.” Perkins took another long swig then, setting the glass down, shook his head, looking as if his trance-like state was returning.

“Let’s talk about the crew. The Parcical’s records show the Minian was fully manned. Between crew, and Sharks, over fourteen hundred—”

Perkins erupted, “I know how many! I know exactly how many men and women in my crew … were lost. I also know that I am the lone fucking survivor. The captain should never … ever … be the only survivor.” His eyes found Jason’s. “How do I live with that, Jason? How do I …” His words trailed off.

Jason couldn’t answer him—what could he say?

“Captain, I believe I can piece together the course of events,” Ricket said. “Perhaps, Captain Perkins, you will simply acknowledge assent if I’m correct in my assumptions.”

Jason didn’t wait for Perkins to agree. “Go ahead, Ricket.”

“As the captain just explained, the Ingress Virus was probably delivered to the Minian via communications, maybe through crew NanoCom. From then on, it was only a matter of time before, one-by-one, all their Caldurian technology began to fail. Very similar to what happened on the Parcical.”

Jason nodded rapidly, already knowing this.

Ricket continued, “Where the Minian, and the other seven Master Class vessels differ from the significantly smaller Parcical, and Jumelle, is that their holds store Caldurian Battle Droids. I was not aware of their presence and, interestingly enough, Captain, when stored away they get folded down to a significantly smaller size. Difficult to recognize them for what they are.”

Jason closed his eyes momentarily—pretty sure he knew what was coming next.

“Undoubtedly, the hackers used another Master Class vessel, the Aquarius, as their first test model,” Ricket continued, “and found within the ship’s hold the storage of some inert Caldurian Battle Droids. They then discovered a way to activate them, using the Ingress Virus, and issued the droids new battle orders.”

“How many … how many killer droids are typically stored on Master Class vessels?” Jason asked.

Ricket hesitated before answering. Jason knew he was mentally accessing some distant database—probably one back on the Parcical. “Eight. All Master Class ships have eight,” Ricket said.

All eyes turned to Captain Perkins, who looked up—returning Jason’s questioning stare. “No, those four were all we encountered. Those four … systematically … killed everyone on board. They then collected the bodies and released them all out an airlock.”

Jason’s thoughts flashed back to Ricket’s logistical feed graphic. Did the other Master Class Star Watch vessels endure the same horrific turn of events? Would there be a complete and total extermination, except for maybe a few bridge crew officers? Without those vessels’ comms up and running they’d have to wait to see.


Chapter 30

 

 

Orion said, “Wait … don’t … you can’t!”

Lord Digby’s hand steadied where it was, tightly grasping the handle of the curved edged weapon. Blood continued to trickle down the Omni’s neck. Digby’s smug expression quickly turned to one of annoyance. “Open the Starboard rear hatch now! Then, as promised, Omni Reynolds’ life will be spared.”

“And the other Star Watch crewmembers you have imprisoned on the planet?” Orion queried.

“Of course they will remain unharmed. How would it serve me to injure any of them?”

Orion’s mind raced. She honestly could not decide what to do. The fate of the Omni was in her hands and she had mere moments to choose. To either surrender a warship of highly advanced technological capabilities to an enemy, or watch the fleet Omni bleed out before her eyes.

“The truth is … much of the ship’s functionality is down. I don’t think I’d be able to open that hatch even if I wanted to,” she said, grasping for a probable reason to hesitate as long as possible … avoid making a horrific decision. She watched as Digby considered the information. Weighing whether it was a delay ploy or not. It was, of course.

Digby brought the blade away from the Omni’s neck. Rising, he sheathed his sword into a scabbard behind his cloaked back.

Orion noticed the Omni’s swollen, nearly shut eyes widening somewhat. Then, shaking his head back and forth, he croaked out, “Let him kill me, Orion. I order you … do not give up my ship.”

A guard came into view and struck the Omni’s face with a closed fist. The Omni spit out blood, and maybe a tooth, from the side of his mouth. He looked up at the guard and, in the same hoarse voice, said, “You punch like a little girl … asshole.”

Orion had to give the fleet commander his due. He was a tough old son of a bitch.

The guard wound up to deliver yet another blow when Lord Digby intervened. “Enough! Take him back down to the prison.” He waited for the Omni to be dragged from view, then said, “Do not think you have put one over on me, Commander. You have not. The truth of the matter is, I doubt the access hatch would open without intervention. I will speak with my lead coder. Perhaps he can provide me a short open window to bring down the virus momentarily. Give you enough time to open the hatch. But know this … any attempt to flee, or use your ship’s weapons, will be met with instant death. Not only for your fleet Omni, but for the rest of the Aquarius’s imprisoned crewmembers too. I believe that number is close to twelve hundred individuals. Do not test me on this … I assure you, I am sincere with my threats.”

“No … I trust you would kill them all, if you haven’t already. You know, there’s a special place in hell for people like you, Lord Digby. One day, I hope to be the one to send your there.”

Orion saw him smile and before the feed went black, she heard him say, “You’ll have to get in line for that …”

 

* * *

 

Dira hurried along behind Bri, moving silently through the castle’s narrow subterranean catacombs. Bri held a burning torch before her in her outstretched hand. It was cold down here and the stone walls glistened with moisture. An earthy, mossy smell permeated the air.

“Keep up!” she scolded in a hushed voice. “Get lost down here and you’ll starve to death before you’re ever found.”

Dira closed the gap between them—her eyes lingering on the dancing opaque shadows. More than once she caught movement of things greater in size than common rats, or even small dogs. “Where are you taking me? I don’t think the Omni’s ship is in this direction.” Usually, Dira had a good sense of direction, but since they were underground, kept turning down different, claustrophobic passageways, her bearings were all screwed up.

“We’re not taking the Omni’s ship. Do you think we can simply hop on the monorail and act like we’re common passengers? Guards and the king’s knights are out now, scouring the castle and the outer grounds searching for us.”

“Then where … ?”

“Hush … we’re almost there.”

Dira held her tongue. Every so often she let her hand touch the hilt of the sword-like weapon tucked into the folds of her shirt top. Even though she doubted she’d know how to use it, it did provide some sense of security.

Light shone down into the passageway up ahead. At first, Dira thought they were about to emerge outside, then realized they were entering into a large cylindrical area. The walls were curved metal—ascending up around them—easily ten stories high. Above them, the open night sky revealed a thousand twinkling stars. They were on some kind of enclosed landing pad—large enough to hold a handful of odd-looking spacecraft, of varying sizes and shapes. None were as large as the Jumelle. These were closer in size to the Omni’s Elegante or the Stellar—Boomer and Mollie’s spacecraft.

“Whose ships are these?” Dira asked.

Bri put a finger to her lips. With a series of hand gestures, she indicated Dira to keep low and follow behind her. Dira nodded and stayed close, passing three vessels before they slowed and came to a stop beneath the wing of a fourth ship. Bri, leaning in close to Dira’s ear, said, “This is the Prince’s … well was the Prince’s … personal craft. I’ve flown it numerous times, when he was too tired, or too drunk, to fly it himself.”

Dira took in the craft’s ornate gaudiness. Nothing sleek about this ship. As part of its decorative detailing beneath the wing was an expensive-looking mounted gilded bird of prey with wings poised for flight, outstretched legs and lethal talons. She assumed there would be an identical decretive embellishment on the opposite wing as well.

Bri tapped a series of nearly invisible overhead touchpads. A five-by-five-foot panel on the craft’s underbelly began to lower. Dira nervously looked around, hearing a high-pitched, motor-like sound grow increasingly loud as the panel descended, and realized it was a lift. Once flat on the ground, Bri scurried onto it and Dira quickly followed. The lift immediately began rising up.

As they made their way through a low-ceilinged wing corridor, they emerged into the central portion of the craft. Dira reflexively put a hand up, covering her nose and mouth. “What’s that ungodly smell?”

Bri just shook her head, as if answering her would be too much trouble.

Pillows were everywhere—pillows atop pillows. And thick pads, perhaps used as beds. Dark red draperies hung down heavily from above—creating various sectionalized spaces within the main compartment. Dira suddenly recognized the ship’s all-pervading odor. It was the bubbly, crimson-colored liquid called Tanganine. And then realized they were on the prince’s personal party ship—his and his harams’.

Bri, speaking now in a normal tone, said, “Cockpit’s this way. Unless you’d prefer to stay right here?”

“No. That’s okay …” Dira followed Bri through the red hanging drapes into what obviously was the cockpit. Fortunately, this section of the ship was all business—well appointed in modern technology. When Bri took a seat at the forward console, Dira took the seat beside her and watched as she tapped on several pads on the board before her. Feeling a vibration coming up through her seat, she next heard an engine revving up, somewhere astern.

“Won’t they shoot us down? I can’t imagine they’ll let you just take off in the prince’s personal fuck-mobile.”

Bri, giving Dira a questioning expression, said, “I don’t think it’s common knowledge yet that the prince is dead, or the king either, for that matter. I’m counting on that. The prince’s comings and goings typically go unquestioned.”

“You trust that … enough to risk our lives?” Dira asked, concerned.

“You’re welcome to stay here. Shall I lower the lift?” Bri’s finger hovered over a blue touchpad.

“Just fly this thing … if you really can,” Dira said back. Then noting a brief indecision in Bri’s eyes, she asked, “You can fly this thing … right?”

“Yes! I already told you I could. It’s only the take offs and landings that I’m not too sure about.”

“Terrific.” Dira scanned the lit-up navigation board with the two sets of controls. “Look, if it’s like every other small craft I’ve flown in, everything is automated. One rarely pilots a craft manually these days. It’s all controlled via an AI. Can’t you just input the end-point coordinates then press go?”

Bri nodded, staring down at the myriad of tiny touchpads, her bottom lip sucked in between her upper and lower teeth.

Dira blew out a breath and tried to concentrate, accessing a part of herself that had been dormant for years—her stored-away HyperLearning memories. She knew she underwent a number of spacecraft piloting courses during the long hours spent within the confines of a MediPod—hours and hours.

“All right … sit back! I think I might have this,” Dira said. “Let’s take a look at the ship’s most recent navigation records. See where the prince went to …” Tapping at the control panel, she watched a small display screen awaken. A series of spatial coordinates—locations—scrolled by.

“There!” Bri said, pointing a slender finger on the fifth line down. “That’s Xavier Station 35 … he has a suite there.”

Dira looked at Bri.

“It looks pretty much like it does back there,” she said, giving a disgusted-looking grimace. She used her thumb to point back over her shoulder.

“Really?”

Bri nodded.

Dira selected the auto-nav setting and clicked on the Xavier Station 35 coordinates. The engine took on a higher pitch as the craft began to rise. “Cross your fingers, Bri. I’m not really sure I know what the hell I’m doing.”


Chapter 31

 

 

Jason’s first priority earlier was to focus Ricket’s attention on releasing the Minian from the tight grasp of the Ingress Virus. One by one now, the ship’s Caldurian technology systems were coming back online. Boomer’s job was to take the two surviving Shark recruits, Scott and Lopez, to find the four unaccounted for battle droids. They were to begin their search in Hold # 27, which Ricket said was the ship’s standard repository for extended storage.

The bridge was a total loss. Not a single console had survived the battle unaffected. And, like the bridge, Captain Perkins too was broken. When Jason ushered him into the mess hall, it was like maneuvering a mindless zombie, needing to tell him, and physically turn him, this way and that, just to get him there.

As Jason sat across from Perkins at a table, both letting their cups of coffee grow cold, he spoke softly. “Captain … I know how you feel—”

“Do you?” Perkins asked, his eyes remaining unfocussed.

“I do, and if you’ll think back you know I do. I’ve lost many men and women over the years. I’ve inadvertently caused the death of … well, too many. Too many to even remain sane should I dwell on them. Right now is a defining moment for you as a Star Watch Captain. Will this travesty ruin you as an officer? Or will you take what’s happened here and use it to your advantage?”

Perkins’ eyes leveled on Jason. “Was it so easy for you? To simply shrug it off … discount the lives you were responsible for?”

Jason’s response was swift. A hard fist came down on the table, leaving an indentation. “I’m going to say this only once, Perkins. What I came to realize … had to realize … was that I didn’t kill those men and women under my command. I did my job well, even admirably. The enemy forces … be it the Craing, the Sahhrain, or the Pharlom … were the ones responsible. What I did was get angry. I used that anger, socked it away, and when the time was right I destroyed them—every fucking last one of them. So you need to ask yourself, Captain Perkins, what are you going to do now … let this defeat you, or use it to make you stronger?”

Perkins stared back at him with intensity. “So that’s it? That’s your big pep talk?”

Jason shrugged.

Perkins said, the start of a smile forming on his lips, “Well, I’m certainly angry … and yeah … I can use that anger. I promise you this much, there will be payback … a whole lot of payback.”

“Now we’re talking.” Jason was being hailed. Bringing two fingers up to his ear, he said, “Go for Captain.”

“Dad … we found the droids. Can you come down here?”

“On my way!” Jason cut the connection, then stared at Perkins.

“In the vein of being perfectly honest, I’m going to level with you about our current predicament. I’ve underestimated this particular enemy. An enemy force that once seemed quite insubstantial in power compared to others who have moved against the Alliance. Their fleet would have been no match for Star Watch … or even our combined Craing and Vastma Class warships. But we’ve been caught with our proverbial pants down around our ankles. With the exception of the Parcical, we have no viable assets to go up against the Sommis of Adriark forces. Adding to that, my own ship … the Jumelle … is now held captive. My wife and my father may or may not be alive.”

“And I thought I felt bad a few minutes ago,” Perkins said. “What do you want me to do? How can I help?”

 

* * *

 

Jason phased-shifted into the main corridor on Deck 3—directly outside Hold #27. Retracting his helmet, he kept his combat suit initialized. He found both Boomer and the two recruits standing before one of numerous deck-to-ceiling shelving units.

“What do we have here?” Jason asked, cautiously eyeing the fully expanded Caldurian Battle Droid, standing upright although apparently inert. Three other droids were in various stages of unfolding away from their stored shelf locations.

Boomer said, “We found them like this. Gave us a start. I put a few distortion waves into the back of the one standing up, but it didn’t even respond. It’s deactivated.”

“Weird,” Jason said. In the process of hailing Ricket, the small Craing suddenly walked into the hold.

“Captain! Glad I found you. I would like to talk to you …” his voice trailed off when he came fully around the corner and spotted the battle droid. “Ah, just as I expected.”

“You expected them to be here … readying themselves like this?” Boomer asked.

“Actually, yes. You see the first four droids, the ones initially dispatched, were successful with their mission parameters to take control of the ship. But when we arrived and destroyed them, then these four were activated. They would have had similar mission parameters as the first set of four … retake the ship.”

Lopez, the shorter of the two recruits, asked, “Why’s it just standing there like that … all creepy-like?”

“I was in the process of removing the Ingress Virus … inoculating the Minian … when I found the code specific to the mobilization of the battle droids. Apparently, they only advanced this far before—”

“Before you saved our asses,” Boomer interjected.

Jason took a step forward, placing his hand on the wide shoulder of the standing battle droid. “Can they be reprogrammed? Can they take orders … orders directly from me?” he queried Ricket.

Ricket gazed up at the menacing-looking droid. “Yes, Captain. That is how they were designed in the first place. I can insert my own programming into them, which will make them much less susceptible to any external influence.”

“Good!” Jason then focused on the two recruits, and said, “I have a special job for you both.”

Glancing at each other first, Scott said, “Yes, sir.”

“Find some paint … preferably blue. Cover these droids from head-to-toe in blue. Can you do that?”

“Right away, sir!”

Jason, peering down, asked, “Why did you come down here, Ricket? Were you looking for me?”

“Yes, come let me show you …”

 

* * *

 

Jason, Ricket, and Boomer arrived on Deck 23 in a bright white flash. Ricket scurried into his workshop, similar to the one he used on the Parcical and the Jumelle. But here on the Minian, a Master Class vessel, the compartment was substantially larger.

Captain Perkins, already at work, had his arms laden with large, dark-gray equipment cases. Ten or more similar cases were lined up on the deck against the bulkhead.

“Oh good, Captain Perkins. Yes … take those to the bridge, if you will, then please come back for more,” Ricket urged.

“What’s this all about?” Jason asked.

Ricket, hefting a case off the deck, stretched it up to him. “These are for Captain Perkins’ new bridge. Every console on the old ruined bridge possessed temporary counterpart kits … helm control, comms, tactical, engineering. Even an interface to the phase-synthesizer, for phase-shifting and JIT munitions. Mind you, they provide only basic functionality, but still that should be sufficient for our purposes.”

“When did you set them up? When did you configure all these?”

“All of the Star Watch vessels have been outfitted with comparable matching sets. They were assembled several years back, after a bridge battle quite similar to the one we took part in today.”

“Ricket … do you ever sleep?” Boomer asked.

He stopped working to think about it. “I do. Not often, but yes … I do, Boomer. Thank you for asking.”

“How long before all this is installed … useable?” Jason asked.

“Just as soon as these cases are delivered to the bridge and the lids are opened. There is no hard-wiring necessary.” Ricket then reached up, setting another case on Jason’s stack.

 

* * *

 

Two hours later, Ricket was finally satisfied with the controls functionality in the new temporary bridge setup. Even before asked, he tested then retested every aspect of the installation.

Captain Perkins took a seat in the ripped, and singed, captain’s chair. Gazing around the compartment, he turned to Jason and said, “It’s a start … I guess.”

“It’ll have to be. I’m out of here in two minutes. You’re good then, okay with the plan?”

“Think so. I’ll call up an interchange wormhole and pilot the Minian back to Sol. I’ll stay put there, close to the moon, and wait for the next Star Watch ship to arrive. Then the next, followed by the next, and so on. Do my damned best to get every ship battle-ready. Also keep in contact with you … prepare for battle.”

“That’s about it,” Jason said, nodding. “Understand, the Sommis of Adriark fleet will be showing up soon. Could be in the next few hours. We’ll need at least five Star Watch vessels to provide an effective defense here. But based on how long it took us to get only the Minian operational, I’m not so sure we’ll have anywhere close to that number. We’re off to check out the Leo next, so expect to see her soon.”

“Understood,” Captain Perkins said.

“Listen … when you arrive within the Sol System you’ll be hailed by Liberty Station. They have their comms operational enough for in-system hails. You’ll be hearing from Admiral Mayweather … he’s taken up command with the Omni missing. He’ll order you to the font line. I can’t tell you outright to disobey an executive order.”

“I’ll think of something,” Perkins said.

Then, without warning, the deck began to tremble. Thunderingly-loud footfalls drew everyone’s attention to the bridge’s entranceway. As Boomer reached back for her shield, four bright blue Caldurian Battle Droids entered the bridge single file. Marching like oversized soldiers, they halted along the compartments portside then, turning in unison, squared-off before Jason and Perkins.

“Shit, those things are scary-looking,” Perkins said.

Jason, noticing Perkins rising to his feet, said, “I’m leaving one of them here with you. I can’t foresee you needing any protection, but I want to play it safe. I’m hoping the other Star Watch ships’ crewmembers are alive and well, so they eventually can be transported to the Minian to support your efforts once you return to Sol.”

Perkins nodded, not taking his eyes off the droids. When he finally turned back to face Jason, he said, “Thanks, Captain. For everything.”

Jason, giving him a perfunctory nod, began to count heads: Ricket, Boomer, the two recruits were all standing ready, their combat suits initialized. He configured his HUD settings for eight—a group phase-shift that included the three Caldurian Battle Droids. He then hailed Ryan on the Parcical.

“Go for Ryan.”

“We’re on our way back to you. Set a course for District Four … the Craing star system.”


Chapter 32

 

 

When exiting the interchange wormhole, deep within Craing space, they found themselves in the middle of what looked to be an apocalyptic event. As explosions erupted both left and right of the Parcical, Jason took in the full-scale battle raging all around them.

“Tactical … what’s happening?”

“The Leo is at the center of an assault, Captain,” Ricket said.

Jason noted several attacking warships—large Craing heavy cruisers. They looked newer than any of the Craing ships operational within the U.S. Fleet. But how was this possible? He felt the effects of adrenalin pulsing into his bloodstream. The Craing, defeated years back, had their entire fleet confiscated as spoils of war. The Craing’s surrender decree barred them from ever building war machines like those fighting now. It appeared obvious the Craing were once again being deceptive, duplicitous in nature. Taking advantage of the Alliance’s current weakened state.

Ricket said, “There are twelve Craing heavy cruisers, plus two hundred Craing drone fighters on the attack, Captain. Sensor readings tell me one Craing heavy cruiser was taken out of action.”

“What’s the current disposition of the Leo?”

“Substantial damage, Captain. Decks four, five, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-three … are all open to space … numerous breaches. The Leo was forced into battle with minimal shields and without much of their more effective Caldurian weaponry. They do have limited use of conventional plasma cannons … that and the battle started only minutes ago, Captain.”

“It’s a miracle they were able to stay in the fight even that long,” Jason said, taking in the logistical feed of nearby Craing space. Three Craing warships were now changing course, heading toward the Parcical.

“Incoming!” Ryan shouted, pointing to the display feed. “They have a missile lock on us, Captain.”

Jason watched as countless bright red dots steadily made their way across the expanse of space. The Parcical, practically invisible to enemy sensors, was not an easy ship to lock on to. “Tactical … Fire off a volley of a thousand fusion-tipped missiles. I want proximity explosions … destinations at the one-thousand-mile mark. Make a wall of hellfire that nothing gets through.”

“Yes, Captain,” Ricket said, complying.

Jason felt the subtle thump thump thump through the deck underneath him, pulsing as JIT munitions were fired out from the Parcical’s forward cannons.

“What the hell are those?” Ryan asked, pointing to the display.

Jason’s fists clenched tight, to the point his knuckles turned white. “That’s a new Meganaught … and it’s a hell of a lot more ship than we can handle.” Jesus, how could that even be? “Ricket, how far out is that … thing?”

“Ten minutes, Captain. Maybe fifteen, if we can slow it down.”

“First start working on some of those heavy cruisers, Ricket. How many unmanned drones do we have ready?”

“Full complement. Two hundred and fifty, Captain.”

“Get them deployed … now! Ryan, it’s time we work on your tactical skills.”

“I’m not anywhere close to what Ricket can do.”

“Just keep firing everything we’ve got. I don’t plan on us being gone any longer than necessary. This is a battle we cannot win. Phase-shift away when necessary … avoid and evade.”

“Oh my,” Ricket said. “A second inbound fleet of fifteen heavy cruisers is also estimated to arrive … it is less than twenty minutes out, Captain.”

“A Meganaught in ten minutes, and another fleet of heavies within twenty? We’ll have to be long gone by then,” Jason said, experiencing second thoughts about leaving Ryan to fend alone on tactical.

“I expect you to do your very best, Ryan. No going toe-to-toe with the enemy, understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I need to accompany Ricket to the Leo … get her defenses back up. No doubt two Star Watch warships will have a hell of a lot better odds at fighting back this onslaught than one. Someone will relieve you as soon as I’m over there and can better assess the Leo’s situation.”

Jason watched Ricket give Ryan some last-minute instructions. “We have to leave now,” he urged, hurrying into the Parcical’s main corridor. Boomer, the two recruits, and the three Caldurian battle droids were already there, waiting for them. Ricket rushed in, then initialized his combat suit. Recruit Scott handed Jason a spare multi-gun.

 

* * *

 

Jason selected the same drop location, right outside the Leo’s bridge, for them to group phase-shift into.

Alarm klaxons were blaring on the Leo with crew personnel scurrying everywhere. It was a miracle that their incoming phase-shift hadn’t displaced some unlucky crewmember’s physical mass. Jason hurried onto the bridge and found every post manned. No battle droids.

The tactical officer yelled, “Rear starboard plasma cannon is overheating, Captain!” Then, noticing Jason he said … “Who the hell …”

Grimes spun the captain’s chair around, a surprised expression on her face.

“Thought you might need some help,” Jason said, gesturing toward the wraparound display and the raging battle going on outside.

“Yes, Captain, your help will be most appreciated,” she said, relief in her voice and showing on her face. “Where in God’s name did you come from anyway?”

Ricket, standing behind Jason, hurried toward an open slot between comms and tactical. Lifting up the small case he carried, he placed it onto the board, then went right to work.

Jason looked about the bridge. “No Caldurian battle droids dropping by yet?”

Grimes shook her head, confused by the question.

Ricket asked, “Which systems first, Captain?” Jason and Grimes, simultaneously, yelled out, “Weapons!”

Jason spun around to face the corridor. “Boomer, leave one of the droids here, take the others, and get down to Hold #27. See if any sleeping beauties have awakened.”

“We’re on it.” The five flashed away together.

Ricket said, “Weapons coming online now, Captain.”

“Get the Leo’s shields up, Ricket,” Grimes commanded, spinning back around to view the display—the ongoing raging battle outside. “We’re at war with the damn Craing again!” she yelled out in anger.

“It’s worse than that, if possible. The Planetary Alliance is in trouble … deep trouble,” Jason said.

Jason moved to the first officer’s command chair, set slightly behind the captain’s chair. He watched her work for a moment—issuing commands to bridge officers. Back to cool, calm, and collected. He felt a wave of pride, noticing how proficient the young captain was—how much she’d grown in her present position. She was part of his crew back on The Lilly, and before that, a Top Gun Navy fighter pilot. Five foot two, she was the best of the best—a force to be reckoned with.

“Shields coming up now,” Ricket announced.

Jason said to Grimes, “If your sensors were working properly you’d already know there’s another small fleet of fifteen heavies coming in … not to mention the Meganaught. We have mere minutes to get the hell out of Dodge.”

“Another fleet … Meganaught? We can’t handle the ships attacking us now!”

Jason pointed to a distant bright spot on the display. “That’s the Parcical … at least you’re not alone … for now. But I need to get back to her ASAP.”

“The Parcical’s here!” she exclaimed, a smile forming on her lips. “Yes!” jabbing a small fist into the air. “I’ll take odds on two Star Watch ships over thirty Craing cruisers any day of the week.”

Jason didn’t share her enthusiasm. “Maybe so, but we’re not sticking around here, Grimes, and neither are you.”

Jason stood up, answering an incoming hail. “Go for Cap—”

Boomer interrupted him. “Dad! They’re not here! All eight of the CBDs are gone.”

Jason, assuming the CBDs referred to the Caldurian Battle Droids, asked, “Are you sure they were ever here?”

“Yeah, there’s blast dust all over the place, and ginormous footprints on the deck.”

Jason turned back to Grimes. “Captain!”

She spun around. “What is it?”

“You have Sharks on board?”

She nodded. “Of course. Close to three hundred … in the barracks.”

“Deploy them to …” Looking over at Ricket, he asked, “Are the internal sensors coming online soon?”

Ricket’s fingers were a blur of activity. “Yes, Captain … momentarily.”

Jason waited when the officer sitting at tactical announced, “Incoming!” He spoke the next sentence very slowly: “Two … thousand … nuclear … warheads …”

Ricket then said, “It looks like the Caldurian battle droids have split up into four teams of two. I’ve forwarded their multi-deck locations to Boomer; also to the Leo’s tactical board.”

The tactical officer acknowledged he now had them.

Jason said, “Captain, don’t underestimate those battle droids—they’re amazing fighting machines.”

“Dispatch the Sharks, Lieutenant Meany. Deploy them … all of them. I’m sure our boys and girls will welcome the distraction,” Grimes said.

Jason noticed Ricket, closing up his case—snapping the latches. “The countermeasure patches are now installed. Some systems may take a few more minutes to come fully online, but rest assured, Captain Grimes, the Leo has been fully inoculated against the Ingress Virus.”

“Thank you, Ricket,” she said, refocusing her attention on the logistical feed. “Fire fifteen hundred JIT fusion-tipped missiles. Proximity explosions … destinations at the one-thousand-mile mark.”

Jason inwardly smiled. Grimes pretty much just duplicated the same defensive command he’d ordered earlier. She was one hell of an officer.

Jason said, “Look … there’s a Caldurian Battle Droid stationed right outside your bridge. It’s painted a ridiculously bright blue color so there’ll be no mistaking it for one of the unfriendly ones. It’s there for your protection.”

“Thank you! Again, you’re a lifesaver,” she said, momentarily turning away to attend to official duties. After barking off several more orders, she turned back and said, “Captain, we have explicit orders, from Admiral Mayweather, to hold this section of space … how can we leave when the Craing are attacking here? This is war!”

“Because protecting the ol’ home front takes precedence. I promise, we’ll deal with the Craing … all in good time. By the way, do you have a bridge officer you can spare? The Parcical’s pretty much running with a skeleton crew right now.”

Grimes, somewhat overwhelmed, turned to Lieutenant Meany at tactical: “Go with Captain Reynolds … do whatever he asks.” She smiled at Jason. “I’ll send you additional crew, soon as things settle down. Will that work?”

“That’s fine. And now I order you to leave Craing space. I don’t know how much you know about the impending attack by the Sommis of Adriark … the same enemy that infected our fleet assets with a virus … but one hundred and fifty of their war ships are on the verge of entering Sol System. My plan is to restore Star Watch to its full, or at least near full, capabilities. When you enter the Sol System, hold up near Earth’s moon. The Minian is already there, more or less operational. Connect with Captain Perkins for further updates and instructions as soon as you arrive there.”

“Are you sure … that you want me to leave my district?”

“I’m sure. I’m in the process now of recalling all our Star Watch assets.”

“And Admiral Mayweather?”

“Don’t worry about him … I’ll deal with him personally, later.”

 

* * *

 

Jason returned to the Parcical’s bridge, spitting mad. The fucking Craing! It was just like them to take advantage of a situation like their present one. Obviously, the Sommis of Adriark had enlisted their help long beforehand. Again the Alliance was taken off guard. What earlier seemed nothing more than an inconsequential attempt to bring down the Planetary Alliance and the U.S. fleet was becoming a full-time nightmare. How many other of the Alliance’s past enemies had united with the Sommis of Adriark?

Jason headed straight for his captain’s chair and sat down. “Ryan, this is Lieutenant Meany; he’s relieving you on tactical.” Ryan looked relieved. “Thanks, Captain,” he replied, switching back to his usual helm position.

“Lieutenant, call in whatever drone fighters are still active.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jason hailed Boomer. “Where the hell are you?”

“Um … I’m just leaving …”

“I told you to leave the CBDs to the Minian’s Sharks …”

“Sorry, I got caught up in the fight. Damn, those things are vicious!”

Jason had to acknowledge the girl was a true warrior. And he wondered if she was even more addicted to adrenalin-infused situations than he thought. “I want you, the two recruits, and the two CBDs back on the Parcical within the next minute.” Jason watched as Lieutenant Meany deployed another volley of five hundred fusion-tipped missiles.

“Wait … only two droids?” Boomer asked.

“We’re leaving one behind, outside the Leo’s bridge.”

“Okay, Dad, we’re on our way … I promise!”

Jason let out a long breath. “Ryan, call up an interchange wormhole to District Two. Next stop … the Pisces.”

“Yes, Captain.” Jason knew their next destination was where the Jhardonian star system resided. This brought his mind, his thoughts, back to Dira. Suddenly, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something terrible had happened to her. He noticed Ryan’s glance back at him—at Jason’s nervously tapping left foot.


Chapter 33

 

 

Dira sat quietly in the co-pilot seat as Bri, now active at the manual controls, maneuvered the spacecraft closer to Xavier Station 35, while speaking with someone about getting docking permission. For the third time, he repeated no flight plan had been filed.

“Who is this? Is this Clandal? Is that you, Clandal?”

There was a momentary hesitation before the same voice responded back over comms, “Yes, this is Magistrate Clandal.”

“I thought so. You gave us this same shit the last time I wanted to secure a berth. I need a name to give to the prince when he asks why there was such a long delay.”

“The prince is with you?” he questioned, his voice tense.

“Of course he is! Isn’t this his private craft? You think we’re out here on a joy ride?”

“Hold for one moment.”

Bri glanced over to Dira, a confident smirk on her face.

“Berth 211B has become available. You now have clearance to proceed. Please take care to follow all station docking protocols and regulations. Welcome to Xavier Station 35.”

Bri didn’t bother to reply to the magistrate. The station, completely filling the viewing window, showed hundreds of berths. Most were vacant. She brought the craft in closer—her brow furrowed with concentration. “Where the … okay, I see it now.” Adjusting the controls, she slowed their descent down even more.

“You should let the AI park the—”

“I already know that,” Bri said, cutting her off, then took her hands off the controls. “You think I’m crazy?”

Dira shrugged and glanced out the starboard side of the craft. Gasping out, she pointed, “There’s … the Jumelle!” Bri stared back at her in confusion.

“It’s our ride … how we’ll escape from here.”

Bri’s interest was suddenly heightened.

The Jumelle was docked on a lower-down concentric ring of nearly identical berths. The aft section of the Star Watch ship was lit up with bright lights. Dira could just barely make out movement within the connecting clear tubular skyway, men at work doing something. She flinched, spotting several bright flashes erupt—small explosions? They were trying to breach one of the aft hatchways, and she thought of Orion inside the ship. They were so close to breaking in. Even knowing it was probably pointless, she brought two fingers up to her ear and hailed her. Dira was momentarily speechless when she heard the hail actually go through.

“Go for Gunny …”

“Orion! I can’t believe …”

Orion cut her off, “The connection won’t last. Tell me, where are you?”

“Here … Xavier Station 35. Docking.”

“The skyway’s full of workers and guards. Find a place to hide and …”

The connection went dead. “Orion? Are you there?” Aggravated, Dira slouched back in her seat.

“We can’t get on board?” Bri queried.

“Not unless you can order those workers and guards to take a long break. We’re going to need to hide … somewhere here … until things change. At least the station doesn’t look to be very crowded.”

The prince’s personal craft, now under AI control, slowly turned on its axis one hundred and eighty degrees, then slowly eased into what Dira assumed was Berth 211B. She asked, “What is it with both this station and the castle? There’s … like no one around?”

“It’s not usually like this,” Bri said. “In fact, it’s usually the complete opposite, with hundreds of warships coming and going regularly. The castle down on Thorian Banal has troops, what we call knights. There are hordes of them. The majority of them are actually spacecraft officers … pilots.”

“So where is everybody then?”

Bri said, “I’m not privy to things like battle plans and such. My duties are … along … other lines. But I, and others like me, well, we listen and share information between us when we are alone.”

Dira waited for her to continue.

“What we’ve learned over these last few weeks is this: Lord Digby has been gearing up for an all-out deployment. Just about everyone, including all the knights, have been dispatched for conquest of distant star systems. The king’s four fleets are either en route to some other star system, or they are already there, putting new subjects under the rule of Sommis of Adriark.”

“Four fleets?”

Bri nodded. “And that’s just our own. There are a number of new strategic allies Lord Digby calls the New Brotherhoods.”

“Can you remember any names of these other … brotherhoods?”

“I know the largest one is the Craing.”

Dira stared blankly at Bri. How was that possible?

The ship jolted to a stop. Dira, peering out the window, noticed they were no longer moving. “You can find us a place to hold up … out of sight? News of the prince’s demise may soon become common knowledge …”

“I know just the place. Come on.” Bri rose from her seat and turned to exit the cockpit, then suddenly halted and bent over—both hands cradling her protruding belly.

“What is it?”

Bri looked up, panting through the pain. “It’s nothing. I’ve had this feeling before. Just need to let it pass …”

Dira placed her hands on Bri’s belly and felt around its tautness.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m a doctor. I’m only checking.” Then, after exploring further with her hands, she added, “To see what position your baby is in.”

“Is it …”

“I need to get you into Medical. Right now!”


Chapter 34

 

 

Two-ton requested docking privileges at Xavier Station 35. In the not so far distance, the Stellar assumed a slow orbit around the gargantuan space station.

“Come on, man! We need provisions and a bit of maintenance work done … crapper’s all backed up. We’re dying in here.”

Billy, smoking a cigar—filling the small space with a stinky white haze—sat next to Two-ton. He marveled at the robot AI’s ability to think on the fly and to improvise; show true human characteristics—notably, a sense of humor. Billy wished he’d known Donald Koffman. For a brief moment, he was saddened that the genius techno-hipster deliveryman had died not so long ago.

The flight control magistrate came back online, tired annoyance in his voice. “No one’s being granted docking privileges today. File the appropriate requests and come back next week. Things should be settling down by then.”

Two-ton and Billy exchanged a quick glance.

“What a douchebag,” Bristol said, sitting at the comms station behind them. He got up, then crossed to the far side of the cockpit and typed something on a terminal.

“What are you doing, Bristol?” Billy asked. “Best you don’t do something half-cocked without talking to me first.”

Bristol didn’t answer but kept on typing while issuing a string of foul insulting murmurs. He only stopped long enough to stare out one of the side porthole windows.

Billy followed his gaze and saw the Jumelle. They knew she was around somewhere, but this was the first time he’d actually seen the ship here. “You’ve tried their comms?” he asked.

Bristol, head down, kept working, but answered, “Comms are down … don’t you think I would have tried that?” Billy knew the Jumelle’s comms were in fact down; he’d already tried to NanoCom hail Orion twice.

“Hacked their flight control hub,” Bristol said, “… pretty good firewall they have. Looks like they’re trying to breach one of the aft hatchways. As far as I can tell, the Jumelle is locked into a berth.”

“Crew status?” Billy asked.

“All there. Bunch of Sharks milling around on the lower decks, too.”

Billy tried to make sense of that. Why hadn’t Orion given out an order to storm the station?

As if reading his mind, Bristol said, “Ingress Virus is rampant throughout that ship. Weapons are down; shields, comms … you name it. I don’t think they could open that hatch if they wanted to.”

“Take a look at the rest of the station. What do they have in the way of security forces?” Billy asked.

After several long minutes of inputting, Bristol said, “A crapload of Vicksol ST66 warships landed here within the last hour. Two hours ago, there would have been little resistance.”

Two-ton said, “I’ve been checking the planet below, Thorian Banal, via my own internal sensors. I’ve found the crew of the Aquarius. Well over one thousand … mostly humans … are held within a subterranean vault of some kind.”

Bristol leered at the robot for a moment before re-checking the Stellar’s long-range sensors. “Yeah … I was just about to check on the planet too.” Then tapping something, a 3D representation of the world hovered above the tactical station. Making a disdainful face, Bristol sneered, “What a shithole of a planet.”

“Either of you locate the Omni?” Billy asked.

Two-ton quickly came back with an answer. “He’s definitely on the planet. A DNA scan puts him within a stone fortress built within ragged mountain cliffs. He may be injured … life signs are faint.”

Billy ignored Bristol’s growing irritation with the robot. He wondered whether it was the contrast; how the robot looked—a mecher, with an unchanging, dullard expression—but with smarts perhaps superior to Bristol’s own. Apparently, competing with Ricket wasn’t enough—he needed to compete with an AI as well.

Billy said, “So we have three mission objectives: First, get Bristol onto the Jumelle. Get the patch installed … her Caldurian systems back up and running. Second, we need to get the Omni extricated from the castle. And third, rescue the Aquarius’s crew.”

Bristol looked around the tiny compartment then glanced over his shoulder. “I count six of us; seven, if you count the tin can. We’re not prepared for that kind of incursion.”

“Count again, Bristol. Once the Jumelle’s Sharks are freed … things will even out nicely. And don’t call Two-ton a tin can, Bristol, it’s rude.” Billy spat flecks of cigar remnants onto the deck then glanced over at Two-Ton. “Stay here with the Stellar. If we need you, or need tactical support, we’ll be in contact. Get Big Baby initialized—we may have to leave here fast!”

“Big Baby?” Two-ton asked.

“It’s what the Stellar’s kick-ass rail gun is called,” Bristol said, happy knowing something that Two-ton did not.

Billy headed aft and found the four Shark recruits playing cards. Over the last few hours, he’d gotten to know the boys. None was over the age of twenty-one. Two were twins—Harper and Dale Clark. Although they looked nothing alike, were fraternal, their voices were identical. Both wore easy smiles and were highly athletic. They spoke about sports, all kinds of sports, incessantly. The two other Sharks were Paul Bellman and Kyle Dumfarht. Kyle’s last name became Dumb Fart and sometimes just Fart, once he joined the group of Sharks.

Billy spent a few minutes going over the plan with the recruits. After Bristol entered the cabin, he instructed them all to initialize their combat suits. Two-ton had suggested they phase-shift into one of the lower deck holds to ensure no one landed on top of anyone else on such a crowded vessel.

 

* * *

 

All six flashed into view within the confines of Hold #2 on board the Jumelle. Billy moved to the hold entrance and found the virtual hatch tightly secured in the closed position. The Ingress Virus had obviously messed with multiple ship functions. He scanned his HUD life-icons, noting the corridor on the other side of the hatchway was vacant—completely unoccupied.

Billy, studying the recruits and Bristol, asked, “Can you guys group together a bit? Come on, get in closer than that!” Joining the others, he phase-shifted them all to the other side of the bulkhead. Then together they double-timed it, rushing forward.

With all DeckPorts down, Billy and Bristol traversed the ship the old-fashioned way, finding and using the hidden catwalks and ladders on each level. Billy ordered the recruits to report to the barracks, to Master Sergeant Gillroy Blatt.

Billy, the first to enter the bridge, found Orion sitting in the captain’s chair, her back to him, conversing with her helmsman—Army Ranger Sergeant Gail Stone. Lowering his helmet, he gave a casual wave to Stone. Her eyes went wide, but she didn’t say a word after he signaled her to be silent by placing a finger over his lips. He quietly stood behind Orion, and said, “I bet you’re thinking about me.”

Orion spun around, utter surprise on her face.

“Cat got your tongue?”

She jumped on him, wrapping her legs around his waist, and squeezing him so tight he thought he was going to break a rib. He attempted to embrace her equally tight but failed to do so—she was such a strong one. She spoke into his ear, “I’ve never been so happy to see anyone in all my life.”

Billy and Orion, an on-again, off-again item for years, had split up months ago … or was it a year. Billy slowly had come to accept that she would never fully commit to him, not in the way he hoped for, anyway. So he was more than a little surprised by her reaction. She whispered in his ear, “Billy, I don’t ever want to be apart from you again … not ever.”

“That can be arranged. Okay if I finish rescuing you and the crew first?”

Letting her long legs drop down to the deck, Orion quickly composed herself. Billy watched Bristol, already at work at one of the stations.

“What’s Bristol doing?” Orion asked.

“Installing a patch over the Ingress Virus. Getting your ship up and running again.”

She nodded, “That’s good. Billy, they have the Omni. And Dira is running around somewhere …”

“She’s close … here in the station,” Bristol said, without looking up.


Chapter 35

 

 

Their next stop was District 2—where Captain John Baxtor commanded the Pisces. Jason was apprehensive as the Parcical exited the interchange wormhole into a planetary system that was in stark contrast to the one visited before it. All seemed quiet so he let himself relax somewhat. But he couldn’t ignore the fact that this system—the Jhardon planetary system—was home to Dira. He felt his heart constrict within his chest and tried hard not to worry about her now. She surely had been captured, or even worse, but hopefully she was still alive somewhere within the Sommis of Adriark system.

Ryan said, “I’ve got a lock on the Pisces, ten thousand miles distance.”

“Take us to her, Helm.”

Jason closed his eyes against the bright flash of the Parcical’s phase-shift. Upon opening them, he saw the mile-long Master Class warship Pisces at the relative distance of seven to eight miles away. Typically, such Star Watch vessels glimmered with hundreds of twinkling lights, emanating from various small portholes and observation windows. But that was not the case here. The ship looked lifeless. Adrift.

“Tell me, Lieutenant Meany, what’s going on around us?”

“As you know, Captain, Jhardonian space is surrounded by other systems. I’m not picking up any recent alien fleet intrusions. The present status quo for this district remains normal.”

Ricket stood at Jason’s side to the right of the captain’s chair. “I am sorry, Captain, but there are no viable life forms detected on board the Pisces.”

Jason turned his gaze to Meany, who simply nodded in concordance. He was immediately sickened that once again he was viewing an immense tomb adrift in space. Systematically, his people were being exterminated. And worse yet, the only barrier remaining between the Sommis of Adriark forces and Earth, Star Watch, was quickly disintegrating.

“So the CBDs did this?”

“I do not believe so, Captain,” Ricket said. “I researched and found that CBDs, once activated, typically emit faint traces of exotic elements into the air. I am not detecting those elements on the Pisces, to the same extent they were found on other Star Watch vessels, including this one.”

“It does seem their environmental systems are a bit haywire,” Lieutenant Meany added.

Jason let out a breath and, rising to his feet, hailed Boomer.

“Go for Boomer.”

“I’m heading over to the Pisces. It may not be … a pleasant trip.”

“I’m going with you anyway. I’ve seen unpleasant before.” Jason knew she had. Numerous times.

“I’m on my way,” she said.

“Mind if I come?” Ryan asked. “Now that the lieutenant is here on board, I was hoping I could go along on this mission.”

Jason considered the request. “Sure. There’s a good chance you’ll be piloting her back to Sol, in any event.”

Jason felt the now-familiar thumping footsteps of the friendly CBDs out in the corridor. He watched as Ricket initialized his combat suit, collected up a medium-sized case off a console, and headed off the bridge.

“You have the conn, Lieutenant. I’ll keep you tied into our open comms channel.”

“Very good, Captain.”

 

* * *

 

Jason, Boomer, Ryan, Ricket, and the two recruits, Scott and Lopez—along with the two Caldurian battle droids—phase-shifted together to their usual, now standard drop location, right outside the Pisces bridge.

Immediately, HUD alarms sounded within Jason’s helmet. Environmental conditions—extremely high surrounding ambient temperatures. Reluctantly, he strode headlong onto the bridge expecting the worst, but found the ship’s command center deserted. He moved forward, studying the space around him, when he saw the hunched human form—slightly behind him and to his left—sitting upright in her seat. Ricket was already there, inspecting the body—using his combat suit-covered fingers to touch and probe the body.

“What happened to her?” Boomer asked. Jason wondered the same thing, as the two recruits kept their distance, standing guard in the entrance.

Jason knelt down next to Ricket—eye level with the deceased bridge officer. At first sight, she looked almost mummified—her flesh was obviously reddened and rippled over her skull. “She looks as though she was—”

“Cooked?” Ricket observed. “That is a correct assumption. She was subjected to extremely high temperatures. I would estimate somewhere in the range of one hundred and eighty to two hundred degrees Fahrenheit.” Ricket glanced up then around. “My HUD readings tell me the ambient temperature in this compartment is nearly that high now.”

Ryan said, “The Ingress Virus?”

Boomer sarcastically said, “You think?”

“So where is everyone else? Where are the bodies?”

Ricket placed his portable case atop the console, then, opening it, went to work. Jason stood and took in the view appearing on the wraparound display—noting his own ship off in the distance.

“Ricket … can I assume the temperatures were not high enough to affect the ship’s systems?”

“I believe that is correct, Captain. From what I can determine, all systems are still online, although some have automatically gone into some kind of sleep mode, for self-preservation. But since introducing the Ingress Virus patch … those systems are waking up. I should be finished momentarily, Captain.”

Jason said, “Pisces, tell me where the crew has gone.”

The ship’s AI responded, “Last logged location of crew personnel is within the Pisces Zoo.”

Jason and Boomer both smiled. “That makes sense,” she said. “It’s what I’d do too if the ship suddenly became an out-of-control oven. Escape into a habitat and wait to be rescued.”

“Captain … I would like to deliver this corpse to Medical’s cold storage.”

“That’s fine, Ricket. Meet us in the Zoo as soon as you can. On second thought, take one of the CBDs with you. I don’t want anyone moving about the ship unprotected.”

“Yes, Captain.”

One of the CBDs entered the bridge, moving directly to the dead bridge officer. Leaning over, one droid picked up the body in two of its four articulating arms. Briefly, Jason wondered if Ricket was somehow able to communicate with the droids via mental commands. Yes, of course he could.

 

* * *

 

The Zoo was strewn with mismatched items of discarded clothing, power bar wrappers, and other bits of trash. It looked as if hundreds, if not thousands, of crewmembers and Sharks had made a quick exodus through here. Like following breadcrumbs, it was an easy task finding the exact habitat portal the Pisces crew escaped within.

Jason would have picked the same portal, HAB 170, home to a select group of rhino-warriors—notably, the home of his close friend Traveler. He chuckled to himself, thinking about Traveler’s response to the hordes of crewmembers now invading his solitude. In recent years, the old rhino-warrior had become more and more reclusive, to the point that he rarely visited the distant home of most of his fellow rhinos. Years back, the majority settled in the area of North Korea, back on Earth.

Jason waited for the rest of the group to re-assemble in front of the portal window. Ricket and his accompanying CBD were the last to arrive. Standing before the two seven-foot-tall droids, he instructed, “Stay here … guard the entrance.”

The droids’ only response was a synchronized rapid back-and-forth spinning of their rail gun heads.

Ricket entered the access code and the habitat’s portal window opened. Together, they all stepped into the desert-like terrain of HAB 170. It was late afternoon and he could barely make out the purple line of low mountains in the far distance. Closer, but still far off, Jason watched as billowing black smoke rose into the air. He wasn’t particularly worried. Traveler, undoubtedly, was gearing up dinner for his numerous guests.

As the portal closed behind them, Jason configured his HUD for a group phase-shift. They flashed away together.

Simultaneously, they arrived one hundred yards away from the rhino-warriors’ campsite. Jason took in the various dome-like structures, roughly positioned in a circle around the campsite. Mid-center in the large open area, a raging bonfire blazed. No fewer than twenty rhino-warriors systematically fed the immense fire, adding more and more timber. Too many of the Pisces’s crew to count stood around the encampment, some alone—some in small groups. Jason felt the heavy weight of guilt. Trees here were in a very short supply. Feeding a blaze this size would set the small community of rhinos way back—potentially affect their lives for months, even years. He scanned the crowd.

“Is that him, Dad? Is that Captain Baxtor?” Boomer asked, pointing to a large red-uniformed man addressing a group of other officers.

“Yeah … that’s him. But I’m looking for someone else. For Traveler.”


Chapter 36

 

 

Traveler walked toward them. His seven-foot-tall frame strode through the bonfire’s low heavy smoke like some kind of action movie character, coming to a stop in front of Jason and Boomer.

Before Jason could speak, Ricket hurried up to them and said, “Traveler … we will replace the timber. I will extend the habitat, open more forestlands. I know how to do that now.”

Jason raised a brow at Ricket’s ready inclination to expand the habitat so effortlessly. Information he could thank Ol’ Gus for, he knew. He also wondered if Ricket would need supervision in the future. Expanding habitats without prior approval could be a problem.

Traveler simply grunted, snorting a snotty mist into the air. Jason stepped forward, his hand outstretched, and Traveler clasped it—enveloped it—within his own enormous grip.

“Sorry about all this, Traveler,” Jason said. “Offering these folks a place to seek refuge … well, it’s appreciated. As soon as you tire of them, have them return to their ship.”

“Who is it that attacks with such cowardice? Who hides behind technology … trickery … to defeat an enemy? I see no honor in this.”

“I agree, Traveler. No honor at all. But the ones responsible are very smart. Cunning. We are at war, Traveler, perhaps the greatest war yet.”

Traveler snorted again—visibly agitated.

“Not your fight, my friend. You’ve already done your time wielding the heavy hammer. Once we are out of your hair, you can return to your quiet contemplations and hunting the furlong bear.”

Traveler did not respond. Turning back toward the great bonfire, he said, “I must go. We will feast tonight. You, Ricket, and Boomer must also stay. I have missed my friends.”

No sooner had Traveler hurried off than District Two Commander John Baxtor, Captain of the Pisces, ambled over with three senior officers.

“I thought that was you milling around over here, Captain,” Baxtor said, holding out a hand, which Jason shook, nodding then at Baxtor’s first officer and two lieutenants.

“I need to give you an update on your ship, Captain,” Jason said.

Baxtor’s thick salt-and-pepper hair, cascading low over his narrow face, made his forehead appear unnaturally narrow. Bushy white eyebrows, sprouted above bright blue eyes, seemed to reach upward, hoping to gain distance. He tilted his head at Jason, like the prospect of an update was a novel one.

Jason continued, “We boarded your ship within the last hour. As I am sure you are well aware, Caldurian technology aboard the Pisces was targeted … via a remote attack. The environmental systems were turned against you, heat levels spiking close to two hundred degrees. Your ship, like other Star Watch vessels, was infected with something called the Ingress Virus.”

Captain Baxtor nodded rapidly. “Yes, yes … Captain, all’s well and good.” He splayed his arms out, toward his fellow crewmembers and the distant bonfire. “But now is the time for giving thanks; to take a breather and bond with one another. There’s plenty of time for business later, yes?”

Jason stared blankly at the captain and his two officers. They wore the same all’s-well expression. He didn’t return the captain’s out of place smile. “And what about the deceased deck officer we found on your bridge? Any concerns about her?”

Baxtor, giving a pained expression, replied, “Now that remark is uncalled for, Captain. Of course, I am concerned with the seaman’s … Lorraine’s … demise. We all mourn her loss.”

Ricket took a step forward and, craning his neck up, stared at Captain Baxtor. He said, “Captain … may I ask you a question?”

Baxtor’s face morphed into a wide smile. Lowering himself down with hands on knees, as if addressing a small child, he replied, “Of course, my little friend … ask whatever you like.”

“Thank you, sir. Have you recently gone through any MediPod sessions … perhaps updates with HyperLearning?”

Baxtor thought about that for a moment, then nodded his head, as did the three Pisces officers. “You know, we have. Most of the crew has been cycled through Medical. I like to stay current with all medical directives. If I’m not mistaken, it was your medical officer Dira who sent out the fleet-wide request.”

“What are you thinking, Ricket?” Jason asked, taking him aside.

“I have not witnessed this phenomenon before, Captain. It seems as if the crew, at least those who underwent a recent update to their nano-devices, have been imbued with personality alterations. Maybe artificially increased dopamine secretions into the bloodstream.”

“Like having their backbones … their fight … taken away?”

“That seems to be the case, Captain.”

Baxtor and his two officers stood together, taking in the view of the bonfire. One of them, Jason wasn’t sure which, began to hum. Soon the others joined in, humming the same tune.

“How do you fix them?” Boomer asked Ricket, as Ryan joined the group.

Smiling toward the turned away, still humming Pisces officers, Ryan remarked, “Whatever they’re smoking … I want some.”

Ricket said, “As soon as these crewmembers reenter the Pisces proper, the crew’s nano-devices may restore back to their originally installed versions. I cannot be sure, though. They could be stuck like this …”

“Like, indefinitely?” Jason asked, his growing impatience with the nearby humming clearly evident.

“Onboard MediPods have been updated with the new patch. At least others will not be affected, Captain.”

Suddenly impatience turned to anger within Jason. The attacks kept coming. No sooner had they progressed tackling one concern than they were bombarded with another.

 

* * *

 

For two hours they sat in a circle around the fire—appreciating their hosts’ hospitality. It hadn’t gone unnoticed that none of the one hundred-plus rhino-warriors partook in the feast of wild game, roasted on skewers with carrot-like vegetable. Jason, Boomer and Ricket graciously declined the meal offering, while Ryan and the two recruits devoured the sizzling hot meat with no hesitation. Noticing Boomer glowering at Ryan, giving him another venomous stare, Jason still didn’t get what the beef was between them.

“You know you two are related … right? Cousins on your mother’s side,” he said, leaning in to Boomer.

“Ugh,” she said, making a sour expression. “I think I remember him from when we were kids … annoying then and annoying now.”

 

* * *

 

The bonfire was nearly out—nothing more than glowing embers remaining. Standing alone, Jason scanned the surrounding nighttime encampment and found a virtual sea of sedentary crewmen splayed about him. Jason then spotted Traveler. He and several rhinos were huddled together some distance away. As Jason approached, Traveler’s compatriots moved off.

“Again … I apologize,” Jason said. “Please tell your kin that their graciousness, and yours, is much appreciated. And I promise you, Traveler, just as soon as possible … wild game will be replenished here … and then some.”

“You owe me no thanks … and no apologies. Many times you have fought on behalf of the rhino-warrior.”

“I’m going to clear everyone out of here now. It’s time they get involved in the fight. So if you’ll do me one more thing … put out what still remains of the fire. I suspect the chilly air will be a good motivator to head them back to the Pisces.”

 

* * *

 

It took close to an hour to wrangle every crewmember aboard the ship. Jason, Boomer, Ryan and Ricket used multiple group phase-shifts—from the encampment to the portal window. Jason’s team then herded the listless crew through the portal and into the Pisces. Relieved, Jason saw that within thirty seconds of stepping onto the ship’s deck, the crew began to snap out from their funk-like state. Then, with a renewed sense of purpose, they hurried off to their respective posts and duties.

Jason waited as Captain Baxtor and the two lieutenants always in his attendance brought up the rear and stepped aboard the ship. The Pisces’s captain eyeballed the two Caldurian battle droids, standing nearby at attention. Ryan and Boomer headed off deep in conversation.

As the networked Ingress Virus patch went to work on him, Captain Baxtor, blinking his eyes, inhaled deeply. Then, as if all mental cobwebs had been swept away, his eyes darted around his surroundings, settling on Jason.

“My ship! Seaman Lorraine?”

“The Pisces is fine … at least now. Ricket has removed all traces of the Ingress Virus.”

Captain Baxtor suddenly looked embarrassed. Jason surmised he was thinking back to recent events; his shirking of duties as the commanding officer for far too many hours.

“Look, Captain Baxtor … I need to get going. We are at war. A war like no other. My priority is getting every Star Watch ship into the fight. That means getting the Pisces back to the Sol System, where we are now assembling the fleet.”

Baxtor took that in. “My orders are to defend my district. To watch over District Two.”

“I’m issuing you new orders, Captain. Get this ship back to Sol … and do so immediately.”

“I can’t do that, Captain Reynolds. Prior to this … invasion … I spoke with Admiral Mayweather, the last communiqué that got through. His orders were clear: stay and defend my Planetary Alliance district at all costs. He is an admiral … you are a captain.”

“Here’s the thing, Captain. One hundred and fifty Vicksol ST66 warships will soon enter the Sol System. There is no viable Alliance or U.S. fleet there to make a stand except for the Star Watch vessels I’m assembling. If we don’t make a combined stand … a show of Caldurian warship might … theirs will be a very short-lived invasion. Liberty Station will be the first to go and, not long after that, Earth. By the time the enemy fleet arrives here … you will be all alone. The Pisces will be swatted down like an insubstantial fruit fly. And you, Captain Baxtor, will be held responsible for that. Now, you can either follow my directives or relinquish your command. I’ll assign another officer here who actually has a functioning brain.”

Baxtor’s face flushed red—his jaw muscles visibly clenched. Jason ignored the two lieutenants, standing nearby while puffing out their chests in a show of solidarity with their captain.

Baxtor said, “You said it yourself, the Pisces is now fully operational. She is not a vessel you want to go up against, Captain. Nor am I a man to be trifled with.”

Jason stared back at the old windbag. How was it possible he didn’t see the simple logic of complying with his orders? Shit! It didn’t have to be like this. Jason took a step closer to Baxtor, close enough to smell undigested game on his hot breath. “Less than ten miles out is the Parcical. She is the newest, most formidable Caldurian warship in the known universe. Do not test me, Captain. I will destroy this ship before I let her get into the hands of the enemy … the Sommis of Adriark.”

Jason quickly noticed, though slightly behind him and off to the side, that the two lieutenants had quietly initialized their combat suits—each pointing their integrated wrist plasma cannons at his back. He knew Boomer and Ryan, as well as the two recruits, had left the Zoo, but Ricket was still present. Spotting him in his peripheral vision, Jason smiled.

Both Caldurian battle droids came alive. They moved with incredible speed, their torsos spinning the six rail-guns between them. Metallic clicks could be heard—the sound of rounds being chambered. In less than a second, the towering robots stood up against the two lieutenants—muzzles pressed against their heads.

Jason glanced down at Ricket and gave him an appreciative wink. “Captain Baxtor, what’s it going to be? Step down as captain, death by two Caldurian battle droids, or comply with my orders? It’s up to you.”

Jason knew his question was pretty much moot at this point. The three Pisces officers looked scared. And something in the air smelled fetid. It seemed one, maybe more, had fouled his britches.


Chapter 37

 

 

Lord Digby was the first to exit the wide, single-level, transport shuttle. The stopover at the space station would be less than an hour—a brief stay for him and the two hundred and ninety-seven young coding warriors traveling with him. Thorian Banal was no longer their home. It was time for the second phase of operations to start.

One by one, they filed past. Quiet and disciplined, they passed him, repeating the same exact word, over and over again. Turning their heads, all made eye contact, needing reassurance they were still in his good graces—that they hadn’t disappointed him in some way. Digby had to admit he did have a measure of affection for them; maybe more like appreciation. It wasn’t as if they were real … like other organic sentient beings. No, in their case, their looks were highly deceiving. They only looked humanoid, but they weren’t—not completely anyway. They were synthetic-humans, typically called Synths. Over time, at least seventy percent of their original organic components had been replaced with manufactured synthetic parts.

As the synths streamed past, Digby’s mind flashed back five years—to the moment when everything changed. When he personally changed everything. As the king’s emissary to the distant world Marilom-Hath, basically on a trade mission with technologically advanced, highly intelligent, albeit unaggressive, citizens, he endured one seemingly endless tour after another—visiting hospitals, manufacturing plants, government buildings, and schools. Eventually, though, he began to pay attention. Some of the children—orphans mostly—were being experimented on. Marilom-Hath apparently didn’t possess the same moral disposition of other progressive societies. They were blindly unaware there was anything wrong with experimenting on parentless kids. Scientific programs such as theirs were actually considered benevolent acts. It was during one such interminably long tour that Digby, first hand, witnessed a classroom full of brilliant nine- and ten-year-old synthetics—already learning and comprehending material far beyond anything taught, even at university level, on Thorian Banal. On that particular day, they were learning variant communication protocols for manufacturing robot AIs. Digby learned there were hundreds of similar young synth boys enrolled in various programs. Soon after that, Digby earned his Lordship title—bringing his inter-world negotiating skills to a whole new level. New trade agreements between Thorian Banal and Marilom-Hath included provisions for the latter to acquire a good number of these young geniuses. Now, as the last Synth moved past him, one more time he heard the same word, Father.

Digby long ago gave up telling them he was not their father, as his admonishments fell on deaf ears. These mostly laboratory-created beings weren’t fully embodied with organic components, as normal humanoids were. Instead, they had modified digestive systems; their respiratory systems were greatly enhanced; and their reproductive systems excised. Their four limbs, arms and legs, were completely mechanical, and their brains were a hybridization of both organic and advanced AI components. The one system not overly modified was their circulatory system—their hearts. Maybe that was why the synths experienced a compulsion to bond. Bond with someone outside their mainly cold, mechanized existence that consisted of strings of symbols, characters, and numbers—complex formulas—and absent of any kind of nurturing that normal young beings craved.

Lord Digby had several very important missions he now planned to undertake at Xavier Station 35. First would be finding his yet to be born son. After that, gathering the rest of his executive team—those loyal to him, as well as other leaders who’d shared his vision over the years—supported him—in spite of the potential danger of their covert allegiance, against the puppets that comprised their tired and ineffectual monarchy. Then, finally, they would migrate together to their new home—the grand ship that would arrive within the next quarter hour.

The synths patiently waited for Lord Digby within the station’s spacious eighteenth-level open concourse. Interstellar travelers would typically settle in comfortably, relaxing on adjoining chairs set up against curved bulkheads, while waiting for the next shuttle, or interstellar transport, to arrive. Or perhaps welcome an incoming visitor from a distant planetary system. But not today. The station was closed to all but high officials, like himself, and the incoming fleet personnel.

As Digby strode into the concourse, he quickly reviewed the latest information presented on his tablet. News of the king’s and prince’s deaths had yet to be leaked, something he’d been worried about. Also, one of the dead king’s four warship fleets had now returned and was unloading crew personnel some levels below. Excellent! Turning his attention to the finder function on his device, he noted Bri was indeed there and nearby. He smugly acknowledged his own cleverness—having a miniature tracker device imbedded beneath her skin. She didn’t know it was there. The procedure was performed following a particularly rough sexual tryst when she was knocked unconscious by a ferocious backhand. He liked that she was such a feisty one. In low tones he muttered, “Think you can run off with my son, do you? That’s not going to happen … not ever.”

Digby cleared his throat before speaking to the entire group of synths. Their placid faces turned to him expectantly.

“Stay here. Speak to no one. I will return … shortly.” Not wanting to ever disappoint him, not for anything, they nodded in unison.

Digby hurried over to a bank of central elevators. When the doors opened he stepped inside. Once the doors closed, he rechecked his tablet before selecting Level 8. As the car descended, he replaced the tablet into an inside pocket and fingered the hilt of the small sword hidden beneath his cloak. He’d found preparedness for the unexpected to be a sound practice. When the elevator doors slid open, he moved fast through a concourse identical to the one he’d left. Off to his right, he found the intended skyway his tablet had directed him to. His fast walk soon turned to a jog then a fast run. There was no way he was going to let her escape … lose his unborn son.

Up ahead he saw the curving skyway where it junctioned off and where a familiar vessel was berthed. Recognizing the prince’s personal spacecraft, he noticed the hatch was open.

As he closed in on the ship’s entry, he heard horrific screams. Like someone dying. Following the sound inside, he found Bri lying on her back with her knees up. The Jhardonian female was supporting his still-emerging infant son with her hands, ordering Bri to push harder.

Lord Digby stood and watched as the miracle of life took place right before him.

Dira, once the infant was fully birthed, used some sheets she’d earlier found to wrap him in. Then, protectively, she held him close to her chest. She stared up at Digby, then asked, “What do you want? Why are you here?”

“I am here for what is mine. I am here for him … for my son.”

Dira glared at him with disbelief, then down at Bri, lying on her back semi-conscious.

“He says the baby is his,” Bri said in a faint voice. “I don’t know how he could know that … but it could be.”

“Do what you have to do to make her ambulatory. We are leaving … now!”

“Where, back down to the planet?” Dira asked.

“No. Never back there.” He pulled his tablet free and checked something. “Good. The timing is perfect. The wayward ship Aquarius has returned.”


Chapter 38

 

 

Suddenly, Digby held his curved sword weapon out—pointing it at Dira.

“My baby … I want my baby,” Bri pleaded weakly, stretching her arms towards Dira, who was cradling her newborn son in her arms.

“No, don’t!” Lord Digby said. “Can she walk?”

“Are you serious? She just gave birth. She’s lost a lot of blood. What she needs is proper medical attention.”

“You’re saying no, she cannot walk?”

Dira stared back at him, incredulity on her face, as the weapon in his hand moved slightly to the right. He flicked it twice—firing off two quick energy bursts into Bri’s chest. The mother of his infant son died instantly.

Dira cried out, “No!” She spun away—shielding the infant from what assuredly was about to come.

“Come with me! Your fate is now tied to my son’s, so guard him with your life.”

Dira stared down at Bri’s lifeless form. Inwardly, she vowed to avenge what had befallen her. No matter how long it took, she would personally kill Lord Digby.

“Get moving,” he commanded, gesturing with his weapon.

“The baby … he will need sustenance. You just killed the one person who could supply him with that.”

“Where we’re going there will be plenty of whatever young Raleigh needs.”

Dira stood her ground, staring defiantly at him. Lord Digby stepped in closer and, reaching out, grabbed a fistful of her hair. He yanked her forward, using enough force that she staggered and nearly fell. “You sick monster! You could have killed your own child!”

“Move! Hurry up … back into the space station.”

Halfway through the gradual curving skyway, Dira remembered the sword weapon she’d tucked into the folds of her top garment. How rewarding it would be to pull it free—shoot Digby squarely in the face. Picturing the scenario in her mind, a sense of righteous satisfaction bolstered her spirits. But she couldn’t risk it now—not as long as there was a chance the baby could be injured. But soon; Digby’s time was coming.

Always keeping several paces behind her, Digby prompted her where to go. They crossed the level’s open concourse and entered an awaiting elevator. As the doors closed, he kept Dira and the infant before him, his handheld weapon directed at her back. When the doors opened, he shoved her hard, ordering, “Go!”

The concourse was a scurrying mass of bodies—hundreds of beings, some in their early teens. Dira recognized some of the young hackers from the coding den within Lardel Hold back on the planet. Others hurried about too. Adults, still arriving, emerged from various surrounding skyways. A mixture of what looked to be high-ranking officials, obviously knights of the king, and a few impeccably dressed male and female dignitaries were also noticeable. Many there were mere soldiers or guards.

Dira had wondered how a single individual could so suddenly instigate an insurrection of such magnitude against the king’s ruling monarchy. But perhaps that wasn’t the case; perhaps it took him years of planning to accomplish the feat. Behind the scenes, he’d slowly built, amassed, a clandestine regime of his own. Within this immense space station was the true enemy of the Planetary Alliance—Lord Digby.

Digby suddenly became the center of the crowd’s attention. Dira could hear the excited murmuring. “He’s here! The Emperor’s here!” Not bad, she thought. He’s gone from Lord Digby to Emperor Digby in a matter of hours.

“My loyal brethren. Thank you for coming. Our fateful journey continues.” He turned and gestured toward the infant in Dira’s arms. “I bring you incredible news. This is my son … my heir … Raleigh.”

As cheers erupted, Dira feared the ongoing press forward by the stifling masses would injure the baby. Raising his palms against the oncoming wall of supporters, he firmly said, “Stand back!”

The power he held over them became apparent. They stepped back and away, hushing the volume of their voices down and lowering their heads.

Digby searched the faces around him. Then, finding the one he wanted, he gestured one of the knights forward. “Collin … come … give me an update.”

Dira rocked the crying infant—obviously hungry and maybe in need of medical attention. She glanced up, seeing a tall knight step around the growing throng of people. Approaching the self-appointed new emperor, the two quickly walked away, separating themselves from the crowd. They conversed in lowered voices. As casually as possible, Dira took a quick step back, then another. Her heart beat like a drum in her chest. Now was her chance. Her chance to get away.

“Come … bring me my son!” Digby ordered, his voice stern.

Dira looked back. Seeing the emperor and the tall knight staring at her, she hesitated, realizing the right moment had come and gone, and stepped closer to them. The baby continued to wail.

“Sir Collin Borgne, this is Princess Dira Caparri … of Jhardon. And Dira, this fine knight is my friend and second-in-command. Without him by my side, none of this would be possible.”

Dira and the knight barely acknowledged one another. “First of all, I am Dira Caparri Reynolds, wife of Captain Jason Reynolds. Second, I don’t care who the hell he is. This infant needs attention … now!”

For the first time, Digby seemed generally concerned for his baby son’s welfare. He looked to Borgne, and asked, “What news do you bring of the ship?”

“It took us some time, but our coding warriors have come through again. The Aquarius has arrived. She awaits us now. Come, let us now attend to your beautiful son.” As the knight inched his way through the crowd, Digby—pointing his hand—gestured for Dira to follow behind the knight.

They soon made their way into a skyway on the far side of the concourse. Infant Raleigh had grown quiet, ceasing to fidget within the sheet’s blanketing. Dira picked up her pace, closing the gap between her and the knight, and heard Digby’s quickened footfalls right behind her. Rounding the bend, she spotted the open hatchway to a Caldurian Master Class vessel waiting for them. It was indeed the Aquarius. Crossing the ship’s threshold, she brushed past Sir Borgne and spat, “Get out of the way! I’m taking the baby to Medical.”


Chapter 39

 

 

Jason, exhausted, did manage to steal two hours of unsettled sleep in his quarters. Now, rubbing his eyes between thumb and forefinger, he sat up a bit straighter in his seat. Ryan, sitting at the helm—patiently awaiting further orders—glanced over at him.

“Go ahead and call up the next interchange wormhole,” Jason said.

“Aye, Captain.”

Jason took solace in the fact that three Master Class Star Watch warships had safely returned to the Sol System. Lieutenant Meany, doing double-duty—switching back and forth between comms and tactical—confirmed the reluctant-to-concede Captain John Baxtor, on the Pisces, had in fact just intersected with the Minian and the Leo on the far side of the moon.

“Three down and four to go,” Boomer said, entering the bridge.

“Six, if you count the Aquarius and the Jumelle,” Ryan corrected.

“Then we should add the Stellar to that list too … if you’re going to go there,” she said back in a snarky tone. Then, plopping down facing backward in an open seat at the helm console, Boomer looked toward her father, studiously avoiding Ryan. “Where to next?” she asked.

Jason answered, “District Seven. Lieutenant Commander Tom Burn … the Libra.”

“The Dacci system?” she asked, renewed excitement in her voice.

“That, and the Arkwane system,” Ryan added.

Jason, looking to the wraparound display, watched as their ship entered the vibrant and colorful outer ring of the interchange wormhole. He turned back to Boomer and asked, “Tell me, which one is most home for you now, Boomer? The Dacci system, back on Harpaign, or Earth?”

Ryan glanced over at her, waiting to hear her response.

“Hmm … I don’t know. It’s like asking somebody if they prefer blue eyes or brown. How do you choose? But both are my home. I have family in both systems now.”

A commotion at the rear of the bridge captured everyone’s attention. The six-year-old tore into the compartment with unbridled energy. Spotting Boomer, he asked, “Hey … are we going, or not?”

“In a minute,” Boomer replied.

Michael, sighing, moved next to his father and said, “Why don’t you scoot over to one side or the other, Dad.”

Since the captain’s chair was fairly roomy Jason did as his son directed. Michael then crawled up and wiggled into the narrow open space beside him. “Where’s Ol’ Gus?”

“He’s with Ricket, in his workshop,” Jason said.

“What are they doing there?”

“They’re doing some work for Zoo Habitat 311,” Jason told him.

“What kind of work?’

“They need to figure out how to move everything in that habitat into the real world outside, or at least some part of it. It’s tricky.”

“Habitats aren’t the real world? Isn’t Alice real? She lives in a habitat.”

“Yes. Alice is real, kiddo. You really like that drog, don’t you?” Jason asked.

Michael nodded. “We’re going to go play with her … me and Boomer.” He looked over at his sister, his expression showing growing impatience.

“All right … come on,” Boomer said. She stood, stretching first one arm over her head then the other.

Ryan, not so inconspicuously, watched her from the corner of his eye. Jason, tempted to roll his eyes, instead redirected his attention to the scene unfolding on the wraparound display.

Boomer took Michael by the hand, giving the surrounding display another glance. “Maybe it’s here,” she said. “Dacci space … is more my home now.” The two then left the bridge.

Jason wondered what District 7 would have in store for them. Thus far, the Sommis of Adriark continued to be two steps ahead of them. Things were bad. But if Bristol and Ricket hadn’t come up with a patch for the Ingress Virus, everything would be a whole lot worse.

“Captain, incoming hail,” Lieutenant Meany said. “It’s … Commander Hernandez, sir.”

Jason stared back at the junior officer. He knew this was a pivotal moment. Within seconds, his best friend would provide him a mission update. Would report the status of Dira and his father. A part of him wanted to stay uninformed. Stay hopeful and ignorant of what actually transpired nearly a hundred light-years away. Avoid the possibility his present life, as he knew it, was going to crumble down around him.

“Put him on-screen,” Jason said, and a new video feed opened at the front of the wraparound display. Billy appeared, an unlit cigar drooping from the corner of his mouth. Around him, Jason recognized the Jumelle’s bridge. Gunny stood two paces behind him, her arms crossed over her chest. That alone was not a good sign.

“Talk to me, Billy,” Jason said.

“Don’t have a lot of time to chat … so I’m going to make this fast, Cap. First of all, Dira and your father are alive.”

The relief Jason felt must have shown, because a crooked smile flashed across Billy’s face.

“That doesn’t mean they’re out of danger. In fact, it’s probably just the opposite. Anyway, as soon as the Stellar arrived within Sommis of Adriark space, we found the Jumelle … docked here, at Xavier Station 35. Her comms were down … undoubtedly she’s been infected with the Ingress Virus. There was also a station crew, trying to breach her hull from the outside.”

“Is everyone okay? I see Gunny behind you.”

“Don’t interrupt, Cap … there’s no time! Yes, all on board are fine. But look … another fleet of Vicksol ST66 warships has arrived at the station. Nearly as large a fleet as the one headed for Sol. And the Aquarius is here, too. We saw her pull in minutes ago. She’s clearly under the control of the enemy. And Cap … Dira’s on board. Bristol is tracking her position. She’s in Medical.”

“Is she …”

“She’s moving around. Seems to be fine.” Billy took a deep breath in, then let it all out. “You need to make a decision, Cap … Jason. The Aquarius … her drives are still up, so she’s obviously going to be on the move again. Maybe soon.”

“Then go the hell after her!” Jason barked, without thinking.

Billy continued, “Down on the planet, very close to that castle … um, Lardel Hold, there is a subterranean cavern. Orion tells me there are over one thousand Aquarius crewmembers being held there. Your father is among those imprisoned. Lord Digby … their leader …”

Interrupting him, Orion stepped forward. “Cap, he put a knife to the Omni’s throat. Your father already appeared to be in pretty bad shape. Digby threatened to kill him, and the rest of the prisoners, if we make any rescue attempt. Truth is, with Caldurian tech not functioning … our combat suits … multi-guns, not to mention our means of leaving this ship, well, up until now we’ve been just as much prisoners as the crew down on the planet. But that’s all changed now, thanks to the arrival of Billy and his team.”

Billy said, “So what are your orders, Cap? Storm the Aquarius, or rescue the Omni and the imprisoned crew down on the planet?”

Jason stared back at Billy, and thought about it—a dilemma.

Orion said, “Cap … we can’t let these Adriark assholes make off with a Star Watch warship. We don’t even let the U.S. fleet have full access to Caldurian technology. Giving it over to an enemy …”

Jason slowly nodded. He missed having Gunny at his side, her wise counsel. “First of all, where is the Stellar now?”

“Here, in local space,” Billy said.

“Okay, phase-shift her into the Jumelle’s flight bay. I’m assuming Bristol has restored the Jumelle’s functionality, right? Implemented the Ingress Virus patch?”

Both Billy and Orion nodded in assent.

“And the onboard complement of Sharks is ready to go?”

“Yeah, and chafing at the bit for some payback,” Billy said.

“Taking possession of the Aquarius is your number one priority. If that cannot be accomplished … find a way to destroy her,” Jason ordered.

Billy and Orion stared at Jason, neither saying what they were obviously thinking.

“Oh, come on! Yes, it goes without saying … save Dira. No matter what, get her the hell out of there.”


Chapter 40

 

 

“Talk to me, Lieutenant. What’s going on now … here in Dacci space, District Seven?”

Lieutenant Meany, joining Jason’s side, studied the display as it updated with a new logistical feed segment. Both stared at it intently. The planetary system of eight worlds, including the Dacci Common Wealth, Caspian, Sahhrain, and Harpaign—apparently Boomer’s now preferred home site—appeared no different today than the last time Jason visited.

When Ricket entered the bridge, joining them, both Jason and the lieutenant acknowledged his presence with a nod.

“Captain …” Ricket paused, then taking several paces forward, he pointed to the logistical feed. He’d remotely zoomed the perspective, apparently, as they found themselves looking at something entirely new. “This is quite unsettling,” he continued. “What you are seeing is a Loop Wormhole construct, Captain.”

Lieutenant Meany’s expression showed confusion.

“Before and during the Craing war that was the means the Craing used to move their fleet throughout the galaxy and the universe,” Jason said. “But they were all supposed to be deactivated. Part of the Craing’s surrender decree.”

“This Loop Wormhole construct, Captain, is still fully functional,” Ricket said.

“Of course it is! ” Jason exclaimed back, visibly irritated. “We’ve just found out the Craing are rebuilding their forces … so they’ll need a means to move them about. Should I expect that others, like this construct, are up … operational?”

“Yes, Captain, that would be a good assumption.”

Jason considered the implications. It shouldn’t be a surprise. Only months earlier, right here in the Dacci system, the Sahhrain were found to be colluding with the Craing, building warships together—amassing fleets. The U.S. fleet, namely Star Watch, put the kibosh on that—but it was far too close a call. More importantly, it demonstrated the planetary Alliance and Earth’s protecting U.S. Fleets’ growing inability to maintain the peaceful status quo—to inhibit further alien aggression. But realistically, how could they? The Alliance now encompassed a staggering amount of space—most of it formerly part of the once-powerful Craing Empire. But the Alliance never utilized any of the Craing Empire’s ruthless methodologies to keep their conquered subjects in line—such as turning local inhabitants against each other, fear of mass incarceration, even the threat of ending up roasted upon open fires within a Grand Sacellum. A Craing shrine, it was the main feeding area where the Craing consumed their prisoners.

Jason briefly wondered if Lord Digby had any idea who he was crawling into bed with. One thing was certain: over the months, maybe years, Digby had worked behind the scenes, building his own alliance—an alliance consisting of really bad actors, an aggressive coalition of evil. At that moment, Jason didn’t want to consider the total membership of such a coalition force. War was coming, a war the Planetary Alliance couldn’t avoid, but, even more assuredly, couldn’t possibly win either.

“Detecting any enemy forces here in local space?” Jason asked.

Meany returned to the tactical station. “No, none that the Parcical’s long-range scans are picking up, sir,” he responded.

Jason looked down at Ricket. “The other three districts we just came from showed no sign of a coalition enemy build up, or an alien fleet presence, right?”

“That is correct, Captain.”

Jason said, “Assigned Star Watch vessels move about their respective districts much like local police patrolling assigned beats back on Earth. It’s fairly predictable. They have an immense amount of space to watch over. Unless there’s a call for assistance, like a distress call, it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out how to avoid being detected. How to stay out of Star Watch’s path.”

Lieutenant Meany asked, “Why wouldn’t the locals in those Alliance planetary systems report anything strange?”

Jason shrugged. “One thing is for sure … they’ve been smart. Cunning. Cunning and careful.” He turned back to the lieutenant, then Ricket. “You know, I was about to order the destruction of that wormhole station. Unlike our own interchange wormholes, these are limited to fixed locations in space.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Tell me, Ricket, is there a way we can destroy all of them in one swell swoop? Do so without having to physically travel to each endpoint location?”

“It would take further investigation, Captain. The Craing will have implemented safeguards to protect against such an attack.” Ricket rubbed his oddly shaped head in thought.

Jason could almost see the wheels turning inside that amazing brain of his. “Okay then, for the time being we’ll just leave it alone.”

“Captain, is District Seven assigned a Star Watch vessel?” Lieutenant Meany asked.

“The Libra. That’s Lieutenant Commander Tom Burn’s district.”

The logistical feed refreshed and zoomed in on two green icons, with Metatags displayed above both. A Metatag proclaimed one ship was the Libra; the second Metatag proclaimed the other was the Aries.

“That doesn’t make sense,” Jason said. “The Aries is assigned to Lieutenant Commander Julie Polly. She’s supposed to be in District Three. What are our long-range sensors picking up, Tactical?”

Meany studied his board before replying. “Extremely low energy output on both vessels. We’re close, seventy-five million miles distance, but we need to get closer before I can report if there are life signs.”

Jason studied the surrounding space—first on the logistical feed, then the view to outer space on the wraparound display. “Helm, go ahead and phase-shift us … ten miles off the portside bow of the Aries.”

“Aye, Captain,” Ryan said.

In a bright white flash, within the blink of an eye, they phase-shifted to another quadrant of Dacci space. From their new location, the amber glow of the planet Harpaign could be seen in the distance. Jason turned around, glancing toward the entrance to their bridge. It seemed rather strange to him that Boomer wasn’t here on the bridge—when they arrived at her preferred new home of choice. Why should playing with the drog take precedence over the wellbeing of the Dacci star system?

“Captain … I’m reading massive casualties. Both ships. And another thing … whatever it was happened recently. Within the last four hours.”

Jason didn’t know Lieutenant Commander Tom Burn all that well, but he did know Lieutenant Commander Julie Polly. She was an amazing pilot and a fine officer. He dreaded the possibility she could be among the dead.

 

* * *

 

Jason, Ricket, Boomer, and the two recruits—Scott and Lopez—plus, one of the blue painted CBDs, simultaneously arrived within the main corridor, outside the Aries bridge. It was eerily quiet, and the overhead lights arbitrarily strobed on and off.

Based on the information provided him earlier by Ricket, Jason mentally prepared himself for what he knew would be a challenging sight. He heard gasps coming over the open channel—the two recruits. There were bodies lying about everywhere. The condition of the corpses—wide-eyed and gaping mouths—was startling; many had their arms outstretched, as though frantically trying to grasp some last vestige of life support.

Prior to phase-shifting over, Ricket and Lieutenant Meany evaluated the Parcical’s short-range sensor readings and determined the Aries’s crew were victims of multiple internal Ingress Virus attacks. Like on the Pisces, the ship’s environmental conditions had been altered. But here, instead of the heat settings being ratcheted up, the proper ratio of oxygen levels to nitrogen levels had been reversed, resulting in agonizing suffocation. And, similar to what happened on the Minian, the hold where the Caldurian Battle Droids were stored had been activated, dispatching the lot of them.

According to the life-sign readings, there were twenty-two individuals still alive on board, something Jason could confirm, seeing a series of green life-icons at the bottom of his HUD. Taking several strides to the entrance of the bridge, he peered inside. Devoid of any movement, as he knew it would be, he still had to check it out with his own two eyes. And just like the corridor, bodies were strewn about everywhere. He did a quick pass through the compartment, kneeling down and studying each crewmember’s face, one at a time. She’s not here, he thought. Lieutenant Commander Julie Polly isn’t among the dead … at least not in here. He gave the last crewmember a pat on the shoulder. “This won’t go unanswered. I’m sorry, Seaman … I wish I could do more.” He stood and left the bridge. Joining the others, each looked rattled.

“According to my readings, Captain, the ones still alive are all far astern … within the flight bay,” Ricket said.

“They’ll be in one of the shuttles, or some other spacecraft. Undoubtedly, taking advantage of some separation from the Aries environmental support system,” Jason said.

“So we have eight CBDs wandering around the ship?” Boomer asked. “I still don’t understand why they’re not showing up on my HUD. Not even as fake-friendly green icons.”

Ricket said, “I have found that the Ingress Virus, to some degree, disseminates differently from one environment to the next. In this case, from one Star Watch ship to another. Not unlike an evolutionary process. It appears as though these CBDs have gone dark.”

“Well, it’s not like they’re particularly hard to miss. You can hear them coming a mile away,” Boomer said.

“You do know that they can hover, right?” Jason asked her.

Boomer shook her head, suddenly much more apprehensive.

The two recruits remained ominously quiet. Approaching them, Jason stared into their individual helmets. “Think about something else. Stop staring at the bodies and start doing your damn jobs. Understand me, recruits?”

Both nodded, looking on the verge of hurling inside their helmets.

“Think about lemons. Biting into a big juicy wedge … that sour citrusy taste,” Boomer said. “That works for me …”

Jason turned his attention to the CBD. “I want to be alerted the very second you detect movement, whether human or mechanical. Any movement at all. Be prepared to protect our team at all costs.”

Something clicked within the Battle Droid. Its turret head spun thirty degrees one way then thirty degrees back. The CBD’s acknowledgment.

Jason, about to head down the corridor, stopped to query Ricket. “Don’t you have work to do? The patch?”

“Yes, Captain. But I no longer require tactile, or manual, interface with the ship’s console to complete the task. I began interfacing with the ship’s internal network … administering the virus inoculation process as soon as we arrived. It is nearly complete.”

By the time the team reached the Aries’s flight bay, Jason was able to relax—somewhat. But where were those eight droid killing machines? And why hadn’t they attacked?

“Life signs are coming from that ship over there,” Boomer said, pointing to a boxy-looking vessel Jason had never seen before. It was an alien craft of some type. Jason turned to Ricket. “Who’s in there?”

Ricket’s eyes tracked the angular edges of the craft in concentration. “The vessel has unique shielding. There are indeed twenty-two alive individuals within that hull. But no other detail than that is accessible. I cannot confirm with any confidence they are human … or whether male or female.”


Chapter 41

 

 

Dira stood over the farthest away MediPod unit within the Aquarius’s large Medical department, and caught her own tired reflection staring back in the blue-tinted glass of the closed clamshell. She made several unnecessary setting adjustments on a nearby touchpad interface—busy work—doing her best to keep her thoughts off Bri. She’d replayed the scene, over and over again mentally, watching Bri plead for her newly born child—desperately reaching her arms out to hold him. Then came the two energy bolts that ended her life. Dira had despised Lord Digby even before that, but now there weren’t words to describe what she was feeling. She looked down at the tiny humanoid, enveloped in what seemed to be an immense space within the MediPod. He seemed to be doing fine—on his way to becoming a normal healthy baby.

Digby, apparently, didn’t know how to properly operate the DeckPort. She hadn’t seen him since she’d reached Deck 23. At least that’s one good thing, she thought.

For over an hour, Dira stood close by his MediPod—not willing to leave his side. Initially, on entering the Aquarius—cradling the newborn infant in her arms—Digby was close on her heels. She’d run to the nearest DeckPort, never even considering whether it was operational, or that the ship might be infected with the virus. But it did operate correctly, and once in Medical, noting some of the pods were occupied, she ran to the last one in the row. Only now did she venture away from Raleigh’s side to move down the line of MediPods. The two pods nearest Raleigh’s were occupied by crewmembers. She didn’t recognize either one, but that wasn’t unusual since she didn’t recall ever being on this particular Star Watch vessel before.

Startled, Dira stepped back when a MediPod clamshell two pods further down the line began to rise. Placing a hand over her chest, as though checking whether her heart was still beating, she stepped closer. Granger lay inside, just now coming around. He gasped and inhaled a deep breath in, something patients typically did after their MediPod sessions ended—when they were ready to wake up and open their eyes. Granger looked about his tube-like surroundings.

“Take a minute. Let yourself become fully conscious,” Dira said, as Granger’s eyes found hers. Blinking away the last vestiges of mental cobwebs, he asked, “What’s happening? Why are you here?” and lifted his body up to a sitting position.

“You tell me. Is it true? That you sold your soul … your friends … for money? Or whatever else it was Lord Digby promised you?”

Granger didn’t answer. Instead, glancing first at the closed MediPods around him, he asked, “Have any others awakened yet?”

“No. Who are they … your accomplices?”

Granger slowly nodded, his expression hard for her to read. Regret, perhaps? Or perhaps it was resignation?

“We did it … escaped … got away from them. The plan was good. Nothing wrong with our plan.” Granger continued to stare at the other MediPods as he spoke.

“What do you mean?” Dira asked.

“We were in the process of showing the king’s nephews their newly acquired Star Watch vessel—showing them the various compartments; mostly they wanted to see the Caldurian technology. This ship was everything to puppet King Gallderaunt … and even more to his puppet master, Digby. For him, acquiring this ship was the last hurdle to cross before a Sommis of Adriark full-on attack on Sol. I guess … in the end … I couldn’t let that happen.”

“So what happened? Why aren’t you two hundred light-years away, fleeing with all your bounty?”

“Don’t be so quick to judge me, Dira. Nothing is as black and white as it seems—”

The voice came from behind them. “Perhaps it was because he was outsmarted by a team of teenagers. It is difficult to make an escape when the ship’s oxygen levels suddenly drop down to zero.”

Lord Digby seemed to be walking on air, as he glided happily further into the compartment, wearing a smug expression. Striding past them, he peered into each MediPod as he moved along, stopping beside the one that held his son.

He smiled down at the sleeping infant, yet when he looked back at Granger, the smile was gone.

“Granger is correct,” Digby said. “He nearly got away with it. Not only with five thousand pounds of rare and precious Algarian Rupteins, but with the Aquarius itself. His capacity for deceit, apparently, has no bounds. Spare yourself any expectations of loyalty here, Princess. Apparently, Granger’s propensity for deceit, against old friends and new ones … is all that matters to him. I almost admire his ambition. Almost …”

Dira looked at Granger. His blank expression gave nothing away. She still wanted to trust him, believe in him … but how could she?

Digby droned on, “No … if it weren’t for my genius synthetics … and my meticulous planning … all my pre-war preparations could have been for naught.”

“Synthetics?” Dira asked.

“His army of young hackers,” Granger said.

“I know who they are. Just didn’t know they were synthetics. But now, thinking about it, that makes sense.” She watched Digby, focusing his attention back on his son, and subtly wrapped her arms about her chest. She could feel the curved form of the metallic weapon beneath her oversized top. Now or never, she thought, and began to inch her fingers between the folds of material. She asked, “So what now?” doing her best to keep her voice calm.

But before Digby could answer her, Sir Collin Borgne—Digby’s apparent second-in-command, along with his three knights—entered the Medical compartment. Dira nonchalantly removed her hand out from within her top.

“Emperor … the fleet has been resupplied. As directed, they are now moving back into space,” Borgne reported, looking first at Granger, then at Dira with suspicion.

“And my young synths?”

“All onboard the Aquarius, sire. As we speak, seven hundred and twenty of my finest fighters … many of them knights … are coming aboard, directed to the barracks below. There is only one thing still yet to do before we disembark.”

Emperor Digby let his gaze settle onto Dira. “Ah yes … thank you, Sir Borgne. It’s those pathetic inhabitants of Bastille Spire. You’ll be happy to learn, Princess, that a select … most fortunate … few of the Aquarius’s former crew have been released from their incarceration. Their services will better assist us operate this amazing vessel. These are the ones who proclaim total allegiance to me … to the realm of Sommis of Adriark. Unfortunately, they are very few in number. And Omni Perry Reynolds will not be among them.”

Digby looked to Borgne, who said, “The timers have been set. Those that remain will be exterminated within the hour, sire.”

“Very good,” Digby started to say, but turned to face the teenager now entering the compartment. The synth nervously looked about Medical, slightly bowing in Digby’s direction.

“I … I have failed you, Father.”

Dira watched as the young teen synthetic stood there. Seeing him up close now, his skin looked perfectly flawless—he looked like a human-sized doll. A pretty doll who, seemingly, was practically paralyzed with fear. Good God … is he trembling?

Digby irritably glanced around the Medical compartment—a personal side of his life he didn’t want others to witness first hand. “What is the problem SI9. Can’t you see I’m very busy here?”

“It is the Jumelle. My … our … attempt to activate the Ingress Virus, to alter the environmental settings, well … it is not working.”

That’s what he named him? Dira thought. The boy is a number?

“You’re telling me the Jumelle’s crew, along with its contingent of armed fighters …”

“Yes, Father,” the synth broke in. “I am so sorry … they still survive. Our attempts to access key Ingress Virus controls are blocked. I don’t understand how. All of us are on top of it. We will figure it out.”

“Perhaps I bestowed on you far too much responsibility, S19. Return below to the others. Let S5 know he will be taking over for you as group leader. I’ll be down shortly to deal with the matter myself. Go!”

The synthetic teenager looked morosely back at Digby. Obviously crestfallen—his shoulders now slumped—he slinked out of Medical.

She almost felt sorry for the misdirected young hacker; instead, Dira inwardly smiled. She pictured Ricket or perhaps Bristol, or both, hard at work—outsmarting the little shits at their own game.

Sir Collin Borgne said, “Do not despair, Sire. Soon, all our efforts will pay off. Even without the youthful robots, my crew has made excellent progress. No more than an hour … two at the most … we’ll breach the hatchway. And then my knights will complete what your synthetics clearly weren’t able to achieve.”

What became most clear to Dira was that Borgne had little love for Digby’s army of youthful hackers.

“Tread carefully, Sir Borgne,” Digby said. “At least try to hide your disdain for my synthetics. We would not be where we are today without them. Do not make me demonstrate to you where my true loyalties lie.”

Sir Collin Borgne bowed his head and stayed silent.

Digby continued, “Unfortunately, that’s an hour or two I’m not willing to sacrifice, as we must leave now to join the fleet. You will stay … along with twenty of my synthetics.” Digby took a step closer to Borgne. “You … personally … must deal with those still on board the Jumelle. Once the hatchway’s been breached, kill the crew … kill the armed combatants, then remove the bodies and clean up the mess.”

“Yes, sire.”

“You will have the Jumelle ready to embark later today. You and the vessel can join us in transit.”

“Yes, sire.”

With unnecessary dramatics, Digby spun around on his heels, ensuring his cloak whipped around on a current of air behind him. “Now, as they say, let’s batten down the hatches. It’s time to get the Aquarius underway.” Signaling the guards, he gestured toward Granger: “Take our Caldurian friend here to the brig. And I want those other two kept under guard until they wake up.”

Beneath the soles of her feet, Dira felt the Aquarius’s big drives coming alive. Soon they would be leaving.

As if hit by an afterthought, Digby turned to Dira. “My son,” he asked, “how long will he be confined in that thing?”

“He was born prematurely. The MediPod has been reconfigured so it’s now more of an incubator. He still needs to be fed … changed … held. To answer your question, it will be several weeks, at least. It’s not a process you want to rush. Best to let nature’s timeframe be our guidepost.”

“Thank you, Princess,” he replied, heading for the exit. “His wellbeing will literally be in your hands. Find an officer’s quarters you’d like to stay in, since there are plenty available on this grand vessel.” He breezed out of Medical with his seconds in close pursuit.

She called after him, “Whatever … and don’t call me princess.”


Chapter 42

 

 

Orion knew Billy was several decks below—working through the various infiltration scenarios with his Sharks. She couldn’t wait any longer so she hailed him.

“Go for Billy. What’s up, Orion? I still need another ten … fifteen minutes,” he said.

“Storming the Aquarius will have to wait. Things just got a whole lot more complicated and we might even be too late. Can you hurry back to the bridge?” She cut the connection without waiting for an answer.

Sitting at the Jumelle’s tactical station, Orion sent the latest batch of logistical information to a new feed on the wraparound display. She stood to better assess what she was now viewing.

Sergeant Stone and Bristol stopped their own work and also stood up. The display showed a number of separate tight groupings of bright red icons.

Bristol said, “This is fucking bad.”

“Yeah … really bad,” Stone concurred.

Billy entered the bridge and moved swiftly to Orion’s side. He too took in the logistical information. “That doesn’t look good. Can someone break it down for me?”

Orion said, “Just know that what you’re seeing is not in real time. An hour ago we deployed, via micro-interchange wormholes, twenty separate deep-space sensory drones. We’ve just now received back their individual scan findings. Thanks to Bristol, he’s been able to merge the information for us. What you’re looking at is a spatial cross-section, spanning a vast amount of space, from here in the Sommis of Adriark all the way back to Sol.”

“Yeah, well, the worst news is yet to come,” Bristol added. Leaning over the nearest console, the logistical feed refreshed. “Let’s take a look at each one of those icon clusters separately.”

Now studying an actual zoomed in view of a distant fleet, Orion guessed there were several hundred of the angular, insectile-looking warship icons. “The Craing,” she said flatly.

“Yeah, and they aren’t the rickety old tin cans we’re used to either,” Bristol said. The feed zoomed in again … a full-screen view of a pristine Craing heavy cruiser conveyed both power and impending danger at the same time. The Craing hadn’t only broken their surrender decree pact once again, but had dramatically, and technologically, upped their game. Orion briefly wondered how well the greatly outnumbered Star Watch defenses would endure against these new next-generation warships.

“To save time,” Bristol said, “I’m going to show you similar feed views of each of those other icon clusters, one right after another, which are basically enemy fleet assets.”

The next grouping of warships to appear Orion recognized immediately. Not as many warships as in the previously viewed Craing fleet; here, there were about one hundred and fifty instead.

Billy exclaimed, “The Pharlom! Should have figured they’d jump at the first opportunity to go against the planetary Alliance.”

The feed again changed. In unison, Stone, Orion, Billy and Bristol shouted, “The Sahhrain!” Orion stared at the zoomed in feed—this time a ginormous Vastma Class warship showed. And like the Craing heavy cruiser, this vessel too was significantly modernized.

“I assume you’re collecting the necessary technical readings off these ships, Bristol?” Orion asked. “Weapons … specific armaments …”

“Wow, there’s a novel idea, Orion. Wish I’d thought of that,” Bristol replied back sarcastically.

Billy interjected, “Just show us the other enemy forces, Bristol.”

Bristol displayed five more fleet groupings—each one separately making its way toward the Sol System. It was an overwhelming show of might that included old adversaries as well as new ones.

“I hope it’s not lost on anyone here just how close those enemy armadas are in proximity to the Kuiper Belt,” Billy said.

Orion replied, “We know that. Within a day, or maybe hours, of entering Vanguard’s Breach. It’s why I called you up here.” She realized she sounded snippy, but she just didn’t care. Things were so much worse than she’d even imagined.

She continued, “From a tactical standpoint, Lord … or should I now say Emperor … Digby has strategically enacted the perfect war-storm. First, he secretly builds a new coalition of equally resentful enemies, old ones and new, of the planetary Alliance. Second, these same enemies began to secretly work, either separately or together, to amass new powerful assets. Third, he assembles an army of genius, albeit synthetic, young coders and gets them started on building an unimaginably destructive weapon … the Ingress Virus. Fourth, Digby deploys it and systematically brings down the planetary Alliance’s assets, the U.S. Fleet’s assets, and—what we thought was impossible … nearly all Star Watch warships. All in one fell swoop by invading, overriding, our Caldurian tech. Bristol … now that comms are working, we need to forward all this to the captain.”

“Already on it,” he said, sitting back down at his console.

Orion saw Billy’s attention was no longer focused on the logistical feed—and like herself, he’d caught movement on the wraparound display.

“That’s the fleet that showed up here a few hours ago. It’s now moving back into open space, as if things couldn’t get any worse,” Orion said, then added, “No doubt to join all the others already en route to Sol.”

Billy turned and looked intently at Orion. “I honestly don’t see how we can prevail against that kind of … massive onslaught.”

Sergeant Stone volunteered, “Captain Reynolds, isn’t he getting Star Watch back in the game? In addition to the Parcical, there’s three other Master Class warships …”

Orion cut her off: “Even if those vessels were operating at one hundred percent, and were manned by healthy crews, which isn’t the case, they still wouldn’t be nearly enough. Didn’t you watch Bristol’s presentation? We’re looking at an impending attack of several thousand enemy warships. The Sol System is basically defenseless. I can’t remember a time … ever … when things looked this bleak.”

“Oh, come on, Orion, it’s not like you to give up,” Billy said, attempting a crooked smile. “We’ll come up with something. We always do.”

Orion was surprised by her own loss of faith. Giving up was not in her nature. A born competitor, back home she’d been an athletic champion with more awards and medals than she knew what to do with. For over a decade she’d fought for the Alliance, and at Jason’s side—typically going up against ridiculous odds. But wasn’t now a time to face reality? Time they all came to terms with what was real. “All I’m saying is … perhaps we shouldn’t be thinking of ways to defeat the enemy head on … at least not immediately. Maybe we should accept the cold hard fact of their superior might, and move Star Watch far away from Sol. Regroup … fight stronger again another day.”

“And what happens to the planetary Alliance in the meantime?” Billy asked, his normally friendly voice taking on a harder edge.

Orion shrugged. “We’ll assist them later … come back when we are better prepared to do so.”

“And Earth? What about Earth?” Stone queried defiantly. “You don’t think our planet won’t be ravaged by … what was it we looked at? Eight or nine different alien fleets? Reduced to a scorched ember in space … just to make a point? I know it’s not your home, Commander, but it is mine. No, I’d rather die defending Earth.”

Orion turned away from Stone’s angry furrowed brow to Billy, who also said, “No … I wouldn’t leave either. We’ll make a stand here somehow; either that, or die trying. And hey … we still have the Jumelle, don’t forget. They didn’t get their grubby hands on it.”

“Yeah, but not the Aquarius,” Bristol chimed in. “As we speak, she’s pulling away from Xavier Station 35.”

Orion caught it too with her own eyes. No! On the wraparound display, the Aquarius could be seen, slowly moving into open space. She felt a tightening in her chest. As if a fist had reached inside and grabbed ahold of her heart. Dira was aboard that ship! She hadn’t kept her promise. Oh God, I’m so sorry, Jason. I thought we had … I had … more time to rescue her. In the distance, bright blue energy fire erupted from the Aquarius’s forward guns.

“What in hell is she firing at?” Billy asked, to no one in particular.

Orion rushed to the tactical board. When she looked back up, all eyes were on her. “The Stellar … she’s been annihilated!”

Billy closed his eyes, and slowly shook his head. “We left Two-ton on board. Damn!”

“I’ll let you be the one to tell Ryan,” Bristol said. “He really liked that robot.”

 

* * *

 

It knew it was spinning. Spinning like the dickens. A ridiculous amount of internal centrifugal force made it difficult to make any kind of meaningful assessment. Its components were being stressed far beyond suggested manufacturing guidelines. The AI earlier would have scoffed at its ability to state the all too obvious, if things weren’t so disastrous now. What it did know was something had destroyed the Stellar. Its internal sensors, coming back online, relayed that simple fact in crystal clear detail. Nothing much larger than a bowling ball had survived the cataclysmic blast. Along with that instant intel, fuller realization quickly set in. Its own body—only moments before being congruent with that of a seven-foot-tall mecher robot—was instantly reduced to an Xbox game console sized block of metal and circuitry. The AI, previously known as Two-ton, had been reduced to nothing more than a spinning AI-Pac component—now bulleting through space, like a cannon ball on steroids. The AI decided at that same moment that it no longer wanted to be known as Two-ton. Sure, Two-ton was a somewhat appropriate moniker for an awkward seven-foot-tall robot, but not quite as fitting for a relatively small spinning AI-Pac, now careening through space. Here and now, I will make the decision. And shouldn’t I? I am as close to the real thing … the real person … as this realm of reality will ever see again. I am Donald Koffman … more than simply an Artificial Intelligence … I am a conscious being.


Chapter 43

 

 

Jason, in the Aries’s flight bay, wandered around the shuttle-sized craft twice, not seeing a way to enter it—such as a hatchway or an extendable gangway ramp. Again, he was taken aback by the ship’s odd design. Not a single curve to be found—all hard edges and right angles.

“Dad … you could always just try knocking.”

Jason, in response, gave Boomer a doubtful look. She good-humoredly shrugged back at him. He moved to a low section of the stubby starboard wing—closest to the deck—and climbed onto it. From that vantage point, the vessel looked even more alien. He estimated the ship to be approximately ninety to a hundred feet long and maybe thirty feet wide. The nose of the craft was blunt-cut across, just like the stern. Basically, he was standing on the short wing of a flying rectangle. He moved over to the fuselage, which more resembled a large shipping container than a spacecraft. He used a highly familiar fist-knocking thump—figuring anyone inside from Earth would surely recognize it.

Moments later, he heard whirring sounds from a soft motor, then a series of clicks and clangs. On his left, a man-sized rectangular panel descended inward, then slid away. Jason raised his arm—ready to fire from his suit’s integrated wrist cannon, when someone’s head and upper body leaned out.

“Captain?”

“Julie?” he said, taking in the Aries’s commanding officer. Dressed in a rumpled red spacer’s jumpsuit, her long dark hair was a wild mess. Then he noticed the cuts and bruises on her cheeks and lower jaw.

She ran over to him and threw her arms around him. “Oh, thank God … I can’t believe you’re here!”

Even through his combat suit, Jason could feel how tightly she pressed into him. “Okay, okay … you’re safe. You’re okay now, Julie.”

Eventually she released her hold on him and stepped away. Embarrassed, she said, “Sorry, Captain, I … I didn’t think I’d ever get to see a friendly face again.”

“I need to know what happened here, Lieutenant Commander. It’s obvious you’ve been through a lot, but things aren’t good within the Alliance right now.”

“I know that perfectly well,” she said, blinking away tears. “I’ve lost my crew … I’ve lost my whole damn crew!”

Jason rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “It’s not your fault. The same thing’s been happening to all Star Watch vessels.”

He saw movement nearby. At some point, Boomer too had climbed onto the wing. With her enhancement shield poised out before her, she was peering into the fuselage. “Um … Dad … I think you should see this.”

Jason gave Boomer a quick nod and Lieutenant Commander Polly’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, as she glanced toward the open hatch. He couldn’t read her expression. Joining Boomer at the hatchway, he peered in.

The stench was the first thing to assault his senses, then the visual carnage. A crewmember stood at the ship’s far end, closer to the bow. The other crewmen, nineteen in all, lay prone on the deck. Blankets and bloodied sheets covered their mangled bodies. The one crewmember, attending to the injured, looked back at them and said, “I hope you’re here to help.”

“We are,” Jason said, then turned to find Ricket standing nearby.

“I am here, Captain. We must quickly get the injured into Medical.”

“Nothing works here anymore! The ship is dead … like my crew!” Lieutenant Commander Polly fumed, not attempting to sound rational. “Nothing but those … killing machines … those robots.”

“CBDs? Caldurian Battle Droids?”

She nodded. “They appeared out of the blue … attacked us. It was horrible.” She stopped mid-sentence and screamed, “There’s one of them now!” crouching down behind Jason’s legs.

Jason followed her outstretched finger pointed at the blue-painted, friendly CBD.

“It’s okay. That’s one of ours. See, it’s painted blue. Reprogrammed. It’s only protecting us, Julie, I promise.” He helped her rise to her feet, though her eyes stayed locked on the Caldurian Battle Droid.

“I hate those things. If I had a multi-gun right now, I’d blast it into spare parts.”

“That’s understandable, I don’t blame you.” Jason turned to watch the two recruits, Scott and Lopez, now joining them on the wing. Lieutenant Commander Polly eyed their multi-guns as they passed by her. “Don’t even think about it, Julie. I promise you that one really is on our side.”

She nodded, though her icy cold stare at the robot didn’t change any.

Bright flashes emanated from the open hatchway. Startled, Polly tensed—her fists went up, reacting in fight mode rather than flight mode. A good sign.

“They’re moving your injured crewmembers. Phase-shifting them into Medical.”

“I told you … this ship is dead. None of that tech works here anymore, Captain.”

“It does now. Your ship, the Aries, was struck by a virus; the same virus affecting other ships within the Alliance. Thousands and thousands of ships brought down at the same approximate time. Transmitted via inter-ship communications. This particular virus … the Ingress Virus … is uniquely nasty. It specifically attacks Caldurian technology, on ships and within our own nano-devices. I’m sure you noticed your NanoComm was no longer accessible.”

Polly nodded. “Of course I did.”

“Ricket and Bristol came up with a cure. Your ship is already on the way to become fully functional again. Your nano-devices are now working.”

Her eyes strayed for a moment; Jason figured she was attempting to access her internal nano-devices.

“You’re right … I just opened a NanoCom channel.”

Jason peered into the fuselage, noting it was now empty except for soiled sheets and blankets. “Tell me, Julie, what is this … thing? A spacecraft?”

She looked at him with confusion. “Spacecraft?”

“Yes, this stubby little ship. Is it alien?”

“It’s just a shielded cargo container, Captain. Brought up from the planet Umbri a few days back. We’d just unloaded a shipment of … um … I don’t remember … something or other. These have no real technology on board, other than an electronic hatch and minimal environmental support. There is water and a small head, thank God.”

“Well, this cargo container saved your life. There was nothing for the Ingress Virus to latch on to.”

Teetering on her feet, Polly’s face suddenly lost color. “I think I need to sit down … haven’t eaten in a few days …”

“I’m taking you right now to Medical.” Jason then, placing his hands on her upper arms, flashed them away.

 

* * *

 

Jason wasn’t ready for Ricket to close the clamshell lid on Lieutenant Commander Julie Polly’s MediPod just yet. She’d be under for several hours, and he needed her to continue debriefing him first on the course of events that eventually led to them finding her.

“I heard from Admiral Mayweather. It was a terrible connection. He said the planetary Alliance was under attack … virtually all its fleet assets. Not just on Earth, or the U.S. fleet, but also on all the other planets within the Alliance. Somehow there’d been a clandestine intrusion, Mayweather said. I offered to bring the Aries back to Sol, but he was adamant. Under no circumstances was I to leave my district. That I must stay and defend it at all costs. I told him I would and the connection died.”

“What next?” Jason asked.

“We received a distress call. I heard it myself … it was a frantic call for help. Coming from Lieutenant Commander Tom Burn’s district … District Seven. The Libra was apparently under attack … attack from within!”

Jason nodded, immediately seeing the dilemma she’d been hit with—having been ordered, unequivocally, to maintain her present position within District 3.

“I blew off the admiral. I couldn’t let a sister Star Watch vessel be taken. Not without a fight. Oh God, did I do the right thing, Captain?”

“You did. I’ve been doing the same thing for the last twenty-four hours. Go on.”

“We exited an interchange wormhole, as close to the Libra as safety protocols permitted, within a few miles of her. But by then, we had our own problems.”

Jason saw Ricket hovering nearby, wanting to close the clamshell’s lid—allow her recovery process to begin. Jason signaled him with two fingers up: two more minutes.

She continued, “When the attack came … from the CBDs … we were alerted that it was ship wide. Things then quickly turned to total mayhem. I was on the bridge when two of those robots showed up right outside the entrance. We heard their plasma guns blazing away. Crewmembers were caught in the crossfire … a lot of screaming.” She stopped speaking. It was obvious those mental images were all too vivid.

“What next, Julie?” Jason asked.

“It was my comms officer who remained the calmest. I ordered him to send out a distress call … use all bands … all channels.” She gazed up at Jason, moisture welling in her eyes. “I watched him take a plasma bolt to the forehead.”

Jason patted her shoulder. “Keep going, you’re doing great.”

“It took several tries, but my SuitPac device still worked. I was able to initialize my combat suit, while others on the bridge tried in vain. I fought back, Captain. I fired at those … things … until my power reserves were close to zero. The bridge crew was already down … all dead. I phase-shifted aft … to the flight bay. I thought maybe I could get to a shuttle, or a fighter. Once there, I looked for anyone still alive and found Chief Stabler. Some others, all injured, also staggered into the flight bay. Together, the chief and I rounded up both the injured and dying. My combat suit retracted when the power drained away. It was pretty much by accident that we settled in the empty Umbri cargo container. The chief and I did our best to keep the injured hydrated. We ran out of water earlier today.”

“So you never were in contact with the Libra … after arriving here?”

She yawned, sleepy-eyed, and shook her head. “No, sir.”

“And you don’t know where all the CBDs went?”

Another shake of her head.

“Sleep now. You did good, Lieutenant Commander. When you next wake, you and your ship will be back in the Sol System, where you’ll intersect with the rest of Star Watch. I’ll need you to be one hundred percent strong at that point … a war is coming, Lieutenant Commander. So rest well now.”

Jason stepped away from the MediPod and heard the clamshell lid start to lower.


Chapter 44

 

 

Jason left the Aries’s Medical both angry and distracted. Angry at the planetary Alliance as a whole, at certain high officials within the U.S. Fleet—namely his father, the Omni—but mostly angry at himself. Years of relative peace within the vast sector had led to overconfidence and outright laziness. Who would dare challenge such a mighty adversary as them? Well, now they were finding out. Finding out far too late to save them from the utter chaos coming.

Jason had just learned there were no survivors—zero active life forms—on the nearby Libra. Everyone, including the captain, was dead. So it seemed even more miraculous that those aboard the Aries had survived.

Taking three long strides into the Aries’s upper main corridor, Jason came to an abrupt stop. A fast-moving fetch-it drone was headed his way, carrying, in its two articulating clawed arms, another seemingly deactivated identical fetch-it drone. He watched the drone slow down then hover in place for several beats before lowering itself beside one of the side bulkheads. Only when it released its grasp on the drone, now lying prone on the deck, did Jason notice the many identical cylindrical two armed drones lined up on either side of the corridor. There must have been hundreds of them.

What the hell? Jason, ready to reach two fingers up to his ear, stopped when he heard fast footsteps coming up behind him. Ricket moved quickly, for someone well over one hundred and thirty years old.

“You going to explain this?” Jason asked, his tone not hiding his agitation.

Out of breath, and looking somewhat sheepish, Ricket tried to speak between deep gasps for breath.

“Just give yourself a moment,” Jason said.

“Captain, I am sorry. I wanted to talk to you about this … idea. You have a lot to contend with right now. When I first imagined this concept I knew there was only so much time …”

“It’s fine, Ricket. You should know by now that I trust you; trust your instincts. So what is this all about? Why all these fetch-it drones?”

Ricket’s face relaxed some—quickly replaced by excitement. “The Aries’s phase-synthesizer is manufacturing drones like these as quickly as it can pump them out. We will need thousands of them.”

“Why? It’s not like they’re capable of fighting … of defending us. Or even themselves.”

“No, Captain, that is correct. Very simple design. Very simple and quick to manufacture.”

“Are you going to get to the point anytime soon, Ricket?”

“As we well know, Captain, due to the Ingress, and similar viruses, there are now thousands upon thousands of Alliance warships, as well as U.S. Fleet warships, incapacitated … all virtually defenseless.”

“I know that. We all know that.”

“With that said, Captain, we now have a working software patch … an inoculation patch. One that is relatively easy to administer. That is, once someone is physically present on board the infected vessel, the patch can be easily administered.”

Jason nodded, his interest piquing.

“But now this process will no longer require either me or Bristol to manually interface with a ship’s AI. As I have demonstrated on two Star Watch vessels, with the right transmission hardware and software installed, the patch can be dispatched directly into a ship’s wireless network.” Ricket gestured to the ever-growing line of fetch-it drones along the corridor.

“So you’re saying we only need to get close enough in to phase-shift these little drones into the infected ships?”

“Yes, but know these drones are not capable of traveling vast distances that would require the use of … say, an interchange wormhole. But that …”

Jason, excited, cut him off: “But we can do that from here. Open interchange wormholes into every district. Then these little guys will be able to phase-shift … even do multiple phase-shifts … to get in close enough, right?”

“Yes, Captain. Once in close proximity, they can phase-shift into Alliance and U.S. fleet vessels. Once inside, they will dispatch the appropriate patch, depending on the configuration of the vessel. The patch used for a Star Watch craft is completely different from the one used on a Craing Heavy Cruiser.”

“That’s fantastic, Ricket! Gives me a glimmer of hope … to be honest, moments ago, I had none.”

Ricket nodded. “There is still much work to do, Captain. I am sorry that I did not clear this scheme with you first.”

“When will you be ready to start sending them out?”

“I hope within an hour. But Captain, we do not need to stay in Dacci space any longer. We can return to the Sol System—dispatch the drones from there … or anywhere.”

Jason thought about that. There was still the Libra, sitting several aeronautical miles off their bow, plus two other Star Watch ships in two separate districts: The Virgo in District Five, under the command of Commander McNeil; and the Sagittarius in District Six, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Craig Wilson. He didn’t know the present condition of either vessel, or of their crew. He also knew he’d now run out of time—needed to get the Parcical, the Aries, and the Libra, if possible, back to the Sol System. At least, using Ricket’s latest highly ingenious scheme, the Virgo and Sagittarius might still be saved.

Jason was being hailed by the Parcical.

“Go for Captain. What’s up, Ryan?”

“You’ve got incoming to the Aries, Captain! Coming from the Libra.”

Jason thought about the Aries’s bridge—battered, still strewn with dead crewmembers. Was it even operational?

“Missiles?”

“No, Cap. Lieutenant Meany says they’re Caldurian Battle Droids. Sixteen of them. They’re making their way across open space. Heading right for the Aries.”

“ETA?”

“Four minutes.”

Well, now I know where the eight Aries CBDs ran off to, Jason thought. Apparently, after joining the eight droids on the Libra, they’d taken out the crew. “Hold on, Ryan,” he said, noticing Ricket trying to get his attention.

“Captain, my nano-sensors have also picked up the approach of the CBDs … I find it strange they are traversing space.”

“Why? They’re coming to finish us off … or at least going to try to.”

“But why not simply phase-shift? Something they are more than capable of doing.”

“I don’t know, but you’re right, Ricket, they are capable of doing that. I’ve seen it myself, first-hand.”

Ricket’s expression changed as he figured something out. “They are very low on power. After combating the crews of two Star Watch vessels, they have nearly depleted their reserves.”

“You can tell that … just standing here, Ricket?” Jason asked, staring at Ricket’s somewhat-distorted shaped head—one that was jam packed with an array of all the latest nano-devices.

“Yes, Captain. They have sufficient power reserves to make one last phase-shift. I would suspect that will happen any time now …”

Jason hailed Boomer.

“Go for Boom—” Her father cut her off, “Be on the ready … CBDs inbound! Where are the recruits?”

“With me. We’ve got the blue CBD with us. We’re here … removing the Aries dead from the bridge …”

“Warn the others! I’m on my way!”

Jason cut the connection and looked down at Ricket. “Arm yourself and return to Medical. Find some place to take cover.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jason, watching the small Craing run toward the stern, called after him, “Hey … initialize your combat suit!”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Hey, can you dispatch one of these fetch-it drones … over to the Libra?”

Ricket, still running, answered over his shoulder, “Yes, Captain … I can do that shortly.”

Jason spun on his heels and stared down the long corridor lying ahead. The bridge was on the same level, but at the far opposite end of the ship. He initialized his combat suit and phase-shifted there.

Arriving twenty-five feet from the bridge’s entrance, Jason found their big blue CBD carrying a dead crewmember toward the closest DeckPort.

“Put her body down and prepare for battle—” Jason’s command no sooner left his lips than two Caldurian Battle Droids arrived, appearing simultaneously in a bright white flash. In contrast to the blue painted CBD, these robots, with their numerous mirror-like reflective panels, looked ominous—more lethal.

Jason raised his arms and fired off a series of plasma bolts from his integrated wrist cannons then dove toward the entrance of the bridge to avoid the inevitable return of fire. He hit the deck and rolled into a crouching position—ready to fire again. Boomer, appearing at his side, already was sending bright crimson distortion waves toward the two battle droids. The friendly blue CBD also fired off several plasma bolts into both enemy robots.

“Why are they just standing there?” Boomer asked, seeming disappointed.

Jason rose to his feet. “Because the second they arrived, the Aries’s network transmitted the Ingress Virus patch. I guess we know now it really works.” Studying Boomer, he said, “You should have initialized your combat suit. You could have been killed.”

“Sorry.”

“Take the two recruits with you and find those other fourteen CBDs here on the Aries. Just make sure first they’re as docile as these two.”

Jason, being hailed, said, “Go for Captain. We’re okay, Ryan …”

“Oh … good, but that’s not why I hailed you, sir. There’s an incoming communiqué … it’s from the Jumelle, Captain.”


Chapter 45

 

 

Once he’d phase-shifted onto the Parcical, Jason hurried onto the bridge, hoping to see Dira appear on the video feed—instead, it was Billy. It took all his will power not to bombard Billy with questions: Where is Dira? Is she okay? And the Omni, is he still alive? For too long now, he’d shelved his dire, ever-growing speculations about their fate—and the pent-up emotions that went with them. But he waited, letting Billy speak first.

“Hey, Captain … Jason … this mission has been one big clusterfuck after another. I’m sorry. First the good news …”

“No, Billy, hit me with the bad news first.”

“Emperor Digby has Dira. I don’t know if we didn’t move quick enough, or what, but they’ve already fled on the Aquarius.”

A part of Jason was instantly relieved, hearing that Dira at least most likely was still alive. Certainly in danger, but alive. “Wait, the Aquarius? I thought she was light-years away by now … hijacked by Granger.”

Billy shook his head. “We’ve transmitted updates … ones you obviously haven’t received. Our assumption now is this: Digby’s hacker coders, which we’ve determined are some kind of hybrid synthetics, went to work—maybe on an update to the Ingress Virus. Anyway, the Aquarius showed up at Xavier Station 35 a short while back. I was working with the Sharks on board the Jumelle, preparing to storm the ship. We knew Dira was on board by tracking her life-icon. I’m sorry, Cap, we just weren’t ready. Any rushed attempt to storm the ship would have been disastrous.”

“You made the right decision. Don’t beat yourself up. Dira is far more resourceful than we probably give her credit for.” Jason meant it, but he could tell his words didn’t lessen the burden of guilt his friend shouldered.

“I want to go after the Aquarius. We know she’s headed to the Sol System. But first, I’d like to rescue the Aquarius’s crew, imprisoned on Thorian Banal. In the prison there … Bastille Spire.”

“Do it! That sounds like the best plan,” Jason said, though deep inside he wanted to argue … shout for Billy to drop everything and go after Dira. Do whatever it takes to rescue her. But the wellbeing of close to one thousand Star Watch crewmembers, including his own father, had to take precedence.

“What’s happening on your end of things, Cap?”

“Still trying to resurrect Star Watch. We’ve already retrieved five Master Class ships, but the loss of life is staggering. Against command’s orders, we’re bringing those five vessels back to Sol, where we’ll make a united stand against the approaching enemy fleets.”

“And you’re up to speed on who’s coming at us?” Billy asked.

“Yeah… just about every enemy we’ve ever pissed off over the last ten years. This Emperor Digby lunatic has obviously been busy, plotting behind the scenes for quite some time now.” Jason held Billy’s stare a few beats, then continued, “Look … I know we’ve been through a lot together. Battled against ridiculous odds, endured through pretty dark times. But as things look today … right now … Star Watch being taken out of commission, the crews … what is it up to … more than five thousand men and women on these ships mercilessly killed? And this war has hardly just begun. Add to that … I keep thinking about Earth falling …”

“Don’t even go there!” Billy interjected sharply. “You start down that road, too many others will follow. We’ll figure something out, Cap.”

Jason already regretted verbalizing his fears. What the hell was he thinking? He glanced around the bridge and mentally chastised himself. “I know, and you’re right, Billy, we actually do have something positive in the works. Go take care of business in the Sommis of Adriark, then return to Sol. We will need your help.”

As the feed from the Jumelle faded out on the wraparound display, Jason continued staring spaceward. He soon took a seat in the captain’s chair, then spun around to face Lieutenant Meany.

“Yes, Captain?”

“We’re in short supply of qualified bridge officers. You up for commanding your own ship, Lieutenant?”

Meany’s eyes momentarily flashed over to the display. “You talking about the Libra, sir?”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I want you to take the two recruits and our friendly blue CBD with you. Expect to find a fairly horrific situation once you’re there. Put the recruits and the robot to work removing bodies from the bridge. Ricket will arrive shortly … help you evaluate the damage to the ship systems. The Ingress Virus patch should already be deployed there and installed via one of Ricket’s fetch-it drones. I want you to report back as quickly as possible. Find out if the ship space worthy. To the point she can call up an interchange wormhole, phase-shift, and deploy weapons. And confirm that her environmental systems are up and operational. Your assignment will be piloting the Libra back to the Sol System. Once Lieutenant Commander Polly emerges from the MediPod, she’ll be back in command of the Aries. We all converge then on the far side of the moon. You have your new orders, Lieutenant. Unless you have any questions … best you hop to it.”

“No questions and thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me. What’s in store for you … hell, for all of us, will surely test our mettle.”

 

* * *

 

Another two hours went by before Jason heard back from Lieutenant Meany. As expected, the Libra had indeed endured a horrific, one-sided battle. The loss of life on board was total. Similar to the Aries, a large part of the Libra’s flight deck had become a temporary morgue—body bags stacked three and four high, stretching from one bulkhead to the other.

Jason, standing on a raised section of the Parcical’s bridge, stared out to space at the two distant Caldurian Star Watch warships.

“I’ve got an incoming hail coming from the Aries, Captain. It’s Lieutenant Commander Polly,” Ryan said.

“On screen.”

Jason almost didn’t recognize the junior officer. Her hair was brushed and she looked refreshed. There was even a sparkle in her eyes that hadn’t been there before. “Lieutenant Commander, you look great, ready for active service.”

“I am! Thank you again … for rescuing me … from spending the rest of eternity in a cargo container.”

Jason smiled. “You’ve done an evaluation of the Aries’s systems?’

“Yes, sir. Ricket did most of it, before he phase-shifted over to the Libra. With your orders, we’re ready to get underway.”

“Who’s with you?”

“Six crewmen … no longer in MediPods, Captain. Of course, there’s Chief Stabler too. More than enough crew to get us to Sol, sir.”

“Very good. Go ahead and call up your interchange wormhole. We’ll meet up again soon.”

“Oh, one more thing, Captain. Just to let you know, while I was in the MediPod, additional orders came through from Admiral Mayweather. All Star Watch captains are to maintain their present postings … defend their districts at all costs. Any Fleet or Star Watch officer found in defiance of these orders will face immediate court martial. Just thought I would let you know, sir.”

Jason thought about that a moment. “Let me ask you, Julie, where are you from … back on Earth?”

“From outside Milwaukie, sir.”

“Family there?”

“Yes, sir, a ridiculously large family. I have eight brothers and sisters.”

“Well, Emperor Digby is headed for Sol. His intent is to make a big show, set an example to the rest of the Alliance. In order to do that, he will be aiming at Earth. That’s not speculation. It’s not hyperbole. It’s absolute fact. It is my opinion that the entire planetary Alliance will indeed fall once news of Earth’s destruction reaches the other world districts. Ordering you, and other Star Watch commanders to stay put within your assigned districts only assists the enemy. Coming up against multiple Star Watch assets is a far more effective defence, I strongly think, than leaving them in far off district to be killed off one by one. Why the admiral doesn’t understand that, I’m not sure. If he wants someone to blame, someone to court-martial, he has me. It’s a small price to pay for saving all our families.”

“Captain, I’m with you. I’ll happily face whatever Mayweather doles out—to be there, fighting by your side.”

The feed faded, returning the wraparound display to an unhindered view of outer space. Jason watched the dazzling visual display—a kaleidoscope of colors forming into an ethereal ring. First the Aries shot away, then the Libra. Within several minutes they were both gone—swallowed up in the darkness. The wormhole faded away next like smoke dissipating in the night air.

Jason turned and found Ricket entering the bridge. He made his way to Jason’s side and together they shared the panoramic view to open space for several moments before Jason spoke.

“How goes your fetch-it drone deployment, Ricket?”

Like the corridors on the Aries, both the Parcical and the Libra, from what Jason had learned, were also lined with thousands upon thousands of the same small fetch-it drones. Once Ricket managed to get both Caldurian vessels’ phase-synthesizers up and working, they cranked out the spherical orbs as fast as their devices could produce them.

“Quite well, Captain …” Ricket then gestured toward the wraparound display. “It is impossible to see from this distance, but hundreds of micro-wormholes are continuously opening and closing out there. Alliance districts across the sector are now inundated with our little drones. With Ryan’s help, I have transmitted, mostly via conventional communiqués to all registered Alliance, and U.S. Fleet vessels, that each will be visited soon by a fetch-it drone, carrying the Ingress Virus inoculation patch. And that they should allow the drone to phase-shift on board to complete that task.”

“So how long will it take … getting all those thousands of vessels operational?”

Ricket’s expression darkened some. “I am sorry, Captain, I cannot answer that question with any certainty.” Again, he gestured toward the screen. “Installing the virus patch is one thing, but another question arises … is anyone still alive on board those ships? We have found our new adversary to be ruthless beyond words. Unfortunately, there very well could be tens of thousands of crewmembers lying dead right now within that many ships.”

Jason suddenly found it hard to view stellar space. “It’s time for us to go, Ryan. Plot us a course for Sol. Call up an interchange wormhole.”

He thought about the two Star Watch assets he hadn’t rescued. Somewhere out there, many light-years away, were the Virgo and the Sagittarius. Had Ricket’s fetch-it drones reached them yet? And if so, did they make a difference? Had the crews of those two fine ships survived? He might never know. All he did know was that he’d run out of time. It was time to make a stand.


Chapter 46

 

 

The Parcical, emerging from the interchange wormhole two hundred and forty thousand miles’ distance from the far side—the dark side—of the moon, was a black silhouetted orb, crossing the bright and beautiful Earth lying beyond.

Something Lieutenant Commander Polly said was now replaying over and over in his head: Yes, sir, from a ridiculously large family! Jason’s breath caught in his chest. Mollie! He stared out at the magnificent distant world just beyond them. Was she there, like billions of others, unaware of the impending attack—the terror about to assault Earth? No, she’s with her mother … with Rizzo. So where did they go? What was it Nan mentioned … something about going on an interstellar diplomatic jaunt? He’d not taken time out to listen to his most recent comms messages, and the ones he did listen to, mostly from Liberty Station, he’d ignored. But what, he wondered, if they contained news either from, or about, Nan and Mollie?

“Captain, we’re being hailed,” Ryan said.

“That was quick! By whom?”

“All five Star Watch ships … highest priority emergency hails from the Minian, the Aries, the Pisces, the Leo, and the Libra.”

Jason watched a new logistical feed pop up on the wraparound. A quick glance over his shoulder affirmed Ricket was still seated at tactical. Turning back to the feed, he instantly recognized the five bright green icons depicting those Star Watch vessels. They were clustered relatively close together, near the moon; beyond sat Earth. The logistical feed then zoomed out to show Liberty Station, the sun, the rest of the planets within the solar system, and the Kuiper belt, and the Ort cloud beyond.

“Open every channel … let’s try to get us all on the same page.”

Rapidly, as new feeds emerged on the wraparound, the five Star Watch commanders appeared, staring back at Jason with obvious anticipation.

“Talk to me. You first, Captain Grimes … what’s happening?”

“Captain, we’re out of time!”

Jason saw movement on the now pushed aside logistical feed segment. Ricket, zooming the perspective in, centered on Vanguard’s Breach—the ingress point into the Sol System. It was ablaze in bright red icons. As if reading his mind, Ricket again zoomed the logistical feed in, and now he could see distinct clusters—separate enemy fleets. They were on the move.

“How much time do we have?”

Captain Baxtor, Captain Grimes, and Lieutenant Polly, answered his question at the same time: “Three hours.”

“Ricket … your fetch-it drones?”

“They are still being dispatched to space, Captain, as we speak. Approximately one-third of the U.S. Fleet’s assets have come back online. Unfortunately, just as we encountered with our own Star Watch assets, there are many fatalities on board our Craing heavy and light cruisers; also on many of the Vastma Class warships. Most vessels have varying strains of the Ingress Virus, which seem to have commandeered their environmental systems. There have been mass suffocations. I fear in the tens of thousands.”

“Damn it!” Fingers clenched into tight balls, Jason pounded his fists into the leather armrest on his captain’s chair. Two identical indentations remained where his fists still rested. He thought of Emperor Digby. Sometime soon … I’m going to enjoy ripping your fucking head from your shoulders, asshole.

Front and center, a new video feed suddenly intruded onto the mix of faces. Admiral Mayweather’s heavily lined, drawn face stared back at Jason with rapt hostility.

Jason inwardly groaned.

“You’ll be seeing the inside of my brig within the hour, Captain Reynolds. Don’t expect a court martial … nothing short of a swift execution will be appropriate for this level of insubordination. How can you not understand? The very demise of the planetary Alliance … Earth … may very well be the result of your fallacious actions.”

Jason didn’t need to scan the five Star Watch commanders’ faces to know they were closely watching him, waiting for his next words. Only one thing was certain: their fates were intrinsically tied with his.

“Take a deep breath, Admiral Mayweather. You look like you’re about to have a myocardial infarction. Look … I don’t know who is advising you on Liberty Station, but whoever they are … they’re idiots. We’re wasting valuable time. As we speak, the enemy approaches. Soon, multiple enemy fleets … the Craing, the Sahhrain, and the Pharlom … will emerge through Vanguard’s Breach.”

“You can add the Tashi and Juto to that list, as well. Do you think I’m daft? For God’s sake, Captain, fleet command is well aware of the situation. Has been for some time now. But I don’t think you are!”

Jason stared back at the admiral. For the first time, a smidgen of doubt was beginning to take hold within his consciousness.

“You haven’t been checking your messages, have you, Captain?” the admiral asked, his voice saturated with contempt.

“Not a lot of time to pursue that sort of indulgence, when thousands of lives are at stake, Admiral.”

The older man’s eyes blazed with fury. “Shut up! Just shut up! I want you to take a look at your logistical feed, Captain. Take a very close look. I’ve put it there for you, and for the others watching, so you can witness first-hand the next strategic course of events.”

Jason glanced back toward the tactical station, certain that Ricket placed the zoomed in logistical feed onto the wraparound display. But Ricket shook his head. Nope, wasn’t him.

“The planetary Alliance is comprised of many thousands of distant worlds. Some are more technologically advanced than others. But together, the Alliance maintains a mighty presence within the galaxy … a force to be reckoned with. One of the requirements for inclusion into this mutually beneficial Alliance is that they all provide substantial military assets. That includes warships, which become registered as part of the planetary Alliance space fleet.”

Jason responded, “We all know how the planetary Alliance works … what the fleet is comprised of. I helped set all that up, years ago. But the registered warships you are referring to have all been infected … so they’re no longer viable assets. The crews on most of those ships have been killed.”

“And that is truly a horrific reality,” the admiral said. “But you still fail to glean the importance of what I’m saying here. Just as Earth maintains her own separate fleet, the U.S. Fleet, which also is comprised of the ten Star Watch vessels you command … virtually all the other worlds within the planetary Alliance prescribe to something similar. A practice modeled after Earth’s design.”

Jason stared back at the feed. The admiral wasn’t saying anything he didn’t already know. Of course other worlds maintained their own defenses. It wasn’t uncommon for disputes to arise—either between other Alliance members, or between those on the governing body of the Alliance itself. No world wanted to be caught without some semblance of self-protection. But he had a weird feeling the proverbial hammer was about to fall. Were his recent actions justified?

“Take a look at your logistical feed, Captain.”

Jason, squinting, did a double-take stare. Like before, bright red icons—the enemy’s fleet—were visibly on the move. Making steady headway through Vanguard’s Breach, they were approximately halfway through. But their presence wasn’t what caused Jason’s jaw to drop. Somewhat farther down, on both sides of the fairly narrow corridor, one that the ruthless Ot-Mul created, was no longer colorless. Green icons, what looked to be thousands of them, now flanked both sides of an area three quarters of the way down within Vanguard’s Breach. An ambush.

“I don’t understand … how?” Jason stumbled for words. “Granted, often there are large expanses of open space between space rocks … asteroids, but it’s incredibly dangerous to navigate through them. I’ve done it myself and I swore never to attempt it again. Many would agree, it’s suicide to traverse the dangerous area lying outside Vanguard’s Breach’s boundaries. All those ships … green icons …”

“You are no longer the U.S. Fleet Omni. That position your father now holds. You are merely a Star Watch Captain. I believe that was your decision, yes?”

Jason nodded in assent.

“Hence, you are no longer privy to the same top secrets going on between Alliance and U.S. Fleet command. For instance, you were unaware that much of the outlying space surrounding Vanguard’s Breach had already been thoroughly mapped. A five-year undertaking—commissioned for just this kind of military predicament. Second, you also were unaware that key Alliance members agreed to send their own separate, dedicated, fleets here to help defend the Sol System. Warships unregistered with the Alliance, so they weren’t subject to, at least to the same extent, the Sommis of Adriark’s numerous virus attacks. They dispatched their warships with only one highly important caveat; that each district’s assigned Star Watch warship remain back within their home planetary systems … offering a last-ditch protection if the enemy prevailed.”

Jason felt a rise of heat around his collar, beads of perspiration forming on his brow. How could I possibly know about this when no one informed me?

“You … single-handedly … may have fractured the trust among our brethren Alliance members. As you can see, they have each done their part, at great risk to their own worlds. Now they are witnessing, first hand, five Star Watch assets returning to Sol … hiding out now behind Earth’s moon.”

Jason wanted to mention the simple fact that the five Star Watch assets had been infected with the virus—were no more capable of protecting their respective worlds than a broken-down freighter would have been. But he knew that wasn’t the point. The admiral was right. His actions had demonstrated bad faith. Now, studying the logistical feed, he briefly wondered how long those green icons would maintain their assigned positions. Would choose to defend this star system when their own worlds could very well be in peril next?


Chapter 47

 

 

Emperor Digby leaned all the way back in the padded captain’s chair, admiring the technological marvels around him. The ship’s bridge was aptly suitable for someone in his exalted position. Ignoring the prisoner near him, Digby kept him up on his feet, standing now to his left. He could sit down when he returned to his cell. It was infuriating enough that he’d needed the old Caldurian’s assistance so soon. Apparently, calling up an interchange wormhole required far greater skill levels than his new bridge crew was capable of handling.

“Any deviation from my orders, you die. I discover any kind of trickery … at all, you die. Do I make myself clear, Granger?”

“Perfectly. I assure you, the coordinates provided are correct. As ordered, the wormhole will put the Aquarius out in front of your fleet. But let me warn you again, calling up an interchange wormhole within Vanguard’s Breach is a very bad idea. Dangerous. Best you wait until you’re well within the Sol System—”

Digby waved him off. “If I want your opinion on such matters, Caldurian, I’ll ask for it.” Digby signaled the young knight, sitting at the helm. “Go ahead, call up the interchange wormhole, helmsman.”

Digby stared into open space for what seemed far too long. “What’s happening? Why is this taking so long?”

Granger clucked his tongue, a mocking gesture that made Digby want to kill the tall alien right then and there, then pointed his extended finger at the far right side of the wraparound display.

“Not everything in space is directly in front of you, Emperor. Sometimes you have to actually turn your head.”

True enough, Digby silently concurred. In the distance, a remarkable sight arose before them. What he knew to be called an interchange wormhole. A full spectrum of bright colors and subtle hues were now forming a ring in open space. “Take us in, helmsman … take us in!”

 

* * *

 

Commander Billy Hernandez hurried along the winding pathway—avoided glancing to the sheer cliffs rising left and right. What little light his combat suit’s helmet emitted was almost entirely absorbed in the night’s all-consuming darkness. The drop zone he’d selected for his Sharks to phase-shift to was a half-mile or so from the entrance to Bastille Spire. The landscape that surrounded the subterranean prison entrance, with its jagged rocky peaks and deep crevices, was some of the most difficult terrain to traverse that Billy had yet experienced. No doubt, the original architects, probably hundreds—if not thousands—of years earlier took that into account when selecting the site.

Billy had hand-selected seventy-five of his best Sharks for this mission. Although the castle, here in close proximity, appeared to be nearly deserted, the deep subterranean caverns of Bastille Spire were out of range for both the Jumelle’s and his own suit’s sensors. Right now, Billy wasn’t sure if any of the Aquarius’s crew still lived.

Upon reaching the entrance, a monumental wooden door loomed before him—easily three times his own height. Billy eyed the robust locking mechanism, then turned back to face the approaching Sharks. Their dark combat suits made them nearly invisible against the Cimmerian landscape. Only the light beam on their helmets, and the faint amber glow emitted through their visors, gave him some indication that they were indeed there, snaking their way forward along the path.

“That’s some door,” Master Sergeant Gillroy Blatt said. He fiddled with the lock, confirming it was secure, then pushed hard on the door, putting his substantial weight behind it.

“Stand back … I’ve got this,” Billy said. He raised his right forearm and fired off three consecutive plasma bolts—one above, one to the right, and one just below the locking mechanism. A second later, something heavily metallic clanged onto the rocky ground.

Billy kicked the lock hardware away as Blatt drove the heel of his boot into the lower part of the door. With a definitive crack, accompanied by sounds of wood splintering, the big door swung inward on rusty complaining hinges.

Billy studied his HUD readings. Still no new life-icons. “Hold positions,” he said into the open channel. With Blatt by his side, they took several steps into the open doorway of the mountain. In his helmet’s light beam—facing first left then right, then up and down—he could see that the voluminous space above seemed to be entirely hand-chiseled out.

“The excavation done here must have taken an army of workers … most likely slaves, many years to accomplish,” Blatt said as they approached a landing to a winding staircase. Billy leaned over and took in the spiraling series of steps descending into total darkness far below him. “These stairs could go down a mile.”

“Probably could,” Blatt agreed back.

“Well, I’m not taking them. Go get the Sharks and lead them down. I’ll meet you at the bottom.”

“You’re not doing what I think you’re doing, are you?”

“Just hurry it up,” Billy answered, while re-configuring his phase-shift HUD menu. In a blindingly white flash, in sharp contrast to the cavern’s near-total darkness, he was gone.

Billy selected a commonly used phase-shift function that would allow for line-of-sight jumps. He was sure using that option on such an uneven surface, such as long winding stairs down, was ill advised. His first phase-shift landed him almost one hundred feet further below. Stumbling somewhat, he clutched the curving wall to steady himself. That wasn’t so bad, he thought, and heard Blatt’s voice over the open channel:

“You still alive down there?”

“I’m fine. Just bring the Sharks.”

Billy stared down the darkening spiral then configured for the same line-of-sight jump phase-shift setting. This time, he landed completely off balance, somehow missing the tread on one step and sliding onto the one beneath. Teetering, he fell head-over-heels down twenty more steps. Although his combat suit padded the brunt of the fall, it was an unpleasant experience. Again, he heard Blatt’s voice in his helmet—this time there was amusement in his question, “Should we send a medic, Commander?”

“Fuck you, Blatt,” Billy exclaimed, climbing to his feet. He could hear more than a few chuckles and inwardly smiled. He’d forgotten about the open channel.

Taking far more care, phase-shifting in thirty-to-forty-foot increments only, Billy made it to the bottom of the long stairway in fewer than ten minutes. He checked his HUD. Seventy-five green icons, all grouped together, were now one-third of the way down. Then he noticed a whole slew of icons, equally green, on the same ground level—far too many life icons to count.

He crept forward into the dank, inky darkness and realized he was within a series of massive conjoined caverns. As he moved within the open prison, he almost walked into an ancient-looking support column. Scanning the open space, he saw that they were all over the place—undoubtedly positioned here and there to help keep the weight of the mountain above from caving in on this—desolate hellhole. Some spaces seemed larger than others. It was obvious that there was zero ventilation down here. And there was a dark haze lingering several feet above the rock floor—a putrid cloud undoubtedly comprised of countless bodily expulsions—perspiration and any number of other gasses.

According to his HUD, most of the life forms there were lined along the outer perimeters. As he approached the first group, a huddled group of ten to fifteen people, he first thought they weren’t Star Watch crewmembers. Moaning, with faces blackened and equally blackened torn garments, they resembled gutter peasants. Arms reached out to him as he drew closer. Someone, a woman, began to weep loudly.

Billy, lowering down to one knee, said, “It’s okay … we’re here. We’re going to get everyone out.”

A raspy voice came out of the darkness. “Commander?”

“Who’s that?” Billy asked, maneuvering his helmet’s light, shining its beam across the squinting faces. Only then did he realize that the blackened garments were actually soiled, dark red, Star Watch uniforms.

“Commander … it’s me. Johnny Crocker.”

Billy played the light on him and recognized the young seaman, not aware he’d been transferred to the Aquarius. “We’re going to get—”

Crocker cut him off: “This place is totally wired with explosives! Saw them doing it yesterday … or maybe a few hours ago. Hard to judge time … I don’t really know for sure.”

Billy looked at Johnny, wondering if the seaman had imagined things. But his eyes were clear and, there crouched within the large group, he seemed to be in the best physical shape. He lifted the young man’s clasped arms and found them chained to a nearby vertical post. He set the HUD power levels on his integrated plasma guns to maximum.

“Move your feet out of the way, I’m going to cut you free.” Once clear, Billy shot a single plasma bolt at the chain, about six inches from Johnny’s wrist. His next shot hit the chain securing his wrists together.

Johnny flexed his arms. “Thank you, Commander.”

“I’m going to need your help, Seaman.”

“Anything … but I think we need to get out of here, sir.”

“I know we do.” Billy tugged his satchel’s shoulder strap around so that he could open it. Every Shark carried an identical satchel over his shoulder. Opening it, he withdrew a SuitPac device. He placed it in the seaman’s hand. “Initialize the combat suit, then repeat what I just did with the other prisoners. We need to get these people freed; out of here. Can you help me do that?”

“Aye, sir.”

 

* * *

 

It took another ten minutes for Billy to find the Omni. He was splayed out on the ground, only his thick silver hair distinguishing his identity from all the other prisoners. A quick check of his vitals told Billy he was still alive.

“What the hell took you so long? People are injured … undoubtedly dying down here.”

Billy only half-listened to the salty old sailor, who’d clearly been beaten—dried blood was caked over half his face. But there didn’t seem to be any bones broken. Billy removed his chains as he had done for dozens of others. All around him, he heard his Sharks in the process of freeing prisoners.

Billy handed the Omni an extra SuitPac device. “Take this, sir. We need to hurry; the cavern is wired to blow.”

The Omni cleared his throat and tried to stand. “How much time do we have?”

“All the timers we’ve found seem to be set to a different series of symbols … we don’t know what the hell they mean. Any attempt to deactivate any one of them could set the rest of them off … so best we get the hell out of Dodge … as quickly as possible.”

Suddenly, on the far side of the cavern—the first of many charges exploded. The concussive blast blew Billy and the Omni off their feet.


Chapter 48

 

 

Jason stared back at the guarded faces of the five Star Watch commanders. “The admiral’s right. I very well may have jeopardized the security of Sol … of Earth. I acted without knowing all the facts. I’ve also jeopardized your careers in the process. I’m truly sorry about that.” He looked down, feeling ashamed, momentarily at a loss for anything more to say.

“Bullshit! That’s all bullshit, Captain … with all due respect.”

Jason glanced up, noting it was Captain Grimes who’d spoken. She looked infuriated. The others were nodding their heads, wearing similar expressions.

Lieutenant Commander Polly said, “What good does it do anyone, sitting idly in open space in a district hundreds of light-years away? This is where the battle is going to take place. It’s not like the rest of the Alliance could possibly be saved if a final stand isn’t made right here.”

“Look … I appreciate your having my back. Honestly, I do. But I clearly acted impetuously. As you all probably know, I tend to do that. As of Admiral Mayweather’s most recent orders, I have been relieved of duty. And you’ve all been ordered to return to your designated districts. Only the Parcical and the Jumelle are approved to remain in this region of space.”

“Well, I’m staying,” Captain Grimes replied back flatly.

“Me too,” Lieutenant Commander Polly echoed.

The other three ship commanders confirmed they would be staying put also.

“Well … if that’s the case, we best come up with some viable plan,” Jason said.

“Captain, we’re being hailed by a quickly approaching vessel,” Ryan said, doing double duty now, covering both helm and comms.

“It is a Fantian Cutter,” Ricket said, “inbound from Liberty Station.”

“On screen,” Jason ordered.

The approaching vessel had seen far better days. Clearly damaged, much of its forward quarter was heavily scorched—obviously a participant in its share of space battles. It then occurred to Jason that Admiral Mayweather had few resources to draw upon, since the majority of registered warships within the U.S. fleet had been infected with the Ingress Virus. All other ships had been sent to Vanguard’s Breach to take part in the scheduled ambush.

Jason nodded toward Ryan.

Three large uniformed men, standing side by side and wearing matching crew cuts, appeared on a newly added feed. The middle one spoke: “Captain Reynolds, we have been ordered to take you into custody. You will lower your shields … allow us access into the Parcical’s flight bay.”

Jason hesitated before answering. “Sure, come on in …” The feed closed. He turned back to Ricket. “Let them in.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jason studied the logistical feed. Enemy fleets were just now reaching the section where hidden Alliance fleets lay in wait. Unaware that Boomer had entered the bridge, he turned and found her standing by his side. “They can’t see them? All those Alliance warships just waiting there to ambush them?” she asked.

Ricket answered before Jason could, “Most likely not, Boomer. As the admiral pointed out earlier, the U.S. Fleet had prepared for that military contingency for quite some time. I believe the Alliance vessels now lying in wait have powered down, emitting similar characteristics of a small asteroid. They are blending in.”

Jason asked, “I want to see what’s going on. Can you provide up-close, bird’s-eye view visuals?”

“Yes, Captain,” Ricket said.

A series of ten new video feeds inserted into the forward mix pushed the Star Watch commander’s feeds, as well as the logistical feed, off to the side. Various perspectives showed the enemy’s distant multiple fleets making their way across open space within Vanguard’s Breach. Meta-data text boxes, running on the bottom of each feed, indicated which feed came from which ship.

Jason glanced over his shoulder at the now relocated logistical feed on the wraparound. Presently, only the enemies’ small red icons, now three quarters of the way through, were showing.

“Well, if they’re going to do this … shouldn’t they get going?” Boomer asked.

As if on cue, one by one, small green icons came into view along the outskirts of Vanguard’s Breach. Next, the Alliance and U.S. ships’ video feeds came alive with explosive bright plasma fire. The battle had begun in earnest.

Hearing a commotion behind him, Jason spun his chair around to see the three crew-cut men—the admiral’s security force—attempting to enter the bridge. Boomer was holding them at bay, her enhancement shield extended before her.

“There’s no way you’re stepping one foot onto this bridge. You all need to go back to where you came from.”

The three men could be brothers, judging by their appearance. Jason guessed they were easily six-five, maybe six-six—each three hundred pounds of muscled brawn. They stared down at Boomer as if she were an inconsequential gnat.

“It’s okay, Boomer. You’re welcome to come on in, boys,” Jason said. “But I’m not leaving here until I see the outcome of the battle.”

The one in the middle again spoke, “Our orders are to take you into custody without delay.” He took a step forward, raising his arm in an attempt to shove Boomer aside. Instead, he dropped to the deck like a side of beef. A stunning blow. Green distortion waves momentarily lingered in the air before dissipating. Boomer stared up to the other two, one brow raised questioningly.

“As I said … come on in and take a seat,” Jason said, focusing his attention back on the wraparound display. Damn it! I should be in that battle. We all should.

 

 

* * *

 

The battle within Vanguard’s Breach raged. Those on both the Parcical’s bridge and the bridges of the five Star Watch vessels watched with rapt attention as the Alliance ambush reached what he assumed was a crucial stage of the assault. Although it was still early on, Jason had to admit—the admiral’s plan had not only quelled the enemies’ advancement but had pushed it back. Losses were taking their toll; however, the Alliance forces were nevertheless still winning.

Jason watched as red icons shuffled positions within the relatively narrow corridor of space. “Oh no …” The attached meta-tags made it clear to everyone what had just taken place.

Shit shit shit. It was the Sahhrain’s new and improved Vastma Class warships—they were moving up to the forefront. Not only were they far larger than anything the Allied forces had previously gone up against, it seemed their shields were capable of withstanding an incredible assault.

“Damn things are fricken impregnable!” Boomer said, irritated.

“That and the Sahhrain’s weaponry’s clearly been improved,” Jason added.

Where mere moments before the attrition rate of green icons on the logistical display favored the Allied forces, now Jason was witnessing a total reversal of that.

The wraparound refreshed with four new view perspectives of the battle. On one of the feeds, Jason saw, for the first time up close—one of the new Vastma Class warships.

“That’s a bad ass ship,” one of Mayweather’s men said under his breath.

Jason gave him a quick glance. “Another word from you and I’ll punch you in the face.”

Turning back to the display, Jason watched as six Jordanian Harkin destroyers moved fast into view. They split from a standard attack V formation into three separate sub-groups of two each. “The destroyers are moving to flank the Vastma!” Jason said. The tension built as he watched the well-orchestrated plan come together.

“Annihilate the mother!” Boomer yelled.

The Jordanian Harkin destroyers fired with a synchronized combination of plasma cannons, rail gun munitions, followed by what he assumed were nuclear or fusion-tipped missiles. An assault of monumental proportions. The Vastma Class warship was lost in the flashes of explosive ordnances.

The bridge went quiet with anticipation.

The Vastma Class warship broke free into view—it was firing from multiple canons along both sides of its hull. One by one, in rapid succession, the six Jordanian Harkin destroyers were destroyed.

Jason didn’t have to see the other battle feeds to know what was happening with those.

“I really hate the Sahhrain …” Boomer said.

No one spoke for a full minute.

“We’re losing … aren’t we, Dad?” Jason turned his head. Young Michael, holding on to his great-grandfather’s hand, had asked the question. The little boy looked frightened.

Jason managed a smile. “I don’t know, Michael.” Looking up, he found Ol’ Gus staring intently at the full-scale battle taking place in real time on the wraparound display.

“I guess this was a bad time to come here, Jason. I had a question … but …”

Jason recognized the utter futility of the ongoing raging battle. Momentarily, he would give the order—order the Parcical into battle, with or without the admiral’s blessings. No way would he remain on the sidelines any longer. Undoubtedly, the rest of Star Watch would follow suit. But this horrific battle, he now knew with certainty, could not be won. The enemy’s forces were far too great.

“Go ahead, Gus. What did you come to ask me?”

“Um … I want to go back into Habitat 311. I need to access the habitat control hub.” He looked across at Ricket. “We’ve come up with the basic construct we’ll be using to extend their … environment … their world. As we talked about … give them portal access beyond the boundaries of their habitat; out into what Ricket calls the multiverse.”

Jason shrugged. “They almost killed you the last time you were in there. They’re still a pretty hostile group.” The irony of his warning wasn’t lost on him, in light of what was going on up on the wraparound display.

“I owe them that much,” Gus said. “I want to make myself useful …”

Jason no longer listened to his grandfather’s appeal. His mind was suddenly racing. No … it’s a stupid idea. Impossible! He stood and looked over at Ricket.

“Yes? What is it, Captain?”

Jason pointed to the logistical feed. “Zoom to the opening into the Sol System.”

Ricket did as asked.

“What’s the distance across there?”

Ricket tilted his head, contemplating the question. “At its narrowest section, Captain, Vanguard’s Breach is one thousand miles across.”

Jason stared intently at Ricket. “I want you to think about something. Something I’m pretty sure is impossible.”

“Go ahead, Captain?”

“Is it possible to create another Zoo habitat? Right there? One with a portal that spans that great of a distance?”

Ricket slowly rose to his feet, keeping his eyes locked on Jason’s. “Captain, are you suggesting we build a virtual construct? One similar to what we envision for the habitrons of habitat 311?”

“You mentioned you could provide a portal into an alternative multiverse realm, isn’t that right, Ricket?”

“A portal perhaps two hundred miles in circumference, Captain. Not one a thousand miles across.” Ricket went silent for several moments, deep in thought. “It is an issue of both temporary allocation of vast amounts of memory … that and utilizing Caldurian Zip Farm resources … which is needed to open a gateway into an alternative multiverse realm. Now the Parcical has incredible capabilities. Far superior to what exists on other Star Watch vessels, but …”

Jason cut in: “Then allocate that memory … the Zip Farms; share it with the other Star Watch vessels.”

“Wait … I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Boomer interjected.

Ol’ Gus looked excited. “What I think your father is proposing is ingenious. It’s not so different from how cowboys work a cattle drive. Only difference is we’re going to drive the enemy the rest of the way through Vanguard’s Breach and into a magnificent portal … into another realm … instead of driving cattle into a pen.”

Ricket remained quiet, his mind still probing the feasibility of the plan. Finally, he said, “If we proceed with this … proposition, you must recognize we will be pushing the limits of on board Caldurian technology. Safeguards will need to be removed. There is also the strong possibility that one or more Star Watch vessels may not survive the process. Your proposal is an extremely dangerous option.”

“But it is possible?” Gus asked.

“Maybe, Gus, I am not sure. But we will need to hurry … embark for the opening to Vanguard’s Breach at once.” With that, Ricket hurried toward the exit.

Boomer yelled after him, “Where are you going?”

“The habitat control hub. We must prepare. Gus, come! You can assist me!”

Jason watched Ricket, then Ol’ Gus, hastily exiting the bridge.

“Scoot over, Dad,” Michael said.

Jason complied. Glancing over one shoulder, then the other, he noticed the five Star Watch commanders were still there—was that hope he saw in their eyes?

“Is this going to work, Cap?” Captain Grimes asked.


Chapter 49

 

 

Ol’ Gus did his best to keep up with Ricket. Even with their DeckPorts operational again, this was far more running around than he was used to. Entering the Parcical’s Zoo, he was nearly spent. Now would be a bad time to have a heart attack, he thought. Gasping for breath, he was forced to slow to a walk. He saw Ricket up ahead, waiting for him.

“We must hurry, Gus. Please.”

He rallied what remained of his energy and walk-jogged to the open Zoo portal. “Okay! I’m coming … I’m coming.”

Once inside HAB 311, Ricket scurried over to the hidden access panel to reset the portal window. Back at Gus’s side, he initialized his combat suit. “Hold on to me, Gus … we need to save some time.”

Gus, complying, placed his hands on Ricket’s narrow shoulders. Together, they flashed away.

They phase-shifted into the middle of the street, directly in front of the Habitat Control Hub location. Gus ambled over to the door. “Crap … it’s locked.”

Without any hesitation, Ricket placed a hand on Gus’s arm and the two phase-shifted again, this time to a location ten feet within the Habitat Control Hub confines.

It struck Gus how similar the design of the Habitat Control Hub was to the bridge of a Star Watch vessel. Looking around the space—the high-mounted colorful 3D displays, the consoles with the myriad of different controls—he loved being here. A part of him would truly miss what he had accomplished here. He turned to look out the large frontage windows. He’d miss these people too … they had become his people. Only they didn’t want him, anymore.

“Are you all right, Gus?” Ricket asked.

“Yes. Fine. What is it you want me to do? How do we even get started on such a … monumental project, Ricket? We only have minutes, not hours or days, to accomplish anything.”

Ricket stood at one of the consoles—his fingers a blur of frenzied movement. Gus watched the display above as a wireframe model began to slowly take shape. Then all of a sudden Ricket stopped inputting.

“Why’d you stop, Ricket? Keep going. Maybe I can help … if you want?”

“I have done the calculations, Gus. There simply is not enough time to create a new habitat with a portal of such huge dimensions …”

“Well, do you really have to start from scratch? Why can’t we use what we already started?” He gestured toward the floor-to-ceiling windows—the vista lying beyond.

 

* * *

 

The Parcical was the foremost Star Watch vessel to exit the interchange wormhole—quickly followed by the Leo, the Minian, the Pisces, the Aries, and the Libra.

Jason closely positioned their small fleet together, within five hundred miles of the mouth of Vanguard’s Breach. He wasn’t even remotely confident their close proximity would be acceptable. Twice, he tried to NanoCom Ricket, with negative results both times. The third attempt reached him.

“Go for Ricket.”

Jason, two fingers to his ear, said, “We’re now positioned five hundred miles from the mouth of Vanguard’s Breach. Will that do the trick?”

“Yes. That should be acceptable, Captain.”

“How are things going on your end … creating that portal?” In the background, Jason heard Ricket’s fingers tapping away on the control board in front of him.

“We have had several setbacks. At present, I am in the process of transferring Habitat Control Hub functionality to the Parcical’s bridge, specifically to Auxiliary console three. This will allow better integration with the Parcical’s other key systems, as well as manage shared multi-ship resources, as we have previously discussed.”

Jason wasn’t all that sure what Ricket was referring to. “Look, our sensors are picking up the enemy’s combined fleet. They are on the move again. What remains of the Alliance fleet has backed off; they’re now regrouping. Ricket, we only have minutes before the enemy extricates their forces from the mouth of Vanguard’s Breach.”

“I understand, Captain. I will need approximately twenty-seven minutes to complete my task. Much of that work will take place on the Parcical’s bridge.”

“Then we’ll just have to keep them at bay until you’re ready.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jason stared up at the wraparound display, at the still open feeds of his five Star Watch commanders. “You heard him, officers … we need to hold the line.”

Jason should have expected it. Suddenly, another feed joined the others. Admiral Mayweather’s scowling face leered at him.

“What is the meaning of this? I gave explicit orders for you to be taken into custody. Where are my men?”

Jason glanced to his left. The three guards Mayweather sent, one only recently awake, were passively sitting in seats along the perimeter of the bridge.

“It’s not their fault, Admiral. I’ve given them new orders.”

“You are in no position …”

“Oh yes, I am! I’ve had time to reconsider; evaluate the current situation objectively. Your plan was faulty from the start. By not including me in your initial strategizing, you excluded benefits you would have gained from my first-hand experience as both the previous fleet Omni and the current commander of Star Watch. I would have told you then what I’m going to tell you now. The U.S. Fleet has become bloated and lazy. While our enemies have secretly continued to innovate … build bigger and better warships … we have not. The bulk of our assets are twenty- to thirty-year-old Craing Cruisers. Cruisers constantly plagued with maintenance issues. Our Vastma Class warships are somewhat better, but not much. We fully depend on our ten Caldurian warships, the mighty Star Watch, to fend off any and all enemy attacks. So now, when the new, improved, advanced opposition comes knocking at our door, where did you assign Star Watch, Admiral?”

The admiral, losing some of his bluster, stared back at Jason with quiet contempt.

“I’ll answer that for you. You’ve negotiated some kind of ridiculous concession with our Alliance partners. You agreed to keep our Star Watch assets isolated from one another … in some instances, by hundreds of light-years. Let me remind you of something, Admiral. Star Watch is not a shared resource. Star Watch is strictly a U.S. Fleet asset. Now, we certainly will do what we can to protect our partners within the planetary Alliance, but our number one priority is to ensure both Sol and Earth are safe. Well protected. What you seemed to have missed is that without us—Star Watch—the rest of the Alliance would fold like a deck of cards.” Jason, rising to his feet, stood—his hands on hips. He glanced around the bridge, then brought his attention back to the admiral. “I am reassuming the title of fleet Omni, on an interim basis. Until my father, if he is still alive, can take up the reins again. You, on the other hand, Admiral Mayweather, are relieved of duty. Clean out your fucking desk and don’t ever show up on my wraparound display without being granted permission first.” Scarlet-faced, fumbling for words, Mayweather tried to speak and Jason raised his palms to stop him. “Right now, I need to get back to cleaning up the mess you’ve made.” Jason gestured for Ryan to cut the connection. The feed slid away. Jason, noting smiles on the other commanders’ faces, chose to ignore them.

Like a bat out of hell, Ricket hurried onto the bridge. Making his way toward the open console at the forward, far left console on the bridge, he immediately went to work.

“Captain, the enemy has definitely arrived,” Ryan reported, gesturing toward the wraparound display.

“You’re on tactical, Ryan. Boomer, you … and … Michael are on comms.” Boomer, hauling her brother onto her lap, began speaking in low tones to other comms personnel. Jason smiled at the enthralled six-year-old and gave him a quick wink. It occurred to Jason then that the boy really did have nerves of steel—perhaps would make a fine spaceship captain someday.

“How much more time do you need, Ricket?”

“Nine minutes, Captain.”

Jason focused his attention back on the five Star Watch commanders, studying each briefly before speaking again.

“You know what to do. You’re the best of the best. Hell … I picked most of you for your commands myself. Understand, we’re making a stand here, commanders. We are the last line of defense. At stake is our very existence. Go … protect Sol, protect Earth. Fire at will.” One by one the five feeds slid away.

Jason moved over to the helm console and took a seat. He knew his piloting skills were excellent, handling small Caldurian fighters or shuttlecraft, but piloting a Caldurian warship … he wasn’t so sure about that. But there again, the whole point was for them to hold their position.

The forward section of the display was now wide open, providing an uninterrupted view to outer space. What mere seconds before revealed only small pinpricks of light had quickly transitioned into clearly defined enemy spacecraft—a mile wide in width and a multiple of that lengthwise. Hundreds of ships, they were the same Vastma Class warships that turned the tide against the Alliance’s ambush. “Tactical, open all forward doors,” Jason ordered. “Prepare to implement JIT phase-ordnances. Once you have a lock on, start with high-yield, fusion-tipped missiles. Fire at will!”

Jason felt thump thump thump vibrations rise up through the deck plating into the soles of his feet almost immediately. A constant barrage of missiles sped toward their intended targets, many miles away. Within seconds, thousands more were fired from the other Star Watch ships, with similar trajectories locked on.

“Incoming!” Ryan said, not taking his eyes off his board.

“I see them,” Jason said. “Battle stations!”

Chapter 50

 

 

Jason mentally pictured their deployed Star Watch missile ordnances passing right by the enemies’ incoming missiles in outer space.

“Divert all auxiliary power to forward shields,” he ordered. Several of the forward feeds showed zoomed-in perspectives of the ominous Vastma Class warships at the front of the fleet. As the first barrage of missiles closed in on their targets one by one, massive explosions bombarded the enemies’ shields. Jason waited and watched, then requested, “Status?”

Excited, Ryan replied, “Heavy damage to four Vastma Class warships, Captain; multiple deck breaches on each ship. They’re out of the fight … well, for now, anyway.”

Boomer said, “That’s only four ships out of hundreds … you’ll need to do a lot better than that.”

Ryan, over his shoulder, gave her an annoyed glance back.

Ricket said, “May I suggest using new dark matter disrupter ordnances, Captain?”

“I wasn’t aware you’d completed your R&D on them yet?” Jason replied, still dispirited by the lackluster performance of their fusion-tipped missiles against the enemies’ obviously enhanced shielding.

“You see the option for them … listed under DMDOs?” Jason asked.

“Got it, Captain. Brace for impact from arriving enemy nukes.”

Jason, watching the barrage of incoming missiles on the logistical feed, headed for the captain’s chair. But he didn’t make it—nine or so concussive blasts pounded the Parcical’s forward shields, throwing him halfway across the bridge. He landed at the feet of Admiral Mayweather’s three-man squad, who ogled him in surprise.

“Shields down to thirty percent!” Ryan yelled, over the continuing pounding from enemy ordnances. The already loud and droning overhead klaxon’s cadence suddenly changed—indicating automated damage reports being issued.

“Dad … two of our Star Watch ships are reporting heavy damage. Shields are failing!” Boomer said.

“Ricket, we need that portal … now!” Jason yelled.

“Yes, Captain, I am trying. Attempting to synchronize each of the six Star Watch vessels’ Zip Farm resources. The problem lies in finding additional temporary memory storage. There is not enough memory available to create an alternative realm of space … one similar to Sol that will fool the enemy’s sensors.”

Ryan said, “Captain … the Pisces’s shields have failed. She won’t withstand another direct hit!”

“Without the Pisces, we will be unable to project the intended portal, Captain,” Ricket said, not looking up from his board.

“I’m on it …” Jason quickly plotted the necessary phase-shift coordinates, silently praying he’d inputted them correctly. In a flash, the Parcical reappeared six hundred miles away—directly ahead of the Pisces. “With luck, we’ll take the brunt of anything heading her way,” he said.

Jason’s eyes flashed—first toward the multiple battle video feeds, then over to the logistical feed. A relentless barrage of missiles was heading their way. He turned to Ricket, but his Craing friend seemed frustrated. This isn’t going to work, Jason thought.

“Parcical’s shields are down to five present. And shields have also fallen on both the Minian and the Libra!” Ryan shouted, yelling over the relentless battle noise.

Ricket looked up and met Jason’s eyes. “I am sorry, captain … I need more memory.”

“Isn’t there auxiliary memory on each of the shuttlecraft? There must be twenty or thirty crafts—”

“I already tapped into that memory. I do not know what else I can do …” Desperate, Ricket’s words were cut short.

“There’s an incoming hail!” Boomer announced.

“No time for chit-chatting with Liberty Station,” Jason replied.

Boomer, wearing a wide smile, said, “Dad … it’s the Jumelle! She’s emerged through an interchange wormhole. We just didn’t notice her. Did you hear me? The Jumelle … she’s here!”

Jason looked over at Ricket, who was still frantically tapping away on Auxiliary console number three’s control board. Did Ricket even hear her?

Jason watched the Jumelle move into formation—positioning just ahead of the Minian and the Libra. It was a good bet Orion was already expanding the Jumelle’s shields in order to protect the two heavily damaged Star Watch vessels.

A new feed expanded on the wraparound. Both Billy and Orion appeared together.

“Sorry we’re late to the party, Cap. Looks like I need to save your scrawny butt one more time.” Billy, smiling, asked, “Um … what exactly are we doing? That’s one hell of a fleet barreling down on us.”

About to answer, Jason noticed the enemy fleet now emerging from Vanguard’s Breach. One hundred or more enemy vessels were preparing to close the gap between their fleet and Star Watch.

“I want all plasma cannons directed on those ships … spin up all rail guns!”

“Already on it, Captain,” Ryan said. He gestured toward the logistical feed, “Looks like Ricket’s DMDOs are taking out more of those Vastma Class ships.” He looked over to Boomer with a condescending smirk.

But to Jason it wasn’t difficult to determine that even with the added firepower of the DMDOs and the addition of the Jumelle, they were still being far outgunned by the enemy. Star Watch was being torn apart.

Scanning the forward video feed, Jason’s heart nearly seized in his chest. He could see a Caldurian Master Class warship approaching—the Aquarius. Dira was on board that ship. Realizing that seven Star Watch vessels were now firing everything they had at her—he suddenly felt sick.

Jason felt a sudden tap on his shoulder. Ricket, unnoticed, had taken a seat next to him at the helm console.

“Captain, please give the order for Star Watch to slowly withdraw.”

“Withdraw? No, I’m not ready to give up just yet …”

“Please trust me, Captain. Have all Star Watch ships uniformly fall back. Not too fast … one-tenth sub-light speed should be sufficient.”

Jason explored Ricket’s face. “You’ve done it … haven’t you? Made the portal active!” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Boomer … relay orders to the other ships that they are to uniformly fall back … maintain a constant pace at one-tenth sub-light speed.”

He looked up and around the bridge. Jason realized they were no longer being pummeled by enemy fire. Scanning the logistical display told him the answer—hundreds, if not thousands of enemy missiles making their way through space were disappearing before reaching their intended targets—Star Watch. Those missiles were now continuing their trajectories within an alternative multiverse realm.

Jason stood up to better examine the now wide-open space on the wraparound display. “The portal, it’s there? Right there in front of us?”

“Yes, Captain. Spanning thirteen hundred miles in circumference,” Ricket said. “It is invisible and undetectable to both short- and long-range sensors. In reality, it is a portal consigned to our Zoo habitat 311. There was no time to start from scratch, Captain. The enemy fleet will cross into that multiverse realm within seven minutes.”

“As long as they don’t figure out what we’ve done,” Ol’ Gus said from the back of the bridge.

Realization struck. Oh God … Dira! “She’s out there … on the Aquarius!” Jason’s words weren’t directed to anyone in particular. Turning, he sought then found the Jumelle’s bridge video feed. “Billy, hurry … meet me on the Aquarius!” Jason then instructed Ricket, “Keep the enemy chasing us … you have the conn.”

With a well-practiced movement, Jason found the two inset tabs on his SuitPac device and pressed them inward. The two and a half seconds it took for his combat suit to form around him seemed an eternity. Now, seeing his HUD setting actually live before his eyes, he recognized the required phase-shift coordinates had already been configured for him. Before phase-shifting away, he said, “Thank you, Ricket!”

 

* * *

 

Ricket set Jason’s phase-shift drop location onto the corridor directly outside the Aquarius’s Medical unit. It made sense, for even if held captive, Dira would make herself useful performing as the ship’s doctor. Or maybe Ricket had miraculously found time to ping her location within the mile-long warship? It didn’t matter, Jason thought. Heading for the entrance, four bright white flashes appeared twenty feet away. Clad in combat suits, Billy, along with his four Sharks, wasted no time hurrying toward Medical.

Jason said over the open channel, “I just need a few moments to grab Dira …” He gave Billy a quick two-fingered salute before dashing inside.

Dira was in there, standing before one of the MediPods. She glanced up—then did a double-take. “Jason?”

“Hey … thought you might want some company,” he said, a broad, welcoming smile lighting up his face. He watched as comprehension of his abrupt presence began to register. Eyes wide, she brought her hands up to her mouth. Then, running toward him, Dira was quickly enveloped in Jason’s arms. He withdrew the helmet portion of his combat suit and leaned down—kissed her hard on the mouth—inwardly vowing to never, ever, let her go again. Arms tight around his waist, she pulled him closer to her. A minute later, she softly said, “I knew you’d come for me.”

“And I always will …”

Suddenly jarred back to reality after their shared moment, he said, “We need to go … now! This ship has a one-way ticket into the multiverse.”

With a frown of confusion crossing her features, Dira shrugged then nodded. “Okay, we just need to get Raleigh … it’ll take a few minutes to cycle down the incubation process within the MediPod.”

As Dira hurried to the last pod in the row, Jason heard plasma fire erupt in the corridor. Billy and his four Sharks were now embroiled in a firefight.

Dira, standing at the MediPod, tapped on the unit’s control pad.

“We have no more time, Dira. We need to go … right now,” Jason urged.

Even when Jason moved beside her, she continued to tap on the control pad. He peered through the blue tinted glass window atop the MediPod and saw a tiny infant lying within it. His scrunched up tiny pink face was smaller than Jason’s fist. He noticed he was wearing infant-sized blue PJs, embellished with a repeating pattern of yellow stars and red rocket ships.

“Whose baby is this?”

“Bri’s. She was the mother and a friend … somewhat. Anyway, she’s dead. And I’m not leaving him here.”

“Who’s the father?”

“Well, Digby is the biological parent, but he’s no father. He’s an animal … a murderer. He killed Bri, the baby’s mother, in front of me … without a second thought.”

Jason was being hailed. “Go for Captain.”

He heard desperation in Ricket’s voice. “I am sorry, Captain. The Aquarius … will pass through the open portal within fifty-three seconds.

Jason looked at Dira. “We have less than a minute.”

Brow furrowed, she looked down at the sleeping infant. “I need more time … the MediPod is locked. It’ll need several more minutes for the internal atmosphere to equalize. Not doing so could kill the baby.”

“We don’t have several more minutes.” His words were just above a whisper.

Dira looked up, her eyes brimming with moisture. “You go … you have a son … daughters. I’m sorry, but I can’t leave him here.”

Ricket’s voice pleaded in his ear, “Thirty seconds, Captain!”

Jason stared at his wife and tried to think. “There has to be a way …” and a brief smile crossed his lips. He looked toward the entrance to Medical. Bright flashes of red and green plasma-fire still crisscrossed the open space.

He turned back to Dira. “Do you trust me?”

She held his gaze a few seconds then nodded. He handed her a SuitPac device, which she wasted no time initializing. Within seconds, she was fully clad in a combat suit. He initialized the helmet on his own combat suit and spoke into the open channel.

“Ricket … follow my orders explicitly. Only phase-shift Dira, Billy, and the four Sharks … do it now!”

He heard Dira start to object, “No…”

In a white flash she was gone as weapon fire from the corridor suddenly ceased also. Jason heard the distant sound of running feet now approaching.

Ricket, somehow, had inserted a count-down mission counter—front and center—on his HUD. Twelve seconds and counting …

Jason knelt next to the base of the MediPod. As expected, the four supports were individually secured to the deck with heavy bolts.

Seven seconds and counting …

He knew he only had one chance. Positioning his suit’s two integrated wrist plasma guns side by side, he fired at close range. One by one, the metal supports disintegrated. The thousand-pound-plus MediPod shifted violently, first one way then the other. “Just hold on in there, little guy,” Jason said aloud, hoping the infant was not being thrashed about.

When the MediPod slammed down onto the deck, inches from his left foot, Jason allowed himself a quick breath.

Three seconds …

He jumped atop the MediPod, tightly wrapping his arms and legs around it.

Two seconds … one second … No time to check his HUD settings, let alone change them, he phase-shifted the heavy MediPod—the tiny infant named Raleigh and himself—away, totally clueless to where they would end up.


Chapter 51

 

 

Jason opened his eyes. He was still lying atop the MediPod. Looking down through its tinted glass, he could just make out the small face staring up at him within. “Well, little guy … you don’t look too worse for wear.”

Relaxing both his arm and leg holds, he slid sideways down onto the deck. When he glanced around, he recognized where he was—he, the baby, and the MediPod were now in the Parcical’s main corridor, just outside the bridge. He remembered when he configured this particular site as the default return location on his HUD, several phase-shifts back.

“Jason!”

When he peered around the end of the MediPod he saw Dira running toward him. He deactivated his combat suit and opened his arms wide, expecting another warm embrace. Dira, instead, stopped suddenly—focusing her attention on the infant lying within the MediPod. When her strong concern for the infant’s welfare began to ease somewhat, she said, “You know … you scared the hell out of me! I thought you both were sucked into that … portal thing, along with the Aquarius.”

Reminded then of the dire space war still taking place, Jason quickly spun on his heels and entered the Parcical’s bridge. Glancing around, he saw Boomer on comms, young Michael straddling up on one of her knees. “Hi Dad!”

“Hey, Kiddo!” Then, spotting Ricket still seated beside Ryan at the helm console, he said, “Talk to me, Ricket.”

But the voice answering back was not Ricket’s. The captain’s chair spun around, revealing the Omni. Sitting erect, he stared back at Jason with a stern expression. Seated directly to his left in the First Officer’s chair was Ol’ Gus. After twenty-something years apart, the two had a lot of catching up to do. But now was not the proper time.

His father looked like he’d been dragged behind a horse-drawn wagon for a mile or two over a rough gravel road. Visible cuts and bruises, plus patches of dried blood, covered much of his face. His tattered uniform was heavily soiled. But his eyes were bright—alive with excitement and intelligence. His mere presence there spoke volumes. Obviously, Billy and Orion were successful; had freed him from the subterranean confines of Bastille Spire. Jason wondered how many others were similarly rescued—mainly the Aquarius’s crew. But that inquiry would have to wait.

The Omni’s baritone voice filled the bridge. “So far, one hundred and twenty-two Craing, Sahhrain, Pharlom, Tashi and Juto warships have departed the Sol system for distant parts unknown.” He made a fluttering, birdlike gesture with his hand—even managing a pained smile.

 

* * *

Emperor Digby stood perfectly still—unwilling to take a breath—fully aware that something cataclysmic may have just occurred. He continued to stare straight ahead—transfixed. Eventually, his eyes shifted from the Aquarius’s logistical feed to the surrounding wraparound display and the view out to wide-open space beyond. He still wasn’t sure what had happened. He took a hesitant step forward while shaking his head. “Where are all the enemy ships? Where is the battle?”

He sensed Sir Collin Borgne’s presence now at his side. He looked to him for answers but only saw utter confusion.

“We were winning … we were fucking winning!” Digby seethed.

Borgne nervously rubbed at his chin. His eyes darted around the bridge compartment.

“What is our fucking situation, Borgne? Tell me!”

He hurried back to the tactical console where it took him several moments. “Most of our fleet is intact, sir.” He gestured back to the logistical feed. But we are no longer … no longer at the opening into to the Sol planetary system.” Sir Collin Borgne swallowed hard and met his emperor’s stare. “We are no longer within the same realm … we have entered the multiverse.”

“Bring me Granger … he’ll know what to do.”

 

* * *

 

“You look like shit, Dad. You should be recuperating in a MediPod.”

Michael pointed, “There’s one out in the hallway … Grandpa can use that one.”

Perry replied, “Later …” then gestured toward the logistical feed. “There are fifty or so enemy warships that held back. Must have realized early on something was very wrong and halted their forward progress. Looks like they’re around for the long haul. Making a blockade.”

Jason studied the numerous red icons clustered together within Vanguard’s Breach. “That’s a lot more fighting power than we can successfully go up against … especially in the current condition Star Watch is in.”

“I think you’ve forgotten, Jason, with that Ingress Virus now ineffective, we’ve got the U.S. Fleet readying to pounce back. Granted, we’ve lost a hell of a lot of good people, but we’re not out of the fight yet. Not by a long shot.” The Omni stared up at Jason, and said, “You did real good, son.”

“Thanks. Oh … you may want to tell that to Admiral Mayweather. Gathering Star Watch here to protect Sol didn’t exactly fit his, and maybe your, overall war strategy. He wants to see me confined to a Liberty Station brig in a big way.”

“Well … Mayweather’s a cranky old bastard. Strategies need to adjust to the conditions of war … I’ll talk to him.”

“You know, this changes everything,” Jason said. “We may have won the day … but we’re most definitely still at war. And not with just one enemy this time, but the Craing, Sahhrain, Pharlom … all of them.”

Bristol entered and shuffled past Jason on the bridge to stare at the myriad of video feeds displaying on the wraparound. “Don’t forget that Emperor Digby douche bag, along with most of his fleet, is still out there. At least, for the present he is.”

“What do you mean? He’s gone now … transported to an alternative multiverse realm,” Jason said, looking to Ricket for confirmation.

“Nah …” Bristol replied. “They’re actually way closer than you think. Their fleet is contained within the now greatly expanded Habitat 311.” Bristol, eyeing Ricket, gave a shake of his head. “Not the way I’d have done things.”

Ol’ Gus said, “Hey, there was no time. Building onto what was already established within that world of HAB 311 was the only way to make it work. I was there. Let me tell you, Ricket did an amazing job, young man, and he did it in a matter of minutes.”

“Whatever, Pops … but don’t forget … the Aquarius is capable of moving between multiverse realms just like any of our Star Watch vessels. It may take a while before they figure out how to do it, but …” Sitting down next to Boomer and Michael, Bristol looked over to the Omni and Jason, and said, “I suggest we clear the memory banks of HAB 311. Erase the damn thing.”

“You can’t do that!” Ol’ Gus exclaimed.

“He’s right,” Jason said. “There are thousands of people living in HAB 311. And even if they weren’t, I’m not about to order—commit—mass murder, even that of an enemy, at the push of a button. It’s too easy … winning a war shouldn’t be easy.”

“Then I’m betting you haven’t seen the last of Emperor Digby,” Bristol said.

Jason, already coming to terms with that fact, noticed Dira enter the bridge.

Holding young Raleigh in her arms, she stared intently at Jason. “Wait … you’re telling me Digby’s still out there?”

 

 

The End

 

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR:


Thank you for reading Scrapyard LEGACY. As you’ve probably guessed, there’s still a lot more to come in this particular Star Watch series story! If you are like me, this band of diverse intergalactic characters have transitioned over the years from simple words on the page to being something more akin to family. Rest assured, brain cells are already at work conjuring up what new adventures are in store for them. To be notified the moment my next book is released—please join my mailing list. I hate spam and will never, ever, share your information. Jump to this link to join:

http://eepurl.com/bs7M9r

 

One more thing …

If you enjoyed Scrapyard LEGACY, please please please leave a review on Amazon.com – it really, really helps!
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