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      Commodore Jack Romanoff sat in his command chair on the bridge of the battleship Delta Orionis and rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to make his headache go away. It had been two hours since they’d decisively defeated the Novarite battle group that had followed the Tardan colony wave to the Argent system, and his problems seemed to be multiplying rather than diminishing.

      The civilian commanders aboard the Tardan colony ships—all eighteen of them—were understandably confused and terrified. Even having one of their leaders—from a different colony wave—aboard his ship to explain things, progress was slow. From their point of view, they’d arrived in the system only to be attacked by their military escort. Then their worst nightmare—the creators they were trying to get away from—popped out of hyperspace right behind them and destroyed the traitorous military ships, and now they had to deal with aliens. Humans, in this case.

      In their shoes, he’d have been off his game, so he understood how messed up they were. The leaders were responsible for roughly two million people, and—from their perspective—none of their options were good. It would take some time for them to figure out who to trust and what to do.

      Even so, there was only so much dithering Jack could allow. The massive vessels were unable to move. He hadn’t approached closely enough to get a decent idea of the damage they’d suffered, but the Tardan military had been intent on making sure they couldn’t get away, so their engineering sections had taken some knocks.

      That meant he and his ship had to put them into a stable orbit, or they might be in danger at some point. Convincing them of that was where the challenge came in. Even with Leader Pastan—a friendly face among the aliens—to speak with them, they didn’t trust him. The negotiations wouldn’t go quickly, and he had other problems to deal with.

      The most pressing problem was the damage they’d suffered in the fighting. He considered asking the damage control officer what the status was, but this was something he wanted to get a look at himself. The massive Novarite warships had punched holes through the thick nickel-iron exterior of his ship and dug deep into its interior.

      “Derek, you have the conn. Call me if anything unusual happens, but if it’s just someone from the planet calling, tell them I’ll get back to them as soon as I assess the damage.”

      Lieutenant Derek Calvo, his young helm officer, nodded from his console. “I’ll take care of it, sir.”

      Jack knew he would. The young man was solid, so Hunter was in good hands.

      In addition to the physical damage to his ship, Jack was utterly certain there was trouble brewing on the planet. He wouldn’t be able to put those particular problems off much longer. In fact, he’d already deferred dealing with the Confederation Council in the cluster and Rear Admiral Allen for far too long.

      He stopped at the bridge hatchway and turned back to face the young officer. “Set a course for Argent and get us moving. The Tardan colony vessels aren’t in immediate danger, and we need to put our civilians more at ease. This particular set of problems will be here when we’re done.”

      “I’ll make it happen, sir.”

      “Good man.”

      Jack made his way out of the bridge and picked up a pair of Marine guards. With them at his heels, he made his way forward. This time, the vast majority of their damage was to the front half of the ship, a change but not a welcome one. The only destruction in engineering had been when they’d burned out their independent quantum drive. Again. Hopefully, it would be repairable this time and wouldn’t have to be replaced.

      Hunter had taken three significant hits during the fight. One had come from the side and was about a third of the way back from the bow. They’d taken the other pair of hits directly from the front, and they’d drilled down the center of his ship. Thankfully not hitting the central corridor but paralleling it.

      The level of destruction had been severe in the penetrated areas, but if the weapon hadn’t had to go through a hundred meters of nickel-iron, the devastation would’ve been total. He could see now why those large ships had been built around those weapons systems. They were deadly to vessels of almost any size that didn’t have the same protective shell as his ship.

      They were—relatively speaking—short-range weapons. They could destroy a ship at a much greater range than his lasers, but they didn’t have the envelope his nuclear missiles had. Not that his missiles had done much to the enemy ships when they’d exchanged fire.

      It seemed the big enemy vessels had some variant of the energy shield he and his people had inadvertently discovered when trying to work with the independent quantum drive and the hyperdrive simultaneously. Theirs was obviously more stable, though it definitely had other uses the Novarites had probably never considered.

      Hunter had appeared just a little too close to one of the big ships, and the boundary layer where the energy was strongest had almost cut the other ship in half. Of course, that had messed up their own systems considerably, but it gave them more information on the science behind what they were doing. Amanda Harris—his tactical officer—had jokingly called it destructive testing. In this case, very destructive.

      He’d have his people go over what was left of the ship they’d cut up to try to get working examples of their hardware if possible. If they could figure out how to do this more safely, they might be able to have the best of both worlds. As it was, any time they tried creating their own energy shields, they’d be at risk of having the drives burn out.

      Those thoughts were still firmly in his mind when he arrived at an airtight hatch in the central corridor. A rack of vacuum suits stood beside it, with an engineer on duty monitoring things. Once he’d removed his hat and greatcoat, the woman overseeing the suits helped him into a vacuum suit and then double-checked to make sure everything was good before allowing him into the next section of the ship.

      Jack made his way through the airlock and stopped on the other side to assess the damage visible from where he stood. The gravity plates were still operational, but he could see where the central corridor was ruptured about thirty meters ahead of his position. It looked like one of the bulkheads had been burned away over a space of about five meters. Everything inside the central corridor at that point showed signs of heat damage and was also strangely eaten away, almost as if it had decayed in some manner..

      The hole opened into a much wider area that led away from the central corridor. It was about twenty-five meters across and went out to the hull and into space.

      Seeing the stars with his own eyes from the central corridor of his battleship was surreal. It only emphasized how dangerous the Novarites were. Whatever that weapon had been, it was a threat even the Tardans and their robotic Locusts couldn’t match. No wonder they were terrified.

      At least the collateral damage from where the beam had punched into his ship had been less severe than it might have otherwise been. According to Amanda, whatever they were dealing with had tried to dump most of the energy into its initial contact point. Their hull had stood up much better than a typical ship would have. Rather than being blown entirely apart, the energy had torn through the thick, resistant material, and the destructive force that had made it into the interior had been significantly reduced.

      Not that it hadn’t resulted in the deaths of scores of people. They hadn’t expected something like this, and far too many people hadn’t been in vacuum suits. They’d paid the price for not knowing what they were dealing with, and now he had more dead to bury. At least he could bury those that hadn’t been incinerated in the giant conflagration.

      It wasn’t like any laser he could imagine. He looked forward to catching up with his chief engineer and finding out what they were dealing with before the next time they encountered one of the big alien ships.

      While he could see everyone working on the damage in this area, none of the transponders his suit picked up belonged to Commander Kelly Danek, so he continued forward and got back into a pressurized area of the ship. He didn’t take off his suit because he knew he’d be looking at the other areas that had been holed.

      The two hits they’d taken from the front had punched about the same distance into his ship on either side of the central corridor. Ironically, they were almost identically distant from the center of the ship. The enemy couldn’t have done more symmetrical damage if they’d tried. Repairing that was going to be a nightmare.

      He arrived at the front of the ship, somewhat surprised to note that the pressure was still good. He’d expected a blowout from one of the burns to have drained the atmosphere from the central corridor, but everything still seemed intact. The engineering people were swarming through several side areas blocked off by airtight doors, so he could tell how far back the damage had gone based on how many of those were closed.

      One beam had penetrated somewhat deeper than the other, but that matched with how Derek attempted to shield them from one of the shots by using that strange energy effect that running the two drives together generated. He’d been unsuccessful, but maybe he’d saved some lives.

      Jack stopped one of the engineers and asked where Danek was. The man pointed to the starboard side. It took going through a couple of side corridors and asking again before he located the chief engineer standing at the edge of a burned-out compartment overlooking the destruction.

      He stepped beside her and waved his hand so she could see he was there before speaking. He didn’t want to startle her.

      “What’s it looking like?” he asked.

      She turned, and he could see the grimace on her face. “It’s bad, but I suppose it could’ve been worse. The antiproton beam tore through the front of the ship like it was paper, but the nickel-iron mixture of the asteroid this ship is made out of absorbed a ton of damage before it failed. If we’d had a regular hull, this blast would have propagated through the entire ship and vaporized us.”

      “Antiprotons? That’s a form of antimatter, right? Explain like I don’t know more than that because my classes that covered that were a long time ago.”

      “Yes, it’s antimatter, which is what made the damage we took so dramatic. What the Novarites shot at us wasn’t anything like a laser. It was actual material being jetted out in a heavy beam. I can’t imagine how they generated something like that in such quantity so quickly. That doesn’t make any sense to me at all.”

      She gestured toward the burned-out hole around them. “We’re lucky this doesn’t have any radioactive aftereffects. The destruction is total when protons and antiprotons meet. They annihilate one another, and there’s nothing left over afterward but energy. Poof, it’s gone. All neat and clean unless you count the destruction it leaves in its wake. The beam died inside our outer hull, but the energy created by the mutual destruction burned the rest of the way through and caused all this.”

      “What did we lose?” he asked.

      “Remember that great set of passive sensors we recovered from the Tardan scout ship? It wasn’t directly hit, but it took some light damage. It’s repairable, though we might need some expert advice to do the work. I’m not sure how likely that is considering our tenuous relationship with the Tardans, other than Regex.”

      “It’ll probably be better than you’d think, at least once Pastan gets a chance to talk to them. For the most part, they seem reasonable enough. They’re just frightened.”

      “I suppose they have every right to be. They thought they were traveling to a new home, and instead, they arrived in the middle of a war. Not only did their military turn on them, but their worst nightmare followed them here. Now they’re dealing with aliens, and their ships have been broken to the point where they won’t be moving for a while.”

      She sighed and turned to face him. “To say their situation is grim would be an understatement. They have no idea what we’ll do with them, and I suspect we don’t know either. We still haven’t figured out what to do with the roughly million Tardan colonists at New Copenhagen. Now we’ve got, what, two million more? This will require a political solution, and I’m not sure how likely that is to turn out well.”

      Jack gave her a sour look and shook his head. “I wish I had a better outlook, but you’re likely right. We’re on our way back to Argent right now, and as soon as we hit orbit, I’ll head down and see what can be done. The situation is still fluid, and I know there’ll be resistance to treating these people honorably. It’s a good thing the vast majority are still asleep. If they weren’t, I could see concentration camps being set up. I hope to avoid that, but I’m not certain I can. In the end, the civilian leadership will have a say.”

      He gestured toward the massive hole in their ship. “Back to the problem at hand. Did we lose any major systems other than the independent quantum drive?”

      “No. Thankfully, this ship was built with a lot of redundancy. That isn’t to say we didn’t lose systems left and right, but as large as these areas look to the eye, they’re relatively small when it comes to the ship’s volume. There are other systems to cover what’s been destroyed. The worst thing was that one of these shots clipped the side of one of our nuclear missile magazines. The damage inside it was more significant than I would’ve hoped.”

      Jack repressed a shudder. “That kind of thing scares the hell out of me. I suppose we’re lucky that none of the weapons went off. If we had a bunch of nuclear weapons cook off, we’d be dead.”

      “That’s not how it works, sir,” she said with an eye roll that looked almost unconscious. “You could beat one of the nukes with a sledgehammer, set it on fire, and then blow it to smithereens with high explosives, and it wouldn’t go off. It requires a specific set of precise explosions to crush the subcritical masses together correctly and achieve a nuclear reaction. We’re dealing with some radioactivity in the magazine, but we should be able to get the recoverable missiles out. Once that’s done, we’ll start repairing it. We’ve got other magazines that can service most of our missile launchers, but not all of them. This will impact our combat effectiveness until we get it fixed.”

      “I’m grateful that it’s fixable at all,” he said. “We’ll have to plug these holes to prevent damage the next time we have to fight. I assume that means we’ll have to take the ship back to New Copenhagen because that’s where the repair infrastructure is. This isn’t just cracks and fractures, though. You’ve got to fill holes dozens of meters across and go all the way through. How long is that going to take?”

      “Less time than you’d think,” she said with a grim smile. “It requires much more effort to pump melted asteroid material into fractures than to fill an area that’s completely burnt out. This is doable, and we might be able to do the work here. I assume you will set up a gate leading back to New Copenhagen, so we can use some freighters to bring the equipment forward. They’ve got an asteroid belt here that’ll do nicely for materials, though it’s out past the jump limit and inconveniently placed for simultaneously accessing resources on Argent.”

      He’d already dispatched the exploration ship back to New Copenhagen to begin setting up gates between the systems. They wouldn’t go through any other occupied systems because they couldn’t be sure what type of enemy response they’d elicit by doing so, but India said her people could probably have the gates completed within twenty-four hours. He wasn’t sure she could meet that grueling schedule, but she’d done this numerous times when bringing the ships they’d rescued from the Gateway system safely back to New Copenhagen, so he’d take her at her word.

      “We’ll do what we can, but I haven’t made any final decisions,” he said. “We should have a gate open in the next day or two, and that means you can send for the repair parts you’ll need to bring the independent quantum drive back online. Have you finished going over it to see if it’s repairable?”

      “It’s repairable. I’ll admit the parts we’ve damaged aren’t ones that normally go bad, but we were using the drive in a nonstandard manner. That was just begging for trouble, and we found it. On the plus side, we now know some of the things we probably shouldn’t repeat. Not unless we really have to.”

      “That’s the damn truth. What about the hyperdrive?”

      “I’ll want Regex to look everything over, but it still reads as functional. If some parts need to be replaced, I’m not sure where we’d get them. We might have to salvage from one of the colony ships, and I can’t see the Tardans being that cooperative.”

      That would be a challenge, he admitted, but it was one more item on his list of things that needed to be looked at. “I’ll get Lisa and Regex back up here so they can take a look. President Ibarra said there’d been some trouble down there but that she and Professor Prescott were okay. I tried pressing for more information, but she was being cagey. That’s what I get for ignoring all the calls during the fight. Once we get into orbit, I’ll go down in person and figure out what’s happening. You keep working on this, and we’ll see if we can come out the other side of this fight in better shape than we went into it.”

      The engineer chuckled. “That’s not likely, but I’ll try to get us back up to where we were before we started the fight. What about the rescue operations aboard the big Novarite warship?”

      “Colonel Turner and his people are doing their best, but the Novarites don’t want to give up. Thankfully, our people now have net guns, and they’re capturing a lot more of them alive than otherwise might be the case. They’re shuttling them back as quickly as possible, so there’s a steady stream of pinnaces going back and forth between us. That’s going to become more difficult the further away we get from the wreck, but according to Mac, they’re almost done making their first pass through the ship. Anyone they can’t dig out in time will suffocate, so the problem will solve itself.”

      The woman grimaced. “I hope we don’t have to fight too many of these things. We’d be in real trouble if they came at us in force.”

      He clapped a hand on her shoulder. “That’s what they did, and we stood up to the test. Keep doing what you’re doing and shoot me a full report as soon as you can on exactly what systems are down, and I’ll start talking to the people below and see if we can get some of their manufacturers to start providing us with experienced people that might help us rebuild faster. We might not have much time before going into action again.”

      “I hope we’ve intercepted everybody headed for the system already, sir. While we might have someone else causing us trouble, I think they’ll probably be human.”

      “You’re right about that,” he muttered. “I think I’d rather fight the Tardans and Novarites.”

      “That’s the spirit, sir. Go get them.”

      And with that, he gave her a wave and headed back toward his quarters. He needed to get something to eat and catch a little rest. It had been a long and trying day, and it was far from over. If anything, what came next would be even more exhausting, and he needed to be in tip-top shape.
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      Lisa Gane rubbed at her face tiredly. It hadn’t taken long for Professor Prescott to get the cutter they’d confiscated from Bronson Rowe back to a landing field. It hadn’t been the one they’d taken off from, and getting ahold of the authorities and convincing them they had a prisoner that needed to be taken into custody had proven more challenging than she’d expected.

      She supposed they were lucky they hadn’t been arrested, but she’d finally gotten Tina Chen on the comm, and she’d contacted someone in the president’s entourage that had smoothed things over. That had taken hours, but she and the professor were finally on their way to wherever the leadership on Argent was hunkered down.

      Thankfully, the battle in the system was over, and they’d been victorious, though Hunter had been hurt. It seemed that was a common theme. Anytime they faced one of the powerful enemies they had to fight, their ship was chewed up just a bit more.

      They were still aboard Rowe’s cutter, though they’d picked up a couple of official pilots. As soon as they landed, she was happy to get off the vehicle and stretch in the sunlight. Admittedly, sunlight was unusual for her because she’d grown up aboard a space station and lived most of her life in that environment. Still, it felt nice.

      Waiting on the tarmac were the Chens, two more who looked administrative, and a couple of guards for Rowe. The paralytic had worn off, but the authorities had shackled the man and positioned him in the back of the cutter with a pair of officers. They’d stripped him bare at a security station at her urging and searched him thoroughly. Confederation Intelligence had a reputation, and she was determined the man wouldn’t have some way of turning the tables on them by escaping his bonds or taking his own life.

      Yes, poison inside a fake tooth was cliché, but if one didn’t look, one never knew. He’d had neither, which was something of a relief. To her surprise, he didn’t try to talk to them. He didn’t act angry but simply didn’t engage. That was also good because questioning him would be something David and Tina Chen would manage.

      When the security officers brought Rowe out of the cutter, David inclined his head toward them, and Tina stepped up to hug her, which surprised Lisa just a bit. She wasn’t a physical person, and contact like this was always jarring. Even so, she appreciated it and briefly hugged the woman before firmly pushing her away.

      David wasted no time in motioning for the guards to take Rowe away. He and one of the administrative people followed along behind.

      “I had no idea anything like this could happen, and I’m sorry I let him take you away,” Tina said. “We knew he was potentially a problem, but we didn’t expect him to act so quickly or decisively.”

      “Based on how he was talking, I don’t think anyone was going to see us alive again,” she said in a low voice so the administrative person wouldn’t hear. “I’m not sure if that meant he intended to kill us or hustle us away from where we might be found. It was frightening. If Regex hadn’t been with us, he’d have gotten away with it.”

      “While that might be true, you have to remember that chance favors the prepared mind, or so they say. I can’t remember where I heard that particular quote, but you’ve got to be ready to roll with whatever happens, and you were ready. Good on you. Now, let’s get somewhere safe, and we’ll talk. Since the risk from space has gone down, we can focus on the conspiracy, which means Rowe has a lot of explaining to do.”

      When Tina headed in the same direction that her husband had taken the prisoner, Lisa fell in beside her. Surprisingly, the professor begged off and asked the administrative assistant if there was someplace he could go to get something to eat and lie down for a while.

      Lisa sympathized and completely understood. They’d been through a lot. It gave her a chance to talk privately with Tina without anyone listening in on everything they said.

      “Before we get to where we’re going,” she said softly, “the data chips I gave your husband include the ones we stole from Rowe. He knew and wanted them back pretty badly, so there’s got to be something incriminating on them. I don’t have any of my equipment down here, but they’re Confederation standard, so I should be able to figure it out. I just need a console that isn’t monitored by someone that’s going to take a dim view of the kind of work I do.”

      Tina laughed. “You don’t need to keep skulking around. If President Ibarra doesn’t know you’re a notorious hacker by now, her security personnel aren’t nearly as efficient as I’d expect. We told her, in general terms, the kind of work we hired you to do and that you were using your skills to get into the alien computers. We also told her that without your assistance, we wouldn’t have gotten into the nuclear repository on New Copenhagen. She’s well aware that whatever troubles you might have had with the law aren’t relevant to what we’re doing now, so relax.”

      “I’m not sure how much I trust her security people,” Lisa grumbled. “After all, they didn’t spot Rowe. He literally kidnapped us right out from under everyone’s noses. He’s been working against the Confederation for some time, and they gave him a job doing exactly what he wanted to do. That means he’s not alone here. There are others working at the highest levels of government, and I don’t trust any of these people.”

      Her friend pursed her lips and nodded. “You’re right. I’ll keep you by my side until Hunter gets back into orbit, and then we can summon some Marines to escort us around. You’re critical to the war effort, and we need to make sure nothing happens to you or Regex. Would that make you feel better?”

      “I don’t know if I’d say it makes me feel better because I only just got rid of my Marine guards. At least this time they won’t be keeping an eye on me expecting betrayal. I suppose I’ll take it. What do we do now?”

      “We’ll have to interrogate Rowe, but I want to let him stew for a while. Did he give you any information that might give us a clue what their endgame is?”

      Lisa shook her head. “Once he pulled out the paralytic gun, all he wanted to know was what we found on the chips you boosted off him. Apparently, he had the way down to the Tardan computer monitored and probably reviewed the information after leaving the station. He knows David brought the case and that I messed with the chips. I told him David had the copies I made, and he said that was too bad. Then he told us that he was going to disappear us. I’m not sure if that meant he intended to kill or lock us away.”

      Tina pursed her lips. “I doubt he was going to kill you. There was no need, and he might have other questions he’d want to ask later. Wherever they have their facility here on Argent, we can be sure it’s well hidden and protected. The odds are good no one would’ve known where to look, particularly if he faked crashing the cutter. If it was me, I’d have dumped it in the ocean. Much harder to find any bodies that way. On land, forensic teams would’ve been able to go over everything but not if they couldn’t find most of the vehicle.”

      “If that’s meant to reassure me, it doesn’t,” Lisa said in a dry tone. “I honestly don’t want to think about what could have been. I’d rather make sure the son of a bitch pays for what he’s done, and the only way that’s going to happen is if we make him talk. Any idea how to make that happen?”

      Tina shook her head as they entered the building. “He’s trained to resist interrogation, so that’s not going to help. While we might get information out of him eventually, I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you. Frankly, I think he’s much better as bait.”

      “Bait?”

      “We put him in a cell and go through the motions of getting information about the conspiracy. We press him hard and make sure everybody knows that’s what we’re doing. Someone will eventually come along and try to kill him. We’ll take steps to make sure that doesn’t happen, of course, but if we can identify the people interested in what’s going on, it might allow us to begin tracing their network. That’s where the breakthrough will come from.”

      “Maybe I’m simple, but why don’t you try starting with the cutter?” she asked. “He had it on autopilot and was taking us somewhere. It might not have the precise coordinates of their facility, but it’ll be close. It’s probably been to other interesting places as well, so looking at its travel history could be illuminating.”

      “The security services already recovered the black box, and they’ll go over that information. The president tagged some of her people who weren’t involved with one another to oversee the process and to make sure nothing happened to the data. Once again, don’t hold your breath.”

      “You don’t sound convinced it will do any good,” Lisa said as the two got into a lift and started down. “Is that just simple paranoia or something else?”

      That made Tina smile. “More of a fatalistic attitude. I expect the data to be heavily encrypted because the setup looked custom to the technician that pulled it. They slapped it into a container that prevented any communication so it couldn’t be erased remotely, but it’ll be as locked down as much as humanly possible. It’s what I’d do.”

      “Just how deep does this go? I thought this was a scam that’s been going on for a century and a half. Why is it still active at such a level? Why have somebody on the presidential staff here in the cluster? It doesn’t make sense to me, so if you’ve got any insight, I’d love to hear it.”

      “I’m just as in the dark as you are,” Tina admitted. “It’s obvious they’ve got goals beyond simple theft, no matter how large a sum it might be. They’re doing something with that money, which we need to figure out. I won’t say I believe it’s centered here in the cluster for sure, but the initial evidence certainly suggests it. If so, this invasion probably steamrolled their plans. We’ll eventually figure it out, and you’ll help us do it. The data we stole from Rowe will give us a clue about what they were doing. I want you to focus on that after meeting with the president.”

      Lisa’s eyebrows shot up. “We’re meeting the president? Why would we be doing that?”

      “She wants to hear what happened from your lips. She worked with Rowe tangentially for a couple of years, which has her spooked. She only knows the basics of what we suspect about the conspiracy, but she thinks you’re the key to unraveling everything.”

      That made Lisa laugh. “No pressure, right? Look, I know I’m good at what I do, but there are limits. Even with Regex helping, I can’t come up with all the answers. Admittedly, I haven’t had a chance to go over everything, but those data chips were probably recorded right after the first invasion. That was well before the conspiracy even started.”

      “Was it? Or did the embezzlement begin after they came up with a plan based on what they found on that ship? Something led to the conspiracy, and I’m willing to bet that once you go through everything on those chips, there’ll be something that leads to what we’re looking for. It’s not going to tell us the names of the players or what their initial goals were, but it might tell us what started them on this journey.”

      The lift doors opened, and they stepped into a significantly more upscale corridor. The floor was covered in a deep pile carpet with a soft cream color, and the walls held oil paintings of various landscapes and people. Armed guards stood at intervals, emphasizing the area’s security. They scanned the women for weapons and let them through.

      They walked into a large office with half a dozen people working at various desks and chattering on comm units. None of those people paid them the slightest mind as Tina walked to the large double doors at the other side of the room and knocked. There was a muffled response, and the two of them entered an office about half the size of Commodore Romanoff’s but twice as luxurious.

      Seated behind the desk was President Ibarra. She was speaking on her comm and held up a hand to forestall any conversation while she finished giving someone instructions that involved background checks on her entire staff. That was smart, but Lisa didn’t think it would do any good. She’d eat the desk if Confederation Intelligence couldn’t create a false ID that passed all scrutiny. Back on Port Royale, she knew several people who could make her seem to be whatever she chose.

      Admittedly, getting a Confederation Naval ID would be more difficult, but it wasn’t impossible. It might not stand up to prolonged scrutiny, but in her line of work, identification usually didn’t have to pass muster very long. If it was something more pedestrian, they could create a false background and insert information about her into just about any public and government databases. Confederation Intelligence would undoubtedly be better at that than the criminal underworld, too.

      As soon as the president ended her call, she rose and walked around the desk, extending her hand toward Lisa. “Miss Gane, I’m so very sorry that one of our people kidnapped you and the professor. We won’t stop looking into this until we find out what he wanted and who his co-conspirators were.”

      Lisa shook the woman’s hand but gave her a slight shake of the head. “I appreciate the sentiments, Madam President, but there was no way you could’ve known anything about him. I knew he’d claimed to be former Confederation Intelligence because I overheard him talking with someone, so I should’ve been more on my guard. I thought the steps I’d taken to protect myself were sufficient, but I was wrong.”

      Ibarra grimaced. “I appreciate you being understanding, but this is a stain on the honor of my office, and I’ll do everything necessary to make it right again. Missus Chen told me she and her husband once worked for Confederation Intelligence and had had a conversation with Mister Rowe. I’ll assume that’s what you overheard.”

      Lisa nodded. “It is.”

      “She also told me that you’re skilled with computer intrusion. I understand that might make you somewhat nervous, but the very last thing on my mind is what run-ins you might have had with the authorities. Your skills and insight are absolutely critical to getting information about these aliens, so I’m willing to overlook a great deal. I do, however, have some questions, and I’d appreciate some straight answers. Are we going to dance around the subject at hand, or can we speak bluntly?”

      She felt her lips twitch. “It seems like we already are, Madam President. I moved to Port Royale because of those run-ins, but I want to be clear that none of the crimes I was ever accused of involved anything truly heinous. Data theft and taking money from people that had more than they needed, sure, but I was never one of those people that destroyed things electronically for the pleasure of watching everything burn. I’m also not a violent person, and I’ve never been involved in that kind of crime.”

      Ibarra gestured toward a small sitting area off to the side of her office. “I don’t think we need to be so stuffy, so if you don’t mind, let’s do away with that ‘Madam President’ business. Everyone knows who I am, but there’s no need to try and puff up my ego by saying so. I assure you, my ego is already large enough, and I’d rather be less formal in private. I’ve got coffee and tea available, or if you prefer something a little stronger, I could send for whatever you like. We have a bit to discuss and a few things to clarify, so I want you to be comfortable. Let me start by asking you to call me Caroline when we’re alone. And if you have no objections, I’ll use your given names as well.”

      Lisa nodded her agreement and moved over to sit in one of the chairs. She didn’t lean back because she wasn’t that comfortable, but she tried to portray an air of nonchalance that she didn’t feel. Depending on how things went, this could be an awkward conversation.

      Tina made her way over to the coffee maker and poured three mugs. “Knowing Lisa as I do, I can tell you she’s not a tea person. As a computer professional, she sneers at anything other than coffee.”

      That made Caroline smile a little. “I’ve heard that particular angle about programmers before, but I always thought they went for sugary drinks containing too much caffeine. You know, ludicrous amounts of caffeine. The kind of levels that keep you up for days. I’ll take mine with two sugars and some creamer, please.”

      “Black for me,” Lisa said. “I’ve known people in my line of work that prefer that sort of thing, but coffee is a lot simpler. What kind of questions can I answer for you, Caroline?”

      “I suppose the first one is the one that has me most perplexed. You—who are not a fighter by your own admission—got into a scuffle with a Confederation Intelligence agent—current or former—and bested him. Exactly how did that happen? The professor was paralyzed, and one would assume Rowe wouldn’t have allowed you to remain mobile, so I’d like to know how the confrontation aboard the cutter played out.”

      < You’ll have to tell her the truth, you know.>

      Lisa knew that, but she’d been hoping to avoid this subject entirely. In the beginning, she’d intended to tell everyone she hadn’t been shot. Maybe claim there was something in her pocket that had taken the dart instead of her flesh. Unfortunately, that kind of story sounded shaky, and this was not the time to make a bad impression.

      Let’s just hope she takes the truth better than she would a fib. You realize that if I tell her what’s really going on, we could end up in a cell under this building only to come out when they wanted some doctor to take a look at us, right?

      <The truth will come out whether we like it or not. There are people on New Copenhagen who know the truth, and they’ll pass the information to her people. How long until the gates are restored and there’s regular traffic? If our secret lasts a week, I’ll be astonished. Best to get in front of this issue before it bites us in the collective ass.>

      Since we’re supposed to be a symbiont, do we have a collective ass? Wouldn’t it be more of a singular ass?

      <That’s clever. We’ll have to discuss it at length, but at this point, I don’t believe you’re comfortable thinking of us as a single being. Honestly, I’m not sure that we ever will be. Best to take this one step at a time, and the first step is telling the truth now and seeing where the chips fall.>

      You’re really picking up my gambling metaphors. We might need to take a trip to a casino soon. How good do you think you’d be at counting cards?

      <I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to having a criminal as a host. Focus on the matter at hand, please.>

      Lisa accepted the mug of coffee from Tina and waited for the other woman to sit before she spoke. To buy just a bit more time, she took a sip of the hot drink and was pleased to note it was of the highest quality. Considering just how much power and prestige the leader of the Confederation inside the cluster had, this wasn’t a surprise. She might as well enjoy it while she could.

      “You’re absolutely right. There’s more to me than meets the eye, and by all rights, I should’ve been paralyzed. In fact, for a little while, I was. You won’t be happy to hear why I overcame that, and I want to stress that it doesn’t change anything about who I am.”

      “That doesn’t sound the least bit ominous,” the other woman said in a dry tone. “As my favorite grade school teacher used to say when I was dithering, trot it out.”

      Never taking her eyes off President Ibarra, Lisa told her how she’d been critically injured and how Regex had ended up inside her. She tried to keep the story clinical, but she knew some of her emotions would bleed through anyway. It might annoy Regex, but she didn’t shy away from the fact that she still wasn’t pleased about what had happened, though she was adjusting to the situation.

      Before the other woman could speak when she’d finished, Lisa pushed on, detailing how many of the enemy computers they’d hacked their way into and how they could speak the Tardan language. Perhaps it sounded defensive, but Regex was enough of a friend that she felt the need to stand up for him.

      For her part, the politician listened without any expression. She occasionally sipped her coffee and seemed unaffected by what she was hearing. That couldn’t be true, so Lisa deeply respected the woman’s self-control.

      When Lisa finally ran out of things to say, Caroline looked at Tina and raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite a story. Would you care to comment on its accuracy?”

      “I can’t speak to her personal interactions with Regex, but all the facts she stated are correct,” Tina said. “So far as her contributions to what we’re doing, I think she significantly understates the matter. Without their assistance, we’d be nowhere near as well off as we are now. Regex has been an ally in everything we’ve done, and I’m more than willing to vouch for him.”

      Caroline nodded and refocused her attention on Lisa. “I’m sorry to hear you were injured so badly. I don’t know what I’d feel if our situations were reversed. The idea of someone plugging into my brain through my nervous system gives me the willies. I’m not sure what the willies are, but it’s taken a great deal of self-control not to shiver while listening to your story.”

      “I can sympathize.”

      “I’ll bet you can. So, your motions are possible because of the bridge this alien has created across your damaged spine. He can control your body without you doing anything to stop him. Is that right?”

      She nodded. “It’s true, but we have an agreement that he transports my control instructions to my body and has to ask before he does anything. I was under Marine guard for the longest time because we didn’t trust that he wouldn’t simply take me wherever he wanted, though he can’t control my face or head. If I don’t agree, he can’t speak either. I control my mouth while he controls my lungs and diaphragm. I’m afraid we come as a set these days.”

      “Do you mind if I speak directly with him?” Caroline said as she leaned forward and placed her mug on the table. “If that’s possible, I have a few questions before I decide how I should feel about this.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Regex, why are you helping the enemies of your people?”

      “Because I don’t see humans as enemies,” Regex said, his tone and phrasing somewhat different from hers. “Our military betrayed us. We thought we were going to an empty area of space where we could set up a society free of those who created us. I still believe that outcome is possible, but only if we prevent the monsters from carrying out their horrible deeds. Our military wants to use humans as new hosts in a war against our former masters. That cannot be allowed.”

      “Why not?” Caroline asked. “They are, after all, your people. You’re trusting in humans, which you can’t know very well at all.”

      He laughed, which really sounded weird to Lisa. “For a long time, I could read Lisa’s thoughts and memories without restriction, so I know humans significantly better than humans know Tardans. Do you have flaws? Of course. Do members of your society do monstrous things? Yes. That’s the same way we see our military and their attempts to force themselves on humans. It’s an abomination, and we’ve already executed one military officer for that crime. There are lines my people won’t cross, though it seems our military has a different view. Please don’t equate us with them.”

      “I try not to prejudge people, but I’m afraid your military has made a horrible first impression, and it’s going to take significant effort on your people’s part to overcome. I need to decide what to do with the civilians, so I need to understand you and your people better. I suggest you drink your coffee, and we’ll order something to eat because we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      Lisa sighed mentally. She’d known this was coming, and it was probably best to get it out of the way now. She’d be defending herself and Regex for the rest of her life, so she might as well start off with the person at the top of the cluster leadership. If she could convince her that she and Regex were trustworthy, it would save them a lot of trouble down the line. She had to be both honest and convincing, and for someone who preferred working alone and in the shadows, that would be hard. She’d just have to do her best and hope it was good enough.
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      Sara Nastasi stared at the uniforms hanging in front of her, indecision gnawing at her gut. She’d asked her friend Robin Monahan for a regular Navy uniform, but now she was second-guessing herself. She’d been wearing the old-style uniforms Jack and his crew wore, and she’d thought switching to a standard uniform might be a better call. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Robin was in command of the Judge Advocate General’s office here in the cluster, so Sara could devote herself to forming a working group that could interface between Jack and his team and the rest of the cluster. Would it be better to wear the old-style uniform or the new one? It was guaranteed that somebody like Rear Admiral Allen would see her as an interloper since she was dressed like his new archnemesis. How would everyone else feel?

      If she switched to the new uniform, would she alienate Jack and his crew? Indecision when it came to sartorial choices while on duty had never been a conflict of interest, but now it was shaping up to be a problem.

      There was a soft knock at her door, so she gratefully turned her back on the issue and went to see who it was. She was expecting Robin to come and talk about the issues they were facing, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t somebody from the president’s office. It was her building, after all.

      A quick check of the video peephole showed Robin standing in the hall, dressed in civilian clothes like Sara wore at the moment. She opened the door with a smile and gestured for her old friend to come in.

      It only took Robin a moment to see the uniforms hanging on one of the doorframes. She nodded. “It’s a tough call. You’re walking into a political minefield, and no one really knows how it’s laid out. If you choose one over the other, somebody will be irritated. I don’t envy you having to figure that out on your own.”

      “I don’t have to figure it out alone. I’ve got you to help me. Your advice on clothes has always been good.”

      That made Robin laugh. “I’m not sure my advice on this would be the best. I’ve got my own troubles, and I don’t know the right answer either. Maybe this isn’t something you need to be thinking about today. Romanoff won the fight, and now we have a little space to figure out how to react. I suggest you take a step back and let it stew for a bit.”

      “Why don’t we get something to eat and talk it over?” Sara suggested. “I’m interested to hear some of the decisions you’ve made, and I’ll decide what the right course of action is tonight. I can’t let this stew for too long, though. There are aspects of it that you don’t know about yet.”

      Robin raised an eyebrow. “Are there, now? I’m looking forward to figuring out what you’ve been hiding under your hat. And speaking of hats, those old-style uniform hats are very distinctive. And large.”

      Sara shook her head and headed for the door. “I hope you know where we’re going because I have no idea what restaurants are available. Are we even going outside the presidential area to eat?”

      “We are. I figure this is a discussion where we don’t want to have all kinds of political operatives listening in. That’s not to say we won’t have somebody following us because we will. President Ibarra assigned some security to make sure we don’t get into trouble.”

      “She underestimates my ability to get into trouble. I’ve learned how to push the envelope when it comes to that over the last few months.”

      “I’ll bet you have. Come on.”

      The two of them took a lift up to the surface level. Since she’d been warned, she kept an eye out when Robin led her out of the building and was able to spot a man and woman rising from a café across the street and walking down the street in the same direction they were going. They were chatting back and forth, and she never would’ve pegged them as guards if she hadn’t been warned. They were much less conspicuous than the Marines.

      “Is that them off to the left?” she asked in a low tone.

      Her friend didn’t even look over. “Probably. I’ve decided I don’t want to know who’s following me around. Considering some of the complications that have come up, it’s better to just let things unfold a bit. Thankfully, I haven’t made any enemies other than Admiral Allen, and he’s not likely to shoot at me.”

      “Are you saying that someone’s likely to shoot me?”

      “Bronson Rowe tried to kidnap two of your friends, so I’m not ruling it out. Can you tell me what that was all about?”

      “Maybe a little, but I don’t want to get too deeply into classified information I haven’t been cleared to share. I believe David and Tina Chen are briefing President Ibarra, and she’ll determine who should know what. Admiral Allen knows just about everything, but there are certain critical aspects of the war effort that he hasn’t been told about. We’re keeping those close to the vest.”

      “Okay,” Robin said with a nod. “As someone that’s been a lawyer for most of my life, I know how to keep confidential material under wraps, and I understand that sometimes I can’t know everything. If it’s important, I’m sure they’ll eventually tell me. I am, after all, one of the four remaining flag officers in the cluster. Unless, of course, there are more scattered around that we don’t know about yet.”

      Sara snorted. “At this point, I’m not willing to rule anything out. This invasion has been nothing but surprises. So, where are we going? I hope it’s not Mexican food. I’m not in the mood for it, though I’ve had some good stuff over the last month. I want something different.”

      “How about steak? There’s a decent place up the street where we can get one of the tables in the corner to have our conversation without having too many people come over and bother us. The fact we’re in civilian clothes means we won’t draw as much attention as we otherwise would, but I’ve been around enough that somebody might recognize me. Let’s hope not this time.”

      “Steak sounds good. I hope they have a decent baked potato. Maybe some Worcestershire sauce.”

      Her friend shot her another glance. “How can you ruin a good steak with that stuff?”

      “How can you ruin a good steak with mushrooms?” Sara gave a theatrical shudder.

      “Philistine. I’ve seen you eat a steak with gravy on it, so let’s not get into comparing our taste buds. At least neither of us likes them well done.”

      Sara laughed and said nothing more until they arrived at the restaurant. A glance showed the couple had vanished, and she wondered if they were behind them now. Whoever they were, they were good enough to fool someone like her. She wasn’t sure if they’d have avoided the notice of the Chens, but she’d give them high marks anyway.

      Robin spoke briefly with the person doing the seating and arranged for them to have a table in a corner as she promised. It was made to seat an entire family, but as the place wasn’t more than half full, it didn’t look like they were inconveniencing anyone other than possibly the server. They’d cover for that by tipping well.

      Once they were seated and the server had taken their drink orders, Robin turned to her and raised an eyebrow. “So, what secrets are you so hesitant to tell me?”

      “There are a lot, so I’m not sure where to start. I’m not going to cover some things, but there are other aspects we can touch on. Since you were talking about uniforms earlier, I think that’s a good place to open the discussion. When this all began, I never expected to end up in the cluster. I was supposed to arrest Vice Admiral LaChasse and focus on figuring out the conspiracy that had been embezzling money from the battleship division for at least a hundred and fifty years. To say that I’ve been like a fish out of water since I ended up here would be an understatement.”

      Robin nodded. “Admiral Allen would be the first to say you had no authority here, but you’ve been operating in good faith. You’ve been doing what needed to be done in your best judgment, and I’m not going to second-guess you.”

      That made Sara chuckle. “Come on now. We’re both lawyers, so we always second-guess everything. We pretend we’re utterly confident about what we’re doing, but until the rulings are made, we never know how things will shake out. Worse, when we’re in charge, we might decide to prosecute someone who turned out to be innocent. That’s usually an issue that can be undone by an appellate ruling, but sometimes you step over that line and do something permanent.”

      “This is about Captain Magri, right?” Robin asked as she smiled at the server and accepted her drink. “We can get right into that, but let’s order first.”

      While her friend ordered a medium steak with those disgusting mushrooms piled all across them and a baked potato loaded with everything but the kitchen sink, Sara took hers medium rare and only wanted butter and bacon bits on her potato. Then she smiled maliciously at Robin and inquired about Worcestershire sauce. To her delight, they had some.

      Robin shook her head disapprovingly once the server had departed. Sara laughed, took a sip of her tea, and added sweetener until she was satisfied. Then, she got down to business with a much more serious expression. “Captain Magri conspired with pirates and attempted a mutiny to take command of Delta Orionis for himself. I think he was an idiot to believe the pirates would leave him in command, but the evidence against him was overwhelming. The regulations dealing with a wartime mutiny are draconian, to say the least.”

      “I looked them up, so I’m aware. Even so, you didn’t have to go for the maximum punishment. You could’ve chosen to imprison him for the rest of his life after stripping him of his rank. Why choose to put him to death? You had to know that doing so would enrage a certain segment of the Navy population, of which Admiral Allen is likely a member.”

      “Hunter is a ship at war, and it’s not like she had much in the way of prison facilities. We’re holding a couple of dozen aliens at this point, and I’m told it’s a complex and painful process for everyone involved. Could I have done so? Yes, but I also had to think about the morale of our Navy personnel. Captain Magri’s actions led directly to the deaths of many people, both Navy and civilian. In my best judgment, he was a corrosive influence that needed to be removed from the equation, so I chose the harshest punishment. The board I seated was unanimous in that decision, so it wasn’t just me.”

      “Yet it was irregular. Commodore Romanoff shouldn’t have had a role because he was a direct party. So was Captain MacKinnon.”

      “True, but I decided that we wouldn’t have other officers of rank to participate, so I made the exception.”

      Robin pursed her lips and nodded. “I understand. I suspect I’d have gone for imprisonment and deferred any capital punishment until I could find civilian authorities to turn the man over to, but I won’t judge you too harshly. Just because we think differently doesn’t mean your outcome wasn’t appropriate. He deserved his fate.”

      “But you don’t think Admiral Allen will see it the same way. Did he know Magri?”

      “I have no idea, and it won’t matter. He’s going to see your actions as a direct assault against the authority of the Navy. If you weren’t so closely allied with Romanoff, he might be willing to give you a bit more leeway, but that’s not the case. Even though you’ve set yourself aside as something of a third party, he doesn’t see it that way. He thinks of you and Romanoff as close allies, and he’s not wrong. You might choose to be his negotiating partner to soften some rough edges, but everyone needs to remember that you aren’t negotiating from a disinterested position.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Sara muttered, taking a deeper drink of her tea.

      That made both of Robin’s eyebrows rise. “Oh?”

      Sara considered her friend and thought about whether she should really get into this. It wasn’t something she wanted to introduce into an already complicated situation. Crap. She might as well lay out what she was thinking.

      “While Jack and I have a purely professional relationship, I’ve started developing feelings for him.”

      “That complicates things. Have you told him?”

      She shook her head. “There’s far too much going on, and even though we’re close friends, I’m leery about introducing anything with a romantic edge into this. I’m not in his chain of command, so we don’t have to worry about regulations, but I don’t want to be a distraction when we’re fighting a war for our survival. It’s complex and a bit frustrating. I don’t think I’d have even mentioned it if it was anyone but you. I have no idea what I’ll do.”

      Her friend considered her for a few seconds and then nodded. “It’s been a long time since I’ve given dating advice, so I suspect I’m a bit rusty. By the time you get to flag rank like us, our ability to find someone interesting that doesn’t present a conflict of interest is difficult. It’s even more so for Commodore Romanoff. He’s a ship’s commander, which means no relationships with anyone under his command, and that’s everyone aboard his ship. Add in the fact he’s fighting a war, and he’s untouchable.”

      “That pretty much outlines some of the difficulties I’m dealing with, yes. I’m an exception to the rule, but only to a degree. I don’t want to be a complication he has to deal with when I’m still more than a little uncertain about pursuing this relationship. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a wonderful man. He saved my life and hid me from the conspiracy. He’s loyal, brave, and principled. Handsome, too, in a silver fox kind of way. As a woman, I’d be an idiot to ignore him, but we’re in the middle of an invasion, which complicates matters greatly.”

      “It does,” Robin admitted. “Have you considered that you could potentially kill two birds with one stone? You’re pondering whether you should wear the same uniform as him or the standard Navy one. Have you considered not wearing a uniform at all?”

      Sara found herself frowning. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      Her friend leaned forward, her expression serious. “This will sound radical, so hear me out before you make any judgments. I don’t know everything about these aliens—in fact, I know very little, and that’s one of the things we still need to discuss—but there are a lot of them, and they’re coming in sufficient force for this war to drag on for years. And that’s only if Romanoff keeps his command intact and can fight back against them. Are you following me?”

      “I understand that, but I’m not sure how it plugs into what I’m doing.”

      “If you want to be more of a neutral third party when it comes to people like Admiral Allen, you can’t be in the chain of command. Allen believes you should answer to him rather than Romanoff. He’ll also try and play the two of us off against one another. And as friendly as Romanoff is with you, he’s going to envision himself as having some authority over you, which will also influence how any relationship develops. Or, in this case, likely fails to develop.”

      “So what are you suggesting?” Sara asked, narrowing her eyes as she sipped her tea.

      “Resign your commission and do the work that you want to do—the work that needs doing—as a civilian. That removes all conflict of interest issues. Yes, you’ll still have a history of working with Romanoff, but you can honestly say you’re an independent party. Better yet, it will help you do the work and open the door to exploring a relationship with Romanoff. If you’re not a serving Navy officer, that gives you significantly more freedom to operate than before. Since we went to the Academy together, I know you’ve got the years in service to retire, so you’re not throwing everything away on a gamble either.”

      “That’s asking a lot,” Sara said. “I’ve worked for years to build the career I wanted, doing the same thing you’re doing, and now you’re suggesting that I give it up because I’m feeling sweet on someone? I should be able to do what I want, how I want, regardless of what I choose to do for a living.”

      Robin held up a hand. “The romance angle on this is actually a side benefit rather than the reason I’m suggesting it. Do I believe that anyone should have to give up their dreams simply because they want to attract a certain person? No. In fact, I believe the opposite. That doesn’t change what you’re trying to accomplish professionally. Like it or not, you’re not acting as an officer of the Judge Advocate General’s office anymore. You probably won’t do so again for a very long time, if ever, unless you transfer into my chain of command, which means no negotiating.”

      They were interrupted when the server returned with their meals. Sara was grateful for the opportunity to consider what her old friend was suggesting. It wasn’t sitting right with her, but that didn’t mean it was necessarily the wrong idea. She needed to be analytical about what she wanted and clear-eyed about the sacrifices required to get there.

      She wouldn’t do this because she might have a relationship. She had far too much self-respect to even consider giving up everything she’d worked so hard for like that. That wasn’t going to happen.

      Still, she had to consider if it would be better to act as a civilian to negotiate between the various parties, not only here at Argent but elsewhere in the cluster. Being a serving Navy officer had been something of an imposition when working at Port Royale. They had a distrust of people in uniform that went bone deep. She wasn’t the police, but that hardly mattered. She was a lawyer, and that was almost worse.

      Robin was absolutely correct that she wouldn’t be a working JAG officer for the foreseeable future unless she subordinated herself, which she wasn’t sure she wanted to do under these circumstances. Was leaving the service the right call? If it was, was it a decision she could live with?

      And that’s what it really came down to. What did she want? The events here on Argent highlighted how Jack had made enemies by acting alone. He was prone to occasionally doing something expedient at the expense of what was wise. In a wartime commander, that wasn’t necessarily a flaw. She’d read enough history to know that many great battlefield commanders mowed over the bureaucrats trying to hold them back.

      She chewed her steak slowly and savored the juicy meat and the bite of the Worcestershire sauce. No matter what her friend said, this was what made a steak worth eating. The baked potato was good, too, so she focused on the meal and watched her friend eat.

      Robin didn’t say anything, content to sit back and eat. How she could enjoy fungus on a good piece of meat was beyond Sara.

      It took about twenty minutes for them to do justice to their food, and then they ordered a scoop of ice cream for dessert. Why not?

      Robin only spoke again when that had been delivered and they’d sampled the creamy dessert. “I’m not trying to push you into a decision you don’t want to make. If you don’t feel doing the work as a civilian is the right call, you know I’ll back you. All I’m thinking about is how much less complicated it would be for you to make the magic happen outside of the uniform. And, I do have to confess, Romanoff is handsome, so that’s not necessarily a negative. Ultimately, the decision is yours, and you have to decide if the reasoning is right.”

      Sara shrugged. “I understand what you’re saying, and you might be right. This isn’t going to be something I can make up my mind about right away. I’ll have to give it some hard thought.”

      “Rightly so. Now, let’s change the subject. You said you had alien prisoners. How many are we talking about, and are we operating under the requisite rules for prisoners of war? I have to confess that’s not something I’ve done any research on.”

      Sara nodded and took another spoonful of ice cream. Once she’d washed it down with some tea, she continued. “We are. The only thing that might be questionable is that one of the Tardan symbiotes was returned to their custody and executed. He’d committed crimes that warranted the death penalty under their own justice system, and they asked for his return so he could be punished.”

      Robin set her spoon down on her now empty dessert plate and considered her. “That’s a fairly serious item, so I’d like to know your thoughts. This alien was in your custody, and I assume there was no need to execute him. What did he do?”

      “The Tardan military officers at New Copenhagen were experimenting with implanting some of their number inside humans without consent and using drugs to turn their new hosts into zombies so they could control their bodies. Once the fighting was done, we had to figure out what to do with the surviving human host. He wanted the thing out of him, and the only way to do that was to effectively render it blind and deaf for life.”

      When her friend started to speak, Sara held up a hand. “David Chen made the call. He’s been operating as a Confederation Intelligence officer, even though he was retired from that organization. He wanted information from the Tardans about where they were located. That’s how we knew to come to Argent, and we know there are two other major military formations inside the cluster that we’ll have to deal with before much longer. I have to be honest and say that he led the Tardan on. He gave him the idea that he’d be spared, knowing he would never honor the deal. I found out about it after the fact, but since we didn’t do the executing, I let it go.”

      “Intelligence work is often dirty,” Robin said with a distasteful expression. “That doesn’t mean he was wrong to do it, though it complicates matters. The fact that it was inside someone makes the situation even more convoluted. You had an obligation to get it out. Should you have turned the maimed Tardan military officer over to civilians from a hostile power? I’ll have to think long and hard about that.”

      “War is nothing but shades of gray, it seems,” Sara said. “That brings us to Lisa Gane and her situation. This isn’t common knowledge, and I’d appreciate you keeping it to yourself for now. It is not cleared to be shared with Admiral Allen. I’m fairly confident President Ibarra will be informed in short order—if she doesn’t already know—and word will eventually get out because it’s not something that can be kept concealed forever. She also has a Tardan inside her.”

      Robin frowned. “That’s the young woman you hired to do computer intrusion? She’s got one of those things inside her? The few times I saw her, she looked completely normal. Are you saying she was drugged and that thing is in control of her body?”

      Sara shook her head. “It’s much more complicated than that. Her passenger is one of the Tardan’s preeminent scientists, and it was done by our own doctors to save their lives. I won’t pretend there aren’t moral complications, but since I’m sharing secrets, it seems that’s the best place to begin.”

      Having said that, she told Robin about the situation with Lisa and the rest of the prisoners. She detailed the war between the Novarites and their unknown antagonists and the situation between the Tardans and their creators. By the time she’d finished laying everything out, the dinner crowd was starting to come in, and it was too crowded to discuss things of grave import.

      “You’ve given me a lot to think about, so I think we’d better head back,” Robin said as she paid for the meal. “You can think about what the right career decision is, and I can start banging my head against the wall about the legality of what’s been done.”

      Sara left a hefty tip and hugged her friend. “I’m sorry to drop this in your lap, but when one does the expedient thing, it always leaves complications. You’ll forgive me if I’m worried about how the cleanup will turn out. We’ve got millions of Tardans that have nothing to do with this war, and no matter how this plays out, they’re not going anywhere. I don’t envy the job you’ve got ahead of you.”

      Her friend gave her a light push toward the door. “And I don’t envy you having to decide to leave the service or not. No matter what, you should give Romanoff a run for his money. I’ll bet he’s just as decisive in the bedroom as he is on the bridge.”

      Sara felt a little heat rising from her cheeks and smiled when her friend chuckled. She’d imagined the same sort of thing, but once again, that wasn’t going to be the deciding factor. She’d do what was best for herself and humanity, and if she got lucky and had a little love along the way, she’d take that, too.
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      Tina Chen left the meeting satisfied they’d made some good first steps at easing the trouble her hacker friend would have going forward. That wasn’t to say they’d laid the politician’s fears to rest, but they’d done what they could to alleviate them. The only thing that would help now was seeing Lisa do the job and Regex proving himself a loyal friend to humanity.

      It was actually more than that because he’d be the bridge between the species in the future. The Tardans had no reason to trust humanity. They’d walked into the middle of a war and been betrayed by those tasked with protecting them. That was hard, and even though her people had made progress convincing Leader Pastan and the leadership of the colony wave that had arrived at New Copenhagen, it was still early days.

      In a sign of trust, President Ibarra had assigned guards to watch over Lisa, not to restrict Regex, but to make sure the conspiracy didn’t have an opportunity to strike at her again. The work she was doing was too critical to allow the risk. Tina had told her there would be Marines coming from Hunter to take over that duty once the ship reached orbit, and the politician hadn’t argued.

      Tina was surprised she hadn’t ended up with guards as well. That would undoubtedly change if they left the facility, but for the moment, she and her husband didn’t have any armed watchers.

      After seeing Lisa to her quarters and settled in, Tina headed for her rooms down the corridor. She found her husband inside and made her way to join him in the kitchen once she’d secured the locks and armed the security system.

      The suite of rooms was made for a high-ranking politician and his family, so it was a luxurious affair and fully appointed. The security system was nothing to sneer at, though she didn’t trust it completely. Anything humanity could create, humanity could bypass, and having worked for Confederation Intelligence, she knew just how easy it sometimes was.

      They’d sleep with weapons handy and move one of the chairs in front of the door. That wouldn’t stop determined intruders, but it would make their entry much noisier than it would otherwise be. She honestly didn’t expect anything like that, but the sequence of events that had already occurred made it clear that was a possibility.

      When she’d arrived, David had been busy slicing potatoes, so she planted her hip against the refrigerator and smiled at him. He smiled back and began sprinkling seasoning on the meal before putting the pan into the oven.

      “I do love seeing my man cook,” she said with a sly grin. “What’s for dinner, sexy?”

      “The local equivalent of pork chops. The potatoes are standard, so no surprises there. The spices are a little different, but I think you’ll approve. I figured since you were delayed, I should get everything started. How did it go?”

      “Better than we had any reason to expect,” she said as she went to get a glass and some ice from the refrigerator. That accomplished, she examined the bottles of booze on the kitchen counter. There was wine, but she wasn’t in the mood for that. She wanted something with a little more kick.

      Tina settled on a distilled alcohol that proclaimed itself whiskey, and she added a stern measure to the ice she’d allowed herself. David always frowned at diluting alcohol with water, but she liked the less intrusive flavor.

      Once she was set up, she again turned to face him. “We laid everything out to President Ibarra. She was skeptical but willing to give Regex a chance. She’ll provide a console for Lisa to work on tomorrow, and our friend will begin going through the data she’s recovered from the various sources. I know she’ll have some equipment brought down from Hunter, but she’s also got those data chips from Confederation Intelligence to go over. Where do you think she’ll hit pay dirt?”

      “In multiple places,” he said as he poured himself a straight shot. “We’ve got a couple of minutes before I need to check on the food, so let’s settle into the living room.”

      The two of them sat on the loveseat and faced one another. He sipped his alcohol and nodded. “Not as good as the reserve Jack has on hand, but definitely top shelf.”

      “I’m not sure anything is as good as the reserve Jack has on hand,” she said with a smile. “He needs to gift a bottle to President Ibarra. That’ll definitely create some goodwill.”

      Jack had been gifted a dozen cases of Drake’s Single Malt whiskey—the so-called “Carstairs’ Reserve”—by Grand Admiral Carstairs, the man who’d led the defense of the Confederation against the Locusts during the first invasion. The grand admiral had died long before Jack had been born, but the man had known someone would replace him and fight the Locusts again. He’d left 121 bottles—of the 135 he’d been gifted by Drake’s Distillery with their deep gratitude for saving the Confederation—to Jack.

      Tina assumed the dead admiral had enjoyed the missing ones over the many decades he’d lived after the invasion. Based on the sample she’d had, he’d undoubtedly appreciated it very much. The whiskey had aged in the barrels for fifty years, and that made for unparalleled flavor and smoothness.

      Thinking about the alcohol prompted something in her memory. “Didn’t you say Drake’s Distillery was on Argent?”

      Her husband nodded. “Argent was hit pretty hard during the first invasion, and the distillery burned to the ground and was looted. The two surviving barrels were buried under the wreckage and undiscovered for a few decades. They’d aged almost thirty years before the invasion, so the owners decided to make them a special reserve and gifted them all to Grand Admiral Carstairs. I don’t know for sure if they’re still based here, but my guess is that they are.”

      “Depending on the family’s influence, Jack should return a few bottles to them. It might buy goodwill with somebody with a lot of pull here on Argent. We could use friends.”

      David nodded. “I’ll mention it to him.”

      With that out of her mind, she turned to the next subject. “Now that we’ve got Rowe locked up, how do we go about cracking him? Oh, and did you have an opportunity to look over the cutter and see if there was any information aboard it we could use?”

      “We’ve got him under heavy guard. No one will get to him, and he won’t be allowed to hurt himself. He didn’t say anything, and I don’t expect we’ll get much out of him, but we have to try. As for his cutter, I gave it a once over but didn’t find anything interesting. I’ll give it another look tomorrow, and we’ll tear it apart, searching for hidden compartments. As for the black box, it’s a heavily encrypted custom job. That’s something we can toss at Lisa because she’s got a better chance of getting into it than we do. The girl’s got skills.”

      “The woman has skills. She may be young, but she’s no child.”

      “Point to you,” he agreed. “I’ve discovered young people seem more like children as I get older. In any case, while I don’t know the full scope of what Lisa is capable of, with the array of tools and skills she has at her disposal, I imagine she’ll be able to make a run at the black box. We may not get anything out of it, or it may take some time, but I won’t rule out her ultimate success. Unfortunately, by then the location where Rowe was going will be empty.”

      She found herself nodding. The conspirators had to assume their hideout was compromised. If it’d been her, she’d have had secondary safehouses she could use. The facility would be stripped by the time they found it.

      This would turn into a game of whack-a-mole. Whenever they got an idea of where they might get some information, the enemy would scurry to some other place, and they’d try to smack them down again. They’d only get information if Rowe talked, and she didn’t see that happening. Whatever their endgame was, he was committed to achieving it. After all, it wasn’t like he could be convinced to change sides this late in the game.

      Or could he? They didn’t know what the conspiracy was all about, but once they found out the full details, they might be able to use that as leverage to flip Rowe on his comrades. There was something to be said for holding a sledgehammer over somebody’s head and telling them that if they cooperated, you wouldn’t hit them with it.

      “What do you think the odds are that we can flip Rowe?” she asked.

      “Slim,” her husband said. “We can’t underestimate the resources these people have. We don’t know their goals, but they obviously believe in them pretty strongly. They’re willing to kill to keep their secrets, so I hope the president has him under heavy guard by people she can trust because there will be an attempt soon.”

      She nodded. There was no way the conspiracy could allow one of their number to fall into enemy hands. These people had money beyond anyone’s dreams of avarice. You could usually find someone’s price when the sky was the limit. Moral, upstanding people would do things you’d never dream them capable of once they were offered enough money or something they desperately wanted.

      That could range from costly medical care for a loved one to unrealistic possessions. She’d read somewhere about someone being suborned with a small herd of cloned elephants. Who could guess the depths someone might go to for a dream no one knew they had?

      “We’ll have to try,” she said as she began sniffing the air, smelling the cooking pork chops and approving of their scent. “I’ll hit him tomorrow. As I said, I don’t expect that to do any good, but it’s all about building relationships.”

      “He already has relationships, though I suspect the invasion has thrown everyone’s plans into the blender. I’m not sure you can offer him anything that will make an impact. After all, he’s unlikely to have clean hands. He’ll have done things that would get him prison time, and he won’t confess to them. We have him, but that won’t do us much good, I suspect. We’ll have to shake things up, and I’m not sure how to do that.”

      Sadly, she had to agree with his assessment.

      “You can always invite him over for dinner,” her husband said with a cheeky grin. “Food always loosens things up, and with a bit of alcohol, there’s no telling what he’d say.”

      Tina laughed. “I’m sure that would work.” Then she thought about it. Could it work?

      “You know, that might be a decent idea,” she said. “If we have a couple of guards to make sure he’s secured so he can’t move around that much, it would be different than he expects. Let’s give it a try.”

      Her husband raised an eyebrow. “You realize that sounds crazy, right? This is an enemy spy, someone we’re supposed to imprison and interrogate. Though, on reflection, it does have a certain appeal. As you say, he certainly won’t be expecting it.”

      Getting things rigged up took a bit longer than she’d expected, but there were specific steps that had to be taken. First, even though he’d be seated in an informal setting, the chair needed to be tethered to the floor, and they’d had to install an ankle hook to keep him from going anywhere. His eating utensils would be a risk, but it was one they could deal with.

      David ended up putting their planned dinner into the refrigerator as leftovers and starting a new one. Tina stole one of the seasoned chops and decided they were good. It wasn’t pork, per se, but it was good.

      When the guards brought Rowe to their quarters, his hands were cuffed, and his feet were shackled to keep him from running. He wore prison orange, which would’ve stood out anywhere, but from the expression on his face, you’d have thought he was wandering around on his own.

      She admired his fortitude. In his place, she wasn’t sure she could have kept up that façade.

      “I see they found you a nice suite,” he said with a smile. “The little spot they have for me is more of a hole in the wall. I think it might’ve been a supply closet at some point.”

      “Well, I suppose you should be pleased that things are looking up,” Tina said in a droll tone. “I’m glad you could accept our invitation for dinner.”

      “My schedule was open, and I was getting a bit hungry. Thanks for inviting me.”

      The guards forcefully sat Rowe into the seat and attached his shackle to the hook. Now he wouldn’t be going anywhere. Once that was done, they removed his arm restraints and stepped back beyond his reach. They weren’t armed with pistols, but they did have shock sticks. Those would incapacitate Rowe if he made any attempt at violence.

      “As my wife said, we’re pleased you could join us, Bronson,” David said. “You can have whatever you’d like to drink with dinner, but we’ll serve some alcohol when we’re done. An after-dinner nightcap, if you will.”

      David headed into the kitchen and retrieved the food from the warmers. Everything smelled delicious.

      While he was doing that, Rowe eyed her. “What’s really going on? You can’t imagine I’ll tell you anything, right?”

      “I’m not trying to intimidate you because you’re trained to resist that sort of thing,” she said with a shrug. “You’ll tell us what you’re going to tell us in your own time. There’s no need to be uncivilized about things.”

      “What an uncharacteristically straightforward approach,” he said, picking up his glass of water and taking a sip. “I think I’ll take a rain check on the alcohol, though. I suspect I’ll need to keep my wits about me.”

      “That’s your prerogative,” David said as he came in with the food. He quickly served everyone and resumed his seat. “We can attempt small talk while we eat if you like, but I suspect we’d all like to get down to the meat of the conversation, don’t you think?”

      “I’m not sure that’s going to be the most relaxing thing for me, but I’m ready to talk if you are. Let me throw this opening gambit out for you. I’m not going to tell you anything. Clichéd, but true.”

      “There’s no need to be so resistive,” Tina said with a smile. “After all, we already know a few things. You told Lisa some of what you’re doing, so we’re not completely in the dark. You wanted the data I pilfered from you. You shouldn’t blame yourself for that, by the way. You had no way of knowing I’d been aboard that Novarite warship and recognized the markings. If it had been anyone else, that box full of data chips would’ve looked completely normal.”

      “It’s always the little things that trip you up,” Rowe said with a shake of his head as he began cutting into his meat. She noticed the guards had their shock sticks handy in case he tried to use the knife as a weapon, but he showed no inclination of doing so. “I suppose I have to admit to the things I said. I’m not going to expand upon them, however.”

      “Pity. I have to confess I’m quite curious about how you ended up with a ship like that. Surely that portion of it isn’t so classified. You obviously went back to where the Tardans came from and found that wrecked vessel. Then you brought it here using the exploration ships. Our helmsman gives you his compliments, as does our engineer. They’ve never seen or imagined anything like that.”

      “I wish I could take credit for that, but I can’t. It was an amazing operation, and I’m sure that information will come out once you go through the data chips. That’s another thing I won’t be able to conceal from you if you can crack the encryption. Sadly, based on the evident level of skills your hacker has shown thus far, I fear that’s a foregone conclusion.”

      He popped a bite of his food into his mouth and nodded as he chewed. “My compliments to the chef. Is this going to be a standard interrogation where you ask the questions, and I deny knowing anything, or can I ask questions of my own?”

      “I see this as more of a conversation rather than an interrogation,” Tina said, chewing on her own food briefly. “There will have to be at least a bit of give-and-take because we’re not going to answer your questions if you’re not willing to discuss with us some of the information we’re bringing forward to you. Surely that’s not something you’ll deny us in exchange for whatever it is you’re looking to find out.”

      The man actually looked torn. “Technically, I shouldn’t tell you anything, but I have to admit I’m of two minds. Why don’t we let this play out and see what happens? I won’t promise to answer all your questions, but I’ll be more open than I might otherwise be in exchange for what you’ll tell me. Admittedly, there are things you won’t discuss, and I understand that. The three of us are professionals, so why don’t we behave like adults and see what exchange of information we can actually arrange?”

      Tina took a sip of her wine and nodded toward Rowe. “I’m willing to play along. If I feel like this is a true give-and-take, I’ll probably say more than I should. After all, you are our prisoner. Who are you going to tell?”

      He laughed a bit bitterly. “The same was true of Lisa Gane and Professor Prescott. That didn’t work out so well for me. I suppose I’m lucky I didn’t tell them all my secrets before they overpowered me. I’m horrified that I made a classic villain blunder like that. Monologues are bad.”

      Tina chuckled. “It’s true, but you didn’t tell her that much. Other than the threats you leveled, of course. So let’s start off with this. You obviously had plans for her and the professor. Were you planning to kill them or lock them up?”

      “Please,” Rowe said as he shook his head. “They had critical information my associates and I would have found very useful, so I had no intention of killing them.”

      She nodded. “That’s about what I expected, though you scared them both very badly. Why not just get them to the location you were headed for before taking them into custody?”

      “That, I will admit, was a bit of showmanship that didn’t work out the way I’d hoped. I wanted to scare her into telling me what I wanted to know, and it didn’t work out nearly as well as I’d planned. The paralytic worked fine in the professor, but she somehow managed to overcome it. I’m not certain what to think about that. How did she do it?”

      “What would you think if I told you she had something in her pocket, and you shot it rather than her?”

      “I saw her eyes when the paralytic took effect, so she was drugged. Yet somehow she managed to overcome it. Exactly how did that happen?”

      “That’s a secret, and revealing it would require you telling us something of relatively equal value,” David said. “Why don’t we put off answering that question till I locate something that I think would be of fair value that you’d actually disclose?”

      “I suppose that’s fair. You were talking about the mission that recovered the wrecked Novarite warship. It took place a couple of dozen years after the first invasion. I don’t mind telling you that because the data is in the chips, and you’ll figure it out on your own. Think of it as background information. The mission was put together by Confederation Intelligence with the support of certain powerful members of the Confederation Council at the time. It was kept very, very secret, and once they returned, they spent roughly a year tearing everything apart and learning what they could. To say it was an eye-opener is something of an understatement.”

      “There was a lot of technology on that ship, but only some of it made it to the Navy,” Tina said after she’d taken another bite of her meal. “Obviously, the phased packet plasma guns made the jump, but the flechette weapons the Novarites used didn’t. Also, they had hyperspace detectors. That seems like something that should have been seeded all around the Confederation and perhaps even further out than our borders. It would have given us some kind of warning that the enemy was coming, yet you kept that technology to yourselves. Why?”

      Rowe chewed slowly, then he took a drink of his water. “In general, the people who started the conspiracy thought much of the technology would be more useful in their hands. I question some of their decisions, but I’m not in charge. If I was, I think things would’ve been done significantly more effectively.”

      “That’s what we all think,” David said. “Sadly, it rarely ends up that we get to make the decisions. Does that annoy you? You seem like a relatively competent fellow, yet you’re surrounded by buffoons like Admiral Allen.”

      The traitorous intelligence operative laughed. “I think you overestimate the good admiral. You have no reason to believe me, but I’m sure he’s not a member of the conspiracy. He’s just a useful idiot. He gets to make a lot of noise and cause waves while I work behind the scenes. He’s been surprisingly effective in the role, too.”

      Tina found herself chuckling. She believed him, not that it would make her job any easier. The admiral was a thorn in their sides that would prove difficult to pull out without causing a lot of bleeding. As far as tactics went, using him against Jack and the rest was an effective tool in the conspiracy’s arsenal.

      “Do you really want to cause that much trouble for the man defending the Confederation against not only the Locusts but against their creators and the creators of their creators? This war is getting complicated in a hurry, but we’re facing a lot more military force than anyone envisioned. I’m sorry to say that whatever your end goals are, they’ve robbed us of the best tools for prosecuting this war.”

      That made Rowe nod. “For my part, I’d much rather see Commodore Romanoff given a free hand to do what he needs to, but I don’t make those calls. I did what I could to warn you, and believe me, I exceeded my authority by a wide margin in doing so. I’m privately rooting for him to come out ahead because I think trying to impede his operations is just a fancy way of committing suicide. Now, I’ve given you more than enough peripheral information about what I’m doing to have my question answered. How did Lisa Gane resist the paralytic?”

      Tina took a sip of her wine and smiled at him. “She was critically injured a few months ago. In fact, she was paralyzed from the neck down. Our senior physician rescued one of the Tardan scientists after his host was killed, and she implanted the symbiote inside our favorite hacker. The two of them have mostly come to terms with one another, and since he’s wired directly into her, he found a way to use her involuntary nervous system to control her body. Since he’s the one executing the commands she sends to her body, he’s become quite good at doing so.”

      Rowe blinked and opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. “If you’ll forgive me for saying so, that’s disturbing. Those things are trying to take over the human race and make us slaves inside our own bodies. How could you do that? At the risk of sounding hypocritical, that’s wildly irresponsible.”

      Tina shrugged. “It wasn’t my call. I will tell you that the scientist in question—his name is Regex—is very good with their computer systems, and his assistance has allowed us to access a lot of data we’d never have gotten our hands on otherwise. In fact, their sharing of knowledge has enabled her to become fluent in their language and now their computer systems. She doesn’t have to rely on what Regex tells her, and she can now use her formidable hacking skills on those alien computer systems. We have access to several Tardan military computers and some Novarite ones, too. That includes the one off the ship you captured, as well as several others, and now the one on the station.”

      That was a lot to take in, and he was quiet for a bit. “Maybe I will take a little bit of that alcohol after all. I think that might make this news more palatable.”

      David walked into the kitchen and returned with glasses and a bottle of whiskey. He poured a couple of fingers into one and set the glass near Rowe before returning to his seat.

      “What you’ve done is either brilliant or demonic,” Rowe eventually said. “Perhaps both. I don’t feel so bad about turning my back on her now. I couldn’t have envisioned the circumstances under which she could resist what I’d done. I do regret having to take those steps, but you understand the chains of duty as well as I do.”

      “I think that’s where we’re going to disagree,” David said. “We’re operating under those chains of duty you talk about, but you’re not. You’re working for a conspiracy with goals we don’t understand, but your motives aren’t pure. You’ve taken a lot of money, but I don’t think it’s just greed. No, it’s something much bigger than that. We’ll find out what this is all about and start taking steps to mitigate their actions, but you’ll have to consider your endgame. If you cooperate, you might find your sentence reduced. Hell, if you give us enough information, a lot can be outright forgiven.”

      Rowe shook his head. “You don’t know the people I work for. They wouldn’t take me switching sides very well at all. In fact, they might kill me anyway. They know I possess far more information than they want to get loose—though not all there is to know by any means—so my life is probably forfeit.”

      “Then why not cooperate?” Tina asked. “You’re not going to reap the benefits of whatever they’re trying to do. Isn’t now the time to look out for yourself? You’d be better off cooperating while you have a chance. We can protect you.”

      That made the man chuckle. “You have no idea how deep their reach is. They’ve got people in places you’d never imagine possible. I don’t know who many of those people are, but I’ve heard what happened to Commodore Nastasi. They had someone in her office, and the admiral commanding that sector was in on it. That’s only one small part of a huge operation. You can’t stop them. Their plans are already in motion, and it’s already far beyond anything you could intervene in, even if you leave aside the fact you’re fighting a war.”

      Tina took another sip of her wine. “Then what have you really got to lose? You’re apparently about to be killed anyway, and judging by everything you’ve said, we can’t do anything to stop what’s going to happen. Why not just cooperate?”

      Their prisoner said nothing while he finished his meal. “I can’t say I’m going to cooperate, but I’ve got a lot to think about. If you want me to be alive in the morning, you’d probably best change my accommodations. A couple of guards won’t be enough to stop whoever comes for me tonight.”

      “You sound certain,” she said.

      “I am. It’s what I’d do. Isn’t that the way it is with evil plans everywhere? You think you’ve got everything locked down, and then the dastardly foe takes away the piece that might cooperate with you. As for that piece, I’m not fond of the idea of dying before I make up my mind, so I’ll request you lock me away much more securely and find guards that aren’t on the payroll of the conspiracy, no offense to these fine fellows who I’m almost sure are innocent of that.”

      Tina shared a glance with her husband. “We can arrange for more secure housing, and get some Marine guards that will make sure no one gets to you. That’s one place your people haven’t had an opportunity to infiltrate.”

      “So far as I know, that’s true,” he agreed. “Eventually, they will, but not yet. You’ve been too isolated fighting the war. Don’t count on that kind of thing forever. Otherwise, you’ll find you have a commodore with a knife in his back.”

      Rowe stood and gestured for the guards to undo his shackles while he finished the rest of his drink. “While you do that, I’ll head back to my cell to contemplate the offer you’ve made. It’s an interesting one, and you’re right that I don’t have a lot to hope for going forward.”

      “Don’t take him quite yet, guards,” Tina said. “Even though he’s not going to talk just yet, I think it might be best if you leave him where he is and park yourselves on the couch while we wait for a squad of Marines to take charge of him. David, why don’t you speak with somebody in the president’s office and get a tour of secure facilities we might be able to use. I’m talking for all of us from Hunter. Something defensible.”

      He nodded, tossed back the drink he’d just poured himself, and stood. “I’ll see what I can do. You should get your pistol handy. If there’s trouble, you might need to shoot someone.”

      “You just take care of your part, and I’ll keep our prisoner alive until you’ve found him a new place to lay his head.”

      She considered Rowe once David had left. “I hope you decide to cooperate, because I’ve got a lot of questions, and I really want to see us win this war against the invaders.”

      “So do I,” he said as he poured himself another drink. “So do I.”
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      When Hunter arrived in orbit, Jack finally told the communications officer to let him know who’d been calling. He was sure Admiral Allen and President Ibarra would be high on the list, but they wouldn’t be the only ones demanding his attention. He expected others from the cluster council to try to get him alone to push whatever agenda they wanted, and even private citizens of wealth likely wanted his ear.

      This would be one of those times when he desperately needed someone like Sara Nastasi to separate the wheat from the chaff. Unfortunately for him, she was down on the planet, and until they settled how she could work on his behalf, he’d have to handle everything himself. With the highest level players, that’s what he needed to do.

      To his shock, there were only half a dozen requests to speak with him. He shunted Admiral Allen to the side without listening to the man’s message. He wouldn’t be able to ignore it forever, but he had a pretty good idea of its gist. How dare he do this? How dare he do that?

      Honestly, that would get old quickly, and if nothing else, maybe Sara could help shield him from that particular problem. The Navy liaison to the Confederation Council in the cluster was not his highest priority at the moment.

      President Ibarra’s message got the first listen. Hers was brief, requesting his presence near the capital, though surprisingly not in it. She wanted to discuss the events inside the cluster and the just concluded battle. She said the two of them had many things to work out.

      He couldn’t agree more and made a note of the nearest landing field to the address she’d given him. He’d been planning to go down tomorrow, but she’d specified that she wanted to meet as soon as possible, no matter the hour.

      Jack was exhausted from a truly long day, but some things couldn’t be put off. Ibarra was a potential ally that could make his life significantly simpler or very much harder. If she wanted to talk sooner, then he’d accommodate her.

      The other messages were from individuals he didn’t know, all claiming to be part of the Confederation Council in the cluster. He’d look them up as time permitted and decide when best to meet with them—if he met with them at all—but it wasn’t going to be tonight.

      With the ship safely in orbit and the known threats dealt with, Jack put the relief shift at their stations and sent his primary people off to get some rest. By the time he was done on the planet, a new day would’ve dawned, and he only hoped he’d get some sleep.

      The only other message awaiting his attention was from Tina Chen. She’d requested a squad of Marines to provide security for Bronson Rowe. Jack had gotten word the man had tried to kidnap Lisa Gane and the professor, but he didn’t know the full story yet. If she wanted Marine security, that meant there was something wrong with what the president was providing. He called Mac as he headed for the small craft bay.

      “Turner.”

      “Sorry to disturb you so late, Mac, but I need some of your people to go down to the surface with me. Tina is looking for some guards to make sure nothing happens to the guy they’ve identified as a member of the conspiracy. He’s a former operative for Confederation Intelligence, so he’s obviously dangerous, but she doesn’t want to have any of the locals providing security.”

      “That sort of makes sense. If you’ve got somebody that important, the conspirators will try to eliminate him. They’ve had plenty of time to put people among the locals, but they’ve never had an opportunity to suborn any of our people. We’ll need to start watching for that sort of thing. I can have a squad ready to go in five minutes. If you need more than that, it’ll take a little bit longer, and we can take a separate pinnace down.”

      “I’ll head down now. Call Tina when you’re ready and ask her where she needs you.”

      “Take your guards and someone to watch over the cutter,” the Marine officer warned. “Even with the presidential office providing security, I want our people on you. And don’t give up your sidearm. You’re a serving Navy officer in a time of war, and regulations authorize you to be armed. Don’t let them bully you because there will come a time when you’ll be grateful to have a pistol on your hip. It might not be tonight, it might not be next week, but it will come.”

      “I’ll do that. Send me a text so I know what’s going on once you land. Romanoff out.” As soon as he disconnected, he sent the coordinates of the landing field he’d be using to Turner.

      Once he arrived in the small craft bay, he did a quick preflight of the cutter he’d be using and climbed aboard. The pair of Marines guarding him strapped in, and he interfaced with his traffic control people long enough to get out of Hunter and start circling the planet. He’d come out on the wrong side of the planet to get where he was going quickly, so they had about half an hour’s flight time before he entered the atmosphere. That gave him time to think about the situation and how he could try to turn it to his benefit. Or, at the very least, try to keep the politicians and senior fleet officers from ruining everything.

      The flight was quiet and uneventful, and he enjoyed the sense of isolation as he flew the small craft around the planet. The Marines in the back might have been talking to one another and the crew chief he’d brought to keep an eye on his ride, but they kept their voices low, and it didn’t intrude on his thoughts.

      It was good to have that kind of time because it allowed him to decompress. The last day had been harrowing, and he hadn’t had a chance to consider everything that had occurred and try to add the events to everything else that had happened to his people and himself. They’d made a lot of progress, but he’d made a few new enemies along the way.

      Frankly, he’d be happy when the gates leading back to New Copenhagen opened and more politicians could begin making their way in. That would upset the status quo here and give him an opportunity for outside voices to have a say. Right now, the Confederation Council in the cluster would have its own limited set of information about what was going on in the cluster, and they’d want the solutions to fit what they knew.

      The problem was that no one knew what was happening in the rest of the cluster. They suspected there were two major Tardan strongholds remaining, but there was also a vast fleet of motherships and drones that no one had located. It would take them months to get anywhere important, but once they arrived, they’d devastate whatever they landed on, much like the locusts they were named after.

      Well, he wasn’t going to let it prey on his thoughts. There was only so much he could do to control events, so he needed to focus on winning friends and making allies. Admiral Allen was already lost, but President Ibarra could make a huge difference if he brought her to his side.

      Once it came time to enter the atmosphere, he focused on flying and brought the old-style cutter down for a landing without any difficulty. He shut everything down and stepped onto the tarmac with his Marine guards, leaving the crew chief to watch over the cutter. Only then did he contact the president’s office at the number she’d provided. He hadn’t wanted anyone to know where he was going until he arrived.

      It turned out that that hadn’t mattered. Somebody had been paying attention to the traffic in space and noted his cutter coming down near the presidential area. There was a car waiting for him.

      Considering some of the trouble his people had had, he verified with the president’s office that this was someone from them rather than perhaps the conspiracy. The last thing he wanted to do was be kidnapped.

      The person he spoke to put him on hold for a moment, and President Ibarra was on the channel when the connection came back to life. “I understand your concern after recent events, Commodore Romanoff, so it’s best that I assure you myself. These are my people, and they are coming to get you on my orders. You can rest assured they are trustworthy.”

      He briefly considered the fact that he didn’t know this woman at all. She could easily be a member of the conspiracy, and he’d be none the wiser. Then again, there was a difference between healthy suspicion and paranoia. If he was ever going to trust he could work with the Confederation Council in the cluster and President Ibarra, he had to start off with the assumption she was clean.

      After all, what did she have to gain by kidnapping him? Lisa at least had information the conspirators were worried about. He didn’t have that, though his people undoubtedly did. They’d unquestionably love to know some of the things he had tucked away in his head, but were they ready to act in such a way that guaranteed all cooperation would fall apart? Probably not.

      “Thank you, Madam President. If you would, I’d like to know the coordinates where we’re going so I can pass it along to my security detail.”

      She gave him coordinates, which he passed on to the Marines. They sent a message to Colonel Turner informing him of the ultimate destination and what they were doing. While it would be unreasonable to expect Mac and his people to come to rescue him if trouble came knocking, he had no doubt they’d try. Hopefully it didn’t come to that.

      The vehicle took them through the late evening streets quickly and efficiently. It seemed the traffic signals were being controlled so that no matter which direction they turned, they always had a straight shot where traffic from other directions stopped to allow them to pass. He had no doubt that there were escorts of some kind because he saw smaller vehicles on the side streets that seemed to be shadowing them.

      Just to be sure, he passed that information to the driver and was relieved when she confirmed that it was a security detail. Better safe than sorry.

      Twenty-five minutes later, the vehicle pulled in front of a large building in an industrial park. It wasn’t tall, but it was wide and deep. It probably also went numerous levels below ground and was surrounded by Confederation military and people in suits that he suspected were part of the presidential guard.

      When he stepped out of the car, one of the Confederation military officers—a ground forces officer—approached him and came to attention. “Sir. Major Sebastian Armstrong, Confederation Ground Forces.”

      “Major,” Jack responded. “Commodore Jack Romanoff, commanding officer of Delta Orionis and the battleship division. President Ibarra is expecting me.”

      “She is, sir. If you and your Marines would accompany me, I’ll see you into the building.”

      The man did a smartly executed about-face and marched slowly into the building. When he walked into the foyer, Jack saw it was set up more like a defensive emplacement rather than a place where one would greet guests. There were barricades and plenty of young men and women armed to the teeth.

      The major stopped just in front of the barricade and looked back at Jack. “I’m afraid your Marines will need to surrender their weapons, sir. We’re responsible for your safety now.”

      “No,” Jack said with a shake of his head. “I’ve been attacked in purportedly secure places before, and these guards are to make sure I remain safe. If their presence is unacceptable, then we won’t go in. Also, I’m armed and intend to stay that way.”

      The young man sighed, excused himself, and spoke with someone over his comm. It wasn’t a brief conversation, and there was a bit of hand-waving, though the man kept it to a minimum.

      Eventually, a man in a suit came out of the lift and walked over to Jack. He was a burly sort, tall and wide. He could probably bench press a cutter, and it looked like he could give Mac Turner a run for his money.

      “Commodore Romanoff,” the man said as he came to a halt. “My name is George Ludlow, and I’m the head of President Ibarra’s security detail. Surely you understand that her personal security is paramount, as is that of the Confederation Council in the cluster. This isn’t personal animosity toward you or your people. No one is allowed into their presence armed.”

      “We live in strange times, Mister Ludlow,” Jack said. “I’ve had assassins try to take my life aboard my ship, and under Navy regulations during wartime, I’m authorized to be armed and have a security detail of my own. If President Ibarra doesn’t want to meet under these circumstances, I completely understand and will return to the shuttle port and take my cutter back to Hunter. We can either discuss matters remotely, or she’s more than welcome to come to me. I won’t object to her bringing her own armed security, by the way.”

      The man shook his head. “I don’t see why you’re being so obstinate, Commodore. Bend a little. It’s not like there isn’t precedent. Admiral Allen doesn’t raise this kind of fuss.”

      “This isn’t meant to be disrespectful to either President Ibarra or yourself, but I’m not willing to bend on this issue. Either I remain armed and under guard, or I return to my ship. It’s late, so make up your mind, Mister Ludlow.”

      The guard looked unhappy. “Fine. You can meet with the president. Make no mistake. If I feel her life or safety is threatened, I’ll shoot them and you.”

      “And if my people or I feel we are threatened, we’ll withdraw and, if necessary, use lethal force to defend ourselves. None of this needs to happen, Mister Ludlow. I assure you my people and I are just as loyal to the Confederation as you are.”

      “So you claim. We’ve already had one person stick a shiv in our metaphorical backs because they were working for someone else, so I’m not willing to be charitable. Now, if we can get on with things, the night isn’t getting any younger.”

      To say the ride down in the lift was a bit tense wouldn’t have been an overstatement. He and his Marines took one side of the car while Ludlow and his people took the other. The Marines and guards eyed one another warily, though he and Ludlow ignored one another with icy disdain.

      The lift let them out into a luxurious corridor with armed guards stationed at intervals. Jack and his people were outnumbered, as he knew they would be, but this was a matter of principle. If the president made an issue out of it, he’d reconsider. Until then, he’d stand up for himself and see what happened.

      When they entered the president’s office, the outer portion was empty, but the inside was lit and in use. President Ibarra, dressed in casual clothes, was standing by a bar and speaking with Tina.

      The politician smiled at Jack. “Commodore Romanoff. I’m so glad you could make it. That will be all, George.”

      “I’m afraid things aren’t so straightforward, Madam President. The commodore is armed and refuses to do without his security detail, so I’ll need to post men here to make certain of your safety.”

      She pursed her lips and looked back at Jack. “Do you feel unsafe, Commodore?”

      “It’s not a matter of how I feel, Madam President. I’ve had assassins try to kill me, and now that we know the conspiracy is active on Argent, my Marine commander has insisted I be accompanied by a Marine escort no matter where I go, and that I remain armed, as allowed by regulations. I’m willing to bend a little on that and put my people into the outer office, but your security detail commander wasn’t willing to bend at all. I told him we could meet aboard my ship if need be, and the offer still stands.”

      She nodded, not taking her eyes off his face. “I appreciate your diligence, George, but you and your guards can stay in the outer office with the Marines. I’m in no danger from Commodore Romanoff.”

      One look at the man’s face said he disagreed with her assessment, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he inclined his head and gestured toward the door where his people followed the Marines back out. Only once the door was closed did the president shake her head.

      “Was that really necessary? Did you truly think you’re in danger here?”

      “Part of it is standing up for principle, Madam President. The other part is just me being a bit obstinate when somebody starts telling me what to do.”

      That made her smile. “I get that. I truly do. Now, we’ve got a lot to talk about, so I decided to have them send up sandwich materials and tea. If you’d like to take off your hat and coat, you could lay them on my desk without getting too many wrinkles.”

      She smiled a little. “Even after seeing that uniform on Commodore Nastasi, it’s still something of a shock. Honestly, I have to say I like the way it looks better than the modern Navy uniform. It’s got a bit of panache, and it makes the wearer look a little dangerous. It’s a bit gaudy in places but not terrible.”

      He chuckled as he took off his great coat and hat. “You haven’t had an opportunity to see the dress uniforms. This is downright pedestrian in comparison.”

      “Well, I’ll certainly have that opportunity soon enough. Now that you’ve emerged victorious in the Argent system, we’ll have to put on a public spectacle. I suspect you don’t favor that sort of dog and pony show, but it’s necessary. If I were you, I’d block out tomorrow evening because I’ll be hosting a state dinner in your honor, and you’ll have to wear that dress uniform you just complained about.”

      Jack almost sighed but stopped himself. It was inevitable, after all. When politicians got together and good things were happening, they needed to strut about and show their self-importance.

      “I’m going to hate it, but I won’t fight.” He sat down and followed the president’s example by making a sandwich from the fixings and accepting the tea she poured for him. Thankfully, it wasn’t sweetened, and he could add his own sweetener.

      Once everyone had their meals, they didn’t speak while devouring them. He found he was starved and ate a second sandwich before he pushed back a little from the table.

      “That was excellent,” he allowed. “If you don’t mind, perhaps the leftovers could be sent to my Marines? I suspect it’s been a long time since they ate dinner.”

      President Ibarra nodded. “Of course.”

      Rather than call someone in, she picked up the tray and walked to the door herself. Tina dodged in front of her and opened the door so she could proceed out. After a few moments, the two women returned and closed the door behind them.

      Jack took a couple of sips of tea and considered the president as she sat. “I hope Tina has briefed you about everything we know. I’ll admit we didn’t give Admiral Allen the entirety of the information we possessed because we had no reason to show all our cards at the time. He was confrontational, and I had other things on my mind.”

      The politician chuckled. “I’ve known Troy for over a decade, and I still feel the same way about him. I love my sister dearly but have no idea what she sees in him. As I told your people, I won’t get involved in your issues with him. You’re going to have to settle that like adults. As the head of the civilian government inside the cluster, I expect the Navy—no matter who is in charge—to pay attention to our needs. Will you be able to do that, Commodore?”

      “I will, though depending on what’s happening, my view of fulfilling those needs may differ from what you’d expect. For example, the battle that just took place. Admiral Allen tried ordering me to keep my ship in orbit and defend the planet. While that may sound good in principle, it would’ve been a recipe for planetary-wide destruction. I’ll do what I think best to meet the strategic needs of the people in the cluster, but the tactics will have to be my own. I’m unwilling to compromise on that.”

      “I won’t say you’re wrong,” Ibarra said. “Now, since we’re in an informal setting, I insist you call me Caroline. Tina and I are on a first-name basis, and I’d like to be the same with you in private. Do you have any objection?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      She waggled a finger at him. “You mean ‘no, Caroline.’ Come now, Jack. If we’re to be allies, we must be comfortable in one another’s presence. I’ve heard a bit about what happened in the battle, and I’d like you to run it down for me if you would. Feel free to make it as brief as you need to while still including the salient details.”

      Jack spent about ten minutes walking her through the fight they’d just been through and the damage they suffered. He had to take a few minutes to explain the technology they were using since it wasn’t Confederation standard. She looked a little cross-eyed by the time he was done and couldn’t blame her.

      She raised a hand. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You’re using captured alien technology to maneuver your ship in ways none of our scientists have ever thought of before, yes? And what you’re doing isn’t something the aliens can do either? How in the blue devil did you come up with something like that?”

      “We’ve got a lot of really smart people, and now that we have Regex assisting us with understanding the alien technology, we’ve been able to pick up a few things we never expected to be possible and found some synergies we can use. I’m not saying what we’re doing isn’t eventually going to bite us in the ass when something doesn’t work out, but necessity is the mother of invention. We’ve done what we had to do to win.”

      Caroline nodded and took a few moments to refresh her tea. After she’d taken a sip, she considered him again. “You realize I’ll have to recognize some of those people at the dinner, correct? There are certain things I can do as the head of the Confederation government here to influence events inside the Navy under circumstances like these, and recognizing brilliance, success, and heroism is certainly among them. I’ll need a list of everyone you think might deserve acknowledgement.”

      “I’ll see that you get it, but I wouldn’t recommend things like promotions because many of these people are young and have already been promoted beyond where they should probably be. Can the president of the Confederation Council in the cluster even promote a Navy officer?”

      “I wasn’t thinking of that, but there is some leeway in what I can do. If you say they’re not ready for additional rank, I can accept that you know what you’re talking about. Doing something like that would disrupt your ship’s command structure at a time when it wouldn’t be to my benefit to do so. Medals are more along the line of what I was thinking.”

      Jack nodded. “I have no objection to anything like that. Thank you for thinking of my people.”

      “It’s my pleasure. The other thing I’d like to know is about the aliens. I understand there are a large number of alien ships in our system now. How many of these Tardans are we talking about?”

      “There are eighteen colony ships, and all of them are damaged. I suspect a few will regain some mobility relatively quickly, but they have nowhere to go. I’ve got someone talking with them to figure that out, but the political solution will fall to the Council.”

      She nodded. “You didn’t tell me how many people we’re talking about.”

      “Roughly two million, though probably only a few thousand are awake. In New Copenhagen, we’ve got nine more ships and about another million colonists. While that sounds like a lot of aliens, it’s a drop in the bucket of what was probably originally coming here. With the intervention of the Novarites, we don’t know if there will be a large influx of refugees or if the flow will dry up.”

      “That’s a complex problem I’m unsure how to solve, but you can rest assured plenty of politicians will be screaming about it,” she assured him. “You say you have somebody on your staff that can talk to them. Is that Lisa Gane?”

      He shook his head. “In this case, I’m talking about Leader Pastan. She was the civilian leader of the first ship to arrive at New Copenhagen. We rescued her when we salvaged her ship. Sadly, most of the host bodies aboard it were killed when they were betrayed, but the Tardans themselves were rescued. Many of these were Tardan young and have no host bodies. We still haven’t figured out what to do with them.”

      “Can she speak our language?”

      “No. Lisa has been acting as an interpreter, though her translation program is effective enough to get by.”

      “I’d like to meet her at some point.”

      “We’ll make that happen. How is Lisa?”

      “Shaken up, and rightly so. We’ve arranged to transfer Bronson Rowe to a location under the control of the Chens. She wanted a separate facility because they couldn’t be certain who the conspiracy had compromised here, and I agreed. There’s a building in this industrial park that’s suitable. My people are giving it the once over right now, and if you send down enough of your Marines and crew to operate it, you should be able to take up residence within the next hour or two. You’ll need a base on planet that you control because if I put you on one of the Navy properties, you can rest assured Admiral Allen will harass you.”

      “He’s going to harass me no matter what I do,” Jack said. “Still, I appreciate it. It’s been a long day, and I’m a little worn out.”

      “Then why don’t we chat for a bit longer and then take a tour of your new facility? If you give them a call now, you should have people ready to take possession of it as soon as we’re done. They’ll want to scan everything just to be sure nobody planted any bugs or other bothersome items. As a politician, I can assure you that I get bugs planted in places I’d never expect them, so do take precautions.”

      “I will. If you’ve got somebody that can do the scanning, I’d appreciate them making a run at it, and then I can have my people follow along behind and make another go at it. The Confederation is in a real bind, and we need to make this work. I don’t like the idea of having to fight with Admiral Allen or any politician. I don’t want to be obstinate, but I’m in a fight that none of us can afford for me to lose. We’ve got to find some common ground.”

      “I think we can do that,” she said before she leaned back in her chair. “I’m not saying it will be easy, but the more people get to know you, the more likely they are to trust you know what you’re doing. I’ve had an opportunity to watch the first part of the documentary, and you cut quite the figure. By the time the party starts tomorrow night, everyone will know the relevant points and recognize you’re the man who needs to control our weapons of war. That won’t make Admiral Allen happy, but this is about survival, and we’ll do what we need to do.”

      “I appreciate that, Caroline. Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me until this is all over. It’s all too likely something will come along to ruin our plans, and we’ll have to improvise. I understand you’re good at that sort of thing, and so am I. We’ll do what needs to be done. The Confederation and its citizens demand no less.”

      She stood and gestured toward the door. “Let’s take a tour of your new facility. I’ll have someone move bedding into the necessary rooms, and you can get some sleep while your people continue to set the facility up. You should be open for business by tomorrow morning, and things can start happening. Hopefully, we’ll uncover information about the conspiracy and can start taking steps to pull its fangs.”

      Jack didn’t believe that was very likely, but he wouldn’t argue with her optimism. Instead, he inclined his head and rose to follow her and Tina out.
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      Lisa woke late and felt like a zombie. She’d been deeply asleep when they woke and moved her to a brand-new building. She barely remembered making the journey. It wasn’t as if she had a lot of belongings to take care of, though she shepherded her equipment and made sure everything was there when she locked her room and faceplanted on the bed.

      It hadn’t been very comfortable, but she hadn’t been in a position to complain. Now, aching all over, she made a note to do so this morning. Surely she’d earned enough respect to get a decent mattress.

      She’d discovered the room hadn’t been intended as personal quarters once she started moving around. And by moving around, she meant staggering around, trying to find the bathroom. She didn’t find one.

      Also, while she could lock the room from the inside, she didn’t have a key to lock it from the outside. Whoever had thought this up hadn’t been thinking far in advance. If this was to be a permanent affair, some changes would have to be made. Also, her quarters weren’t large enough to have the work area and her sleeping arrangements. Maybe she could trade up to something a bit larger.

      She thought about asking Regex’s opinion but decided against it. He’d have already spoken up if he’d thought about the matter. In fact, she wasn’t convinced he was awake. There were periods during the day and night when he was unresponsive. She assumed that was his equivalent of sleep. She was lucky his body still performed the task of transmitting her orders across the break in her spine when he was out.

      If she spoke directly to him, he’d probably wake up, but she had no inclination to rouse him early. Maybe she could find some coffee, and that would help. Did caffeine do anything for the aliens? Something to ask later.

      When she opened the door, she found a pair of Marines standing outside. They were armored and heavily armed but made no objection when she stepped out. It’d been a while since she’d had minders and it kind of felt awkward now.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “We’re just here to make sure nothing disturbed you, ma’am,” one of the big men said. “If you’d like to find something, one of us will go with you while the other makes sure your gear is secure.”

      “A bathroom would be nice, but a shower would be better. I don’t even have any clean clothes.”

      “I can’t do anything about the clothes, ma’am, but the shower is right down the hall. If you’ll follow me, I’ll get you set up. I believe somebody was going to organize a shopping trip at some point, so you might be able to do something about your clothes as well. One of the benefits of being in the military is that I don’t have to worry about what to wear.”

      She gave the man a wry smile. “Keep looking for those silver linings. Now, where’s that shower?”

      He led her down the hall to a larger room that seemed more like an executive washroom. It did have a shower, but only one. Someone was in it, though she couldn’t see anything through the frosted glass door. She thought it was a woman, so that worked.

      “This washroom is for the ladies,” the Marine at the door confirmed. “The one on the next floor up is for the men. We think everybody understands that, and the door is labeled, but I’ll be outside to keep anyone from walking in.”

      “Thanks.”

      Someone had brought a selection of soaps, shampoos, and a massive pile of towels. Lisa stripped out of her clothes, folded them, and set them on one of the benches. She selected what she needed from the pile and when the woman—who she vaguely remembered as one of the Marines—came out of the shower, she gave her a polite nod and headed in to clean herself up.

      The hot water was sufficient to rouse Regex because he finally spoke. <Where are we?>

      We moved to a different building last night. You were already asleep, so I didn’t see any need to wake you. They’ve got some work left to do, and the rooms were never intended for occupancy. This is an executive washroom.

      <Whatever that is.>

      It had taken her a while to stop being self-conscious when she was naked or using the bathroom after he’d been implanted inside her, but he’d done his best to make her feel less uncomfortable. After all, he’d told her, he was an alien with a completely different body form. Even his original host was put together in a completely different fashion, and it wasn’t as if he were ogling her.

      By now, while she wasn’t entirely comfortable with the thought, she at least accepted that he probably didn’t have strange sexual fantasies about her. If she decided to ever get intimate with someone, that would be embarrassing, but she’d burn that bridge when she came to it.

      <Why did we move?>

      They were concerned we might be in danger of being attacked in the old building. The conspiracy is on their mind, and I can’t object since Rowe tried to kidnap us. I wish they’d found us something a little bit more suitable, but we might be able to trade up today. That reminds me. Is there anything about a set of quarters that you might prefer? I’ve been thinking about how to set things up for what I like, but now that we’re trying to work together, I’d like your input.

      She finished lathering her hair and began rinsing it off under the hot water. It felt good. Taking a hot shower had always been something she’d enjoyed.

      <When it comes to living arrangements and a workspace, I’d prefer the ability to spread out more than you usually do. You tend to clutter things, which bothers me to a degree. It’s not something that’s been enough for me to complain about, but if I had my preferences, I’d prefer a more orderly work environment and living space. If you add fifty percent more space, you should be able to keep everything neat without having piles of things on various tables. It will also allow me to set up a work area for myself. Our interests, while congruent, do not always overlap.>

      She’d never been the tidiest of persons, so she understood. Finding a roommate had been challenging when she’d been younger because of her messy nature, so as soon as she’d been able to do without having someone living with her, she jumped at the chance. Now, she couldn’t get away from it, so she might as well see if she could compromise. As requests went, it wasn’t terrible, but it would take some changes in her behavior to make it work.

      I won’t say it’ll be easy for me, but I’m willing to make an attempt. I’ve never been able to afford the level of space I’d like before. And cleaning up after myself is a huge pain in the butt.

      <Have you considered that you don’t have to do the cleaning yourself? I don’t know what your income level was like before we joined because I never felt the need to search out that information, but you’ve made various comments since that you were being paid a lot of money. Perhaps you could hire someone to tidy up rather than having to do so yourself.>

      She started to object but stopped. She was owed a rather large sum of money, and if she could find someone with whatever security credentials would satisfy the Navy, she’d be willing to make that deal. She hated household chores. Maybe she could have her cake and eat it too since she was being paid well.

      I’ll talk to somebody and see what can be arranged. Is that it?

      <Well, while I’m not horrified by your taste in music, if we could arrange to have some of the entertainment ported over from one of our computers and put into a format that could play on your hardware, I’d like to introduce you to some of the music I prefer. A change of pace would be a welcome thing.>

      I don’t know if we’re going to move one of the Tardan computers down here, but it wouldn’t surprise me. If you’ve got something on it that would suit your needs, I’d be happy to try it. I don’t promise I’ll like it, but I’ll try to tolerate it. As long as it’s not like country music. I don’t want to hear aliens complaining that their spaceship ran off on them.

      <I have absolutely no idea what that means, but now I’m curious. I take it you are not a fan of this country music. I’d like to hear some examples so I can form an opinion. Perhaps we can loathe it together.>

      She shuddered and turned off the water. If you insist. The idea of aliens line dancing is hilarious, but I can’t stand that stuff. Give me something electronic or with a heavy metal beat, and I’m a happier girl.

      Grabbing a towel hanging nearby, she dried her hair and wrapped it. Once that was accomplished, she took care of the rest of her body before stepping out into the washroom. No one was in the room, so she could dress in peace. Her clothes were still dirty, but she’d take care of that sometime today. After all, she did have the money to do so, as Regex had reminded her.

      Once she’d finished dressing, she dried her hair and got it as orderly as possible. Another chore she really didn’t care for, but she hated short hair, so she had to live with it.

      That done, she headed off in search of someone in charge. Finding someone was more difficult than she’d expected, though the Marine knew the general areas she could check. She had no idea what the building’s original purpose had been, but there were a lot of Navy people and Marines setting things up. It was apparent they’d be here a while.

      She hoped to find Tina or David but was pleased enough when they located Professor Prescott. He was setting up in a large industrial-style room on the ground floor, and she saw one of the large Tardan computers being assembled. She had enough familiarity with them to realize this was one from the colony ship they’d found. She supposed that made sense since they already had another from that same vessel set up to control the hyperdrive aboard Hunter.

      It looked like he had it about halfway assembled, so she stepped in and started helping. “Good morning.”

      He smiled and kept working. “Good morning to you, too. Did you sleep well?”

      “Like a rock, though I think that might be what my mattress was made of. I’ve got no clean clothes or other belongings, and I need to trade in for different living quarters. What is this place? I was a little out of it last night.”

      “We’re in an industrial park. One of the buildings was set up as a command center for the Confederation Council in the cluster. This one wasn’t occupied and is a couple of buildings away, so President Ibarra dedicated it for our use. We’re still getting set up, but I think it will have enough space to do what we need to do.”

      “And what do we need to do?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “This looks like a long-term arrangement.”

      “I suspect it will be. You’re more than welcome to wander the building and find an area that suits you, but I suggest you start with the next room over.”

      Lisa headed over to a connecting double door and gazed into what was obviously a workshop off to the side of the main room. It was set up with a lot of power outlets and seemed to be intended for industrial manufacturing. There was a shower, which seemed functional enough though not luxurious. Probably for cleaning someone off if they had something spilled on them.

      The area was roughly twice the size she’d been using aboard Hunter, so it would be more than roomy. She doubted they’d be relocating everything from orbit. That would be a lot of work. As long as she could get some of the specialized equipment she needed, she could make it work.

      In fact, a large area in one corner would make a decent sleeping area. She could hang some curtains for a bit of privacy. The room itself didn’t have access to the outside, though she’d noted the professor’s area did. Somebody would have to station guards there to make sure no one intruded.

      If she used half the room for a major computer installation, she could probably have one of the Novarite computers brought down to begin searching its data. She still had a lot of work to do and far too little time to make it happen.

      What would be the priority? She supposed with the conspiracy acting up, she needed to go through the data they’d lifted off Rowe as soon as possible. A lot of it was going to be old, but she could probably discern something about what had sparked the conspiracy in the first place. Obviously, something they’d found had convinced someone back in the day that it would be worthwhile to do whatever they were doing now. Finding those roots might be useful in determining what the organization’s current goals were.

      She walked back into the main room. “I’ll need a computer system over in my shop. I’ve got a lot of tasks, and having the utmost processing power would be key. Is this something I’m going to have to kick and scream about?”

      He shook his head with a grin. “Absolutely not. In fact, I’m expecting a truck any minute that’s going to unload two computer systems shortly. One is for me, and the other for you. I was afraid we’d have to move yours somewhere else in the building, but if the room next door is acceptable, it’s as simple as bringing it through the loading bay and setting it up inside your new work area. Is there anything else you need?”

      “A decent bed, various pieces of furniture, and extra clothes and personal items. That’s just the start. I need a personal assistant to make everything happen.”

      “Then why don’t you go find one? President Ibarra offered us any assistance we needed in getting set up. I feel confident she has someone that’s more than capable of finding everything you need. In fact, since we still don’t have a real cafeteria set up, maybe your guard could escort you back to the first building, and you could find someone to help you after breaking your fast.”

      “I’m not sure they want me out and about that much,” she said uncertainly. “What if there’s a sniper out there?”

      “I suppose that’s a risk, but there’s a tunnel between the buildings, so you won’t have to expose yourself. Though, now that you mention it, I should probably have the Marines scan the deliveries to make certain there are no unpleasant surprises. I prefer to blow up my computer equipment without outside assistance.”

      She chuckled and shook her head. “You’re a mess, professor. Direct me to the tunnel, and I’ll see if I can find some food and assistance. Don’t hesitate to call if you need anything to get that computer turned back on. I can always cut breakfast short.”

      “I think I’ve got this well in hand. I won’t be able to run the machine like you do, but I should have it set up for use inside the hour. One of the things you and Regex need to be thinking about is creating a virtual machine on these alien systems to run our programs. If we could do that and have the virtual environment communicate with the hardware appropriately, we wouldn’t have to learn how to read the alien language, and we’d be able to use our own keyboards.”

      “I’ll get to it eventually.”

      And with that, she headed back out of the large room and picked up the Marine guard at the door. “I’m going to the building where the government is set up, but I’m told there’s a tunnel I should be using to make sure no snipers take potshots at me. Do you know where that is?”

      The man nodded and gestured for her to turn back in the opposite direction. They took a few turns and found a small bank of lifts and a stairway. Rather than calling the lift, the Marine headed into the stairwell and down. They went down three levels and came out in a tunnel as big as the central corridor aboard Hunter.

      It was obviously meant to move massive pieces of machinery from one location to another, and it wasn’t empty. There was a squad of Marines set up behind a barricade. They’d obviously prepared for an attack in the tunnel. She approved of their paranoia.

      They passed an entrance to another building blocked by another set of Marines stationed there, obviously watching to make certain no one came down from above. They passed them and came to another one protected by the Confederation Ground Forces. They eyed her Marine escort suspiciously but didn’t object when Lisa and her guard asked for admittance. They even gave her directions to the cafeteria.

      She found her way there without trouble, discovered that it was more of a cafe, and ordered lots of coffee. She’d barely had a chance to begin enjoying it when the Marine rose to his feet and looked at someone standing over her shoulder.

      Lisa turned and saw a young man in a suit half a dozen feet away with his hands behind his back, smiling at her. She rose to her feet and tried not to let the fact that the Marine was glaring at the young man bother her. Paranoia was his job, so she wasn’t going to tell him how to do it.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry for interrupting, but my name is Gabe Miles. You’re Miss Gane, right?”

      “I am. Like I said, what can I do for you?”

      “I’m one of the administrative assistants working in the presidential office. I was going to go over to your building later this morning, but since the security system told me that you’d arrived, I thought I’d save myself the trip. President Ibarra has instructed me to assist in getting you set up. Anything you need, I can make happen.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “Then, if you’ll join me, I’ve discovered I need a lot of things. Does this include shopping for clothes?”

      “I don’t consider myself an expert on women’s fashion, but if you can give me some guidelines and specifics, I’m sure I can make something happen,” the young man said as he sat and took out a tablet.

      The Marine kept eyeing him but sat down as well, apparently satisfied enough to let the conversation continue.

      “I’m not really into women’s fashions either,” she said as she sat and picked up her coffee. “What you see me wearing now is my normal standards. Anything even close to this would be fine.” Considering she was wearing a black T-shirt and ragged pants, that left him lots of room to work with.

      She began going over what she needed. She’d get her working space and residence set up the way she wanted, and it wouldn’t take her days of mind-numbing shopping. This was perfect. She might even be able to get to work this afternoon if they got the computer delivered and set up.

      She wanted to be there for that, of course. If someone else put everything together, she’d never be satisfied. Besides, she needed to go over the computer with a fine-toothed comb. If she was a conspiracy lurking in the shadows, she’d absolutely install malware into the enemy’s computers wherever possible. She’d also go over the professor’s computer once it was set up.

      Until now, she hadn’t been sure what she’d be doing, but with this young man’s assistance, she might get back to the things she enjoyed most and leave putting everything together to him. That would be perfect.

      Of course, he could always be working for the conspiracy, and she had to check everything that came in to make sure there were no bugs or poisons. Well, she let the Marines check the latter. She had no idea how to find anything like poisons, but there was undoubtedly a protocol.

      She looked over at the Marine. “Do you guys have a protocol for making sure that nothing coming in has poison or anything like that?”

      He frowned slightly. “I’ll check. I can guarantee you one thing, though. If anything comes back tampered with, we’ll hold onto this gentleman until we figure out how it was done. I’m sure that will make him much more careful in how he shops.”

      Miles held his hands up. “There’s no need for that. I don’t have to tell anyone who I’m shopping for. I’ll arrange to have everything go through someone else and be delivered here. Only once it’s arrived will I redirect it to your building. If you people are concerned about that sort of thing, we can take precautions.”

      It sounded like he didn’t know about the conspiracy and was just humoring them. That made sense, too. It wouldn’t be much of a conspiracy if everybody knew about it.

      “Why don’t you run my concerns past somebody in the president’s office,” she suggested as she waved at one of the servers to come over and take her order. Coffee was fine and good, but she needed food. “There’s more going on than you’re aware of, and these are valid concerns. Someone tried to kidnap me, and it wouldn’t shock me if they also tried to kill me.”

      The slight smile that had been flirting around the edges of the young man’s mouth vanished. “I see. I’ll treat everything as if your life depended on it.” He looked over at the Marine. “And my own.”

      “Thank you. Now, let me order something, and we can start creating a list. I’ve got a fair amount of money for clothing and other personal items, but I’m not sure what we’ll do about the furniture.”

      “President Ibarra said everything would be covered, so there’s no need to worry about the cost. Let’s get your list together so I can start acquiring everything.”
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      Sara examined herself in the mirror and frowned. She was again wearing civilian clothes and wasn’t sure she was making the right choice. She’d been awake most of the night, worrying over what she should do, and had finally come to a conclusion. The best thing would be to talk about her situation to somebody in the personnel division.

      They had an office in the capital, so it was simple enough to arrange transport. It felt wrong to be thinking about retirement in the middle of the war, but it wasn’t as if she was running away from the fighting. Far from it.

      Deciding that she wouldn’t like her appearance any better if she stared for another ten minutes, she made her way to the front entrance of the building. The Marines on guard outside the building came to attention even though she was in civilian clothes. A young sergeant hurried over to her. “Can I help you with something, ma’am?”

      “I need transportation to the Confederation Navy’s personnel division. Can you call me a cab?”

      He nodded. “I’ll get that started right away, ma’am. New standing orders say no one goes out alone, so you’ll need an escort. I’d be happy to attach one of my people to see you there and back.”

      She hadn’t heard about that particular order, but it didn’t surprise her. “That’s perfectly fine, Sergeant. Thank you.”

      It took ten minutes for a cab to arrive, and the driver immediately started giving the Marines the eye. That only doubled when one of them climbed into the vehicle with her. Likely having a passenger in armor and strapped with weapons was new for the man.

      Sara half expected him to object, but he gave a wordless shrug and focused on her. “Where to?”

      She gave him the address, and he took off. Like cab drivers everywhere, he went just a bit faster than she preferred and seemingly took corners at higher rates of speed than was safe. She glanced at the Marine to see if he felt the same way, but he seemed to be enjoying himself. Considering the kinds of things Marines did, this was probably tame.

      Getting to the personnel office didn’t take that long, and after she’d paid the cabbie and tipped him well, she and the Marine climbed out of the cab and stared up at the imposing building. There were a lot of Navy personnel going in and out. More than she’d expected to see, to be frank. She’d anticipated there wouldn’t be that many trapped on Argent, but that didn’t seem to be correct.

      Firming her resolve, she strode up the steps and into the building with the Marine at her heels. She didn’t get many looks, but he did. Still, nobody stopped them.

      The large lobby had a central counter, so she got in line. The Marine stepped off to the side, likely so he could have a better view. When her turn came, a young woman in a regular Navy uniform smiled at her. “How may I help you, ma’am?”

      Sara produced her Navy ID and slid it across the counter. “I’d like to speak to somebody about retirement options or other potential avenues of working outside the command structure.”

      The woman picked up the identification and stared at it for a moment before looking sharply back at Sara. “You came in the ship, didn’t you, Commodore? I think somebody already spoke to our CO, and you should probably talk to him as well. That’s Captain Kzar Torres.”

      “That sounds fine. Thank you.”

      Sara stepped aside so the people behind her could get to the counter and take care of their business. It only took a few minutes before a young ensign arrived to escort her. She gave the Marine who appeared at Sara’s side a raised eyebrow but said nothing.

      They rode the lift up in silence and got off at the top floor. The unnamed ensign escorted her to the office at the end of the corridor and knocked on the door before opening it. She wordlessly gestured for the two of them to go in.

      The office was neither large nor small but was crammed with material. The large desk near the windows was surrounded by small tables holding a lot of tablet computers. It looked like they were all running.

      She was still looking at those when an older man with dark gray hair and sharp blue eyes rose from the seat that was partially concealed behind all the clutter. He wore a regular Navy uniform with a captain’s insignia.

      “Excuse the mess, ma’am. I’m trying to create backups of critical information that can be stored in various locations in case the aliens come back. The Navy thought their distributed networks would be fine, but I’m no longer convinced that’s the case. I’d offer you a seat, but there’s not enough room. Perhaps we could adjourn to the briefing room next door?”

      “That’s fine,” Sara said as she eyed the equipment curiously. “Why install them on tablets? Surely you could move the files to data chips. Those would be much easier to transport.”

      He nodded as he led her out of the office. “They would be, and I have people doing that as well. I imagined we might be required to do our job in the field. That’s not usually something the personnel office needs to worry about, but times are strange.”

      In comparison to his office, the briefing room was reassuringly uncluttered. Once the three of them were inside, he gestured toward the table, and she took a seat. The Marine parked himself by the door at parade rest.

      Once Torres sat, he eyed the Marine curiously. “Might I ask why you need an armed guard, Commodore Nastasi?”

      “I’m not able to go into the specifics, but Commodore Romanoff made the rules, and I didn’t feel it was appropriate for me to argue with him. Is his presence a problem?”

      Torres shook his head. “Not at all. If you don’t mind talking in front of him, then I don’t. I’m told you’re here to talk about retirement or some other form of stepping away from your duties? I don’t think I fully understand. Could you clarify your request for me?”

      “Of course,” she said as she leaned back a bit in the chair and crossed her ankles. “My official posting is as the Judge Advocate General’s office commander in the Faust sector. I’ve been operating loosely in that capacity for Commodore Romanoff because we were unaware there was an intact naval structure in the cluster. I’ve also been doing what I could to assist with the negotiations between the commodore and the civilians we’ve encountered. Again, I can’t get into the specifics of what that entails because some of it is classified, but now that I’m certain I’ll be doing the latter duty rather than the former for the foreseeable future, I’ve begun to wonder if it would be advantageous not to be in the naval chain of command.”

      He considered her for a few moments and then nodded. “May I speak frankly?”

      “Please.”

      “This has something to do with Rear Admiral Allen. Maybe not completely, but he factors into your thinking in some way. You think that being outside the chain of command—or outside of the service entirely—might give you more leeway in negotiating with him and others when Commodore Romanoff is not doing what they want. Am I close?”

      “That’s certainly one of the things I’m thinking about,” she agreed, “but it’s not the only one. I need freedom to operate that I don’t believe I can get while still wearing the uniform. I’ve put a lot of time and effort into my career, and I don’t like the idea of stepping away from it, but I need to do everything I can to make the defense of the cluster succeed. Sadly, I think that means looking at all options.”

      Torres put his hands on the table and interlaced his fingers before tapping his thumbs together. “Things are complicated because we’re in a state of war. I understand some of the concerns you’re dealing with, but I’m afraid I don’t have good news for you. Now that we’re fighting, retirement is off the table. Everyone’s service is extended indefinitely.”

      Part of her was relieved to hear that. If the regulations prevented her from retiring, maybe that was a sign.

      “I suppose that does narrow my options,” she allowed. “What does a commanding officer from a division outside the cluster do now that she can’t do the work she’s been officially assigned? The cluster already has a Judge Advocate General’s office, and I know its commander personally. She’s a skilled and dedicated woman and doesn’t need the complications of having someone else at the same rank shoved into her department.”

      “I can see where that would be a distraction,” he agreed. “This isn’t covered by the regulations because no one anticipated something quite this drastic happening. I’m sure we can come up with something appropriate, but it will be subject to external review at some point. Admiral Allen will probably complain whatever we decide to do.”

      She leaned forward slightly and frowned. “He’s in something of an awkward position himself, isn’t he? As I understand it, he’s the political liaison from the Confederation Navy to the Confederation Council in the cluster. He wants to assume command of an active warship or at least give it strategic directions. Can he do that?”

      “In unsettled circumstances, one has the authority they can take for themselves. If you can get away with it, that’s ninety percent of the fight. It’s my understanding that Commodore Romanoff is resisting giving up the authority he possesses. His situation is also somewhat questionable, though I’ve been forwarded a set of his orders and have reviewed them. I was even able to find the general orders for the battleship division inside our own computers, though no one has reviewed them in at least a hundred years. He unquestionably has the authority he’s claiming, but he’ll have to fight to keep it.”

      “Why should he have to fight?”

      “Unfortunately, the rest of the naval regulations have grown away from supporting the battleship division being in command of the defense of the cluster. Most have forgotten it even exists. Thus, we’ve got two sets of general orders that are valid individually. When brought together, there’s conflict. That will be up to JAG to sort out at some point.”

      Sara understood how that kind of conflict resolution worked. Each side had their own version of events and knew the outcomes they wished to see. In her case, the courts decided who was right and what was subject to appeal. She wasn’t sure how this would play out under these circumstances.

      “The only thing that undermines Admiral Allen’s position is that he’s not a command track officer, though he’s arguing that as the only living admiral inside the cluster, so it’s his duty to step into the role,” Torres continued. “Someone will have to referee that, and it might end up being Commodore Monahan. Or, it could be President Ibarra and the Confederation Council inside the cluster. It might be some combination of the two. This situation is chaotic and filled with uncertainty.”

      And he leaned forward and smiled. “Very much like what you’re trying to do. You want to forge a new path forward, and I can’t argue that what you want to do is unneeded. As the head of personnel, it falls to me to figure out if there’s a path to make that happen.”

      “Is there?”

      “I think there might be. While the regulations don’t allow you to retire, you might be able to take an extended leave of absence. It would put you in a kind of limbo, so far as the chain of command is concerned, though that’s only half the battle.”

      She considered that and found herself frowning. “I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of anything like that. Is it even legal?”

      He shrugged. “It’s allowed for short periods, but we find ourselves in unusual circumstances. If you can get buy-in from JAG and President Ibarra, you won’t get any grief from me. If you’re concerned that Admiral Allen will cause problems, he will whether you do this or not.”

      She considered that and found herself agreeing with his assessment. Allen wouldn’t be happy unless he achieved his aims, so his annoyance with her—if he had any—wouldn’t be much of an impediment.

      “So how would this work? If we decide this is the best course of action, what would need to happen? And you said this was only half the problem. What’s the other half?”

      “The duties you’re discussing revolve around diplomacy, and that’s not something a Navy officer should be doing since it’s inherently political. Once again, that’s for JAG and President Ibarra to approve. This is definitely not one of those situations where you want to be begging for forgiveness after the fact.”

      She nodded and pursed her lips. “Changing the subject, the person downstairs said you’d already been in discussions with somebody aboard Delta Orionis, so I assume that revolves around personnel. Is there anything I can do to expedite getting them some assistance? They’ve taken battle damage, and extra hands would be helpful.”

      He tapped his fingers against the table and nodded. “I’ve had some of my people putting together lists of anyone they thought would help, and we’ve begun shuttling them up to the ship. I’m getting pushback from Admiral Allen, but it’s a relatively mild sort of thing. Requests from Navy vessels for personnel to assist with repairs isn’t controversial.”

      “Judging from your body language, something else you’re trying to do might be. I’m about to speak with President Ibarra and Commodore Monahan. Do I need to put the word in about something?”

      “The initial contact from Lieutenant Calvo was about assigning personnel on a more permanent basis. We don’t have anyone with the direct skills to work on the old technology, but that’s going to be a problem you run into continually going forward. He also requested we start trying to line up crew for a second ship since the ultimate goal is to get more battleships back into commission. I’m confident that will require a lot of engineering personnel and general repairs. That’s difficult when I’ve got a flag officer breathing down my neck. All I can do for the moment is assist with repairing the battle damage, and I’d like to do a lot more. Perhaps a political intervention would help clarify matters.”

      “I can have that talk with her,” Sara said. “And settling the Naval chain of command is definitely something that has to be nailed down sooner rather than later. We’ve had our command structure chopped off, and something will have to give.”

      Torres chuckled and shook his head. “When Calvo called me, I couldn’t get over how young he looked. He’s listed as a midshipman at the Academy in our systems. It’s quite a jump from that to a lieutenant. Oh, I suppose getting updated personnel records from everyone aboard Delta Orionis would be helpful. I understand people from New Copenhagen have joined the Marines, and we have no files on them. Right now, Delta Orionis is a blank slate. We only know just a few of her officers. I need to know the rest.”

      “I’ll see that someone gets that information to you. There will also be quite a few personnel who have died in combat that will have to have their records updated or created in the first place. We don’t want to deny them the valor they’ve paid for with blood. Aboard Hunter, we view bleeding and dying as something very personal.”

      He sighed. “I need to send a couple of people up to get everything in order. It wouldn’t shock me to hear that there are no central records at all. You’ve been fighting a war with whatever tools you could get, and I’m sure keeping the personnel files up to date hasn’t been a priority. A team of professionals would definitely help with something like that.”

      “It’s a good thing I stopped by,” she said with a smile. “These are just the kind of things that I hope to facilitate. Get a team together and contact Hunter. By the time you do, they’ll know you’re coming and be ready to receive you. I’ll warn you now that the computer systems are ancient and more than a bit obtuse. We salvaged the computer off the cruiser Hawkwing, so it’s got more modern records than any they’ve put together. It’s operating as a secondary system but only in a standalone mode.”

      “I should’ve known it wouldn’t be easy,” he grumbled. “We’ll manage. Thank you for your assistance, ma’am. Once you’re ready to take the next step, we can get back together and make it happen. I wish you the greatest of success. When you talk to President Ibarra, I feel confident she’ll want to saddle you with some diplomats to assist you. I suggest you accept that offer because politics in the cluster can be complicated, and having somebody who knows where the bodies—metaphorically and literally—are buried would be useful.”

      While his words were meant to reassure her, they made her more nervous. “I’m afraid she’ll decide this is better handled by professional diplomats. I’m not even sure she’d be wrong.”

      “She’d be wrong,” Torres assured her. “No one knows the Navy like a serving officer, and you have the commander’s trust. That goes a long way when someone’s doing the talking. That isn’t to say that you won’t get some diplomatic credentials from the council, which would probably be helpful. You will operate in a hybrid role if she approves, so you’d be neither fish nor fowl. I think that’s better than a civilian trying to do the job.”

      Her comm chimed, and she smiled apologetically as she pulled it off her belt. It was Jack. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I need to take this.”

      He rose to his feet and headed for the door. “I think we’ve settled everything we can, so good luck, Commodore. Talk to me again when you’re ready.”

      Once he was gone, she answered the call. “Nastasi.”

      “It’s Jack. I’m meeting President Ibarra in her office in about an hour, and I’d like you to join us. She and I have a lot of negotiating to do, and I want you to smooth any feathers I ruffle.”

      “I’ll be there. I’ve spoken with the person in charge of the personnel office, and Captain Torres would like to send a team up to Hunter so they can begin updating and creating personnel files for everyone. Do you have any objection to that?”

      “Not at all. I know I haven’t been doing all the necessary paperwork, and I doubt anyone else has been, either. Some of my bridge crew are civilians that were inducted into the Navy and then commissioned, and I know they don’t have anything. I’m confident there are people aboard that I don’t even know exist. I’d much rather he and his people figure that mare's nest out than me.”

      “I told him he should get his people together and contact Hunter. So as long as you let them know, that should be good.”

      “Consider it done. I’ll see you shortly.”

      Once she disconnected, she stood and headed for the door with a nod toward the Marine. “Looks like we’re going back, so once you have me in the building, I suppose you can return to your normal duties.”

      “Will do, ma’am. Thank you for mentioning the people that didn’t make it. It’s good of you to be sure they’re recognized for what they did.”

      “I can’t say it’s a pleasure, but they gave everything and deserve the best we can give.”

      As they headed toward the ground floor, she sent a text message to Robin. Since her friend had encouraged her to go this route, she probably wouldn’t have any objections, but it was best to clear that up right away. Then when she spoke with the president, she could say that the Judge Advocate General’s office had cleared her to act if Robin agreed.

      Part of her was looking forward to having the discussion with the politician. Being a lawyer and a judge was much more passive than she preferred under the circumstances. If she was cleared to do it, the job she wanted would hold new challenges and be deeply important. They were doomed if she couldn’t get the resources they needed, and she wasn’t about to let that happen. That fight started now.
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      Once Tina had finished breakfast and gotten herself in the proper frame of mind, she went to the new prison section they’d set up beneath the building President Ibarra had given them. It was as far away from the tunnel as could be arranged and heavily guarded. If someone came for Rowe, they’d have to come in force.

      Since this was an industrial building, it wasn’t designed to restrict access or be very defensible, but that didn’t mean the Marines hadn’t installed a lot of barricades and positioned a heavily armed squad to make sure nothing unfortunate happened. They let her pass without disturbing her.

      When she arrived at the cell door, she let one of the Marines step inside to be sure the former Confederation Intelligence officer wasn’t in a position to ambush her. Once things were clear, he gestured for her to come in.

      The interior of the cell was a little like a college dorm room. Someone had installed a small desk and bed. There was a shower and bathroom that would typically have been blocked off by a wall, but that had been demolished, so everything was in view. The prisoner had no privacy. That had to be earned.

      Thankfully, Rowe wasn’t taking a shower. He was dressed in the same orange outfit he’d worn yesterday—or one just like it—and seated at the desk reading a printed book. Based on the cover, it looked like fiction. She hoped it was gripping because there wasn’t much else for the man to do.

      He put a bookmark between the pages and set the book down. “Good morning,” he said in a tone that suggested he’d slept well. “What’s on the schedule for today? I’ve already eaten, so I’m afraid I can’t invite you to sit down for a bite.”

      “We can do this one of two ways,” she said. “I can have them bring you to an interrogation room, and we can chat there, or we can try to be a bit more comfortable. It really depends on how much trouble you intend to be.”

      “If you’re worried that I’m going to do something violent, let me put that fear to rest. I paid close attention when they escorted me to this new prison, and I’m aware that I have nowhere to go that doesn’t involve trying to get past a lot of young people like the one standing at the door. You’ll note he has no firearm, so even if I overpower him, the most I’d get is a shock stick. I’ll pass.”

      That was about what she’d expected to hear, but she wasn’t going to take his word for it. He’d say anything he could to allay her fears so he could escape or commit suicide by guard if that’s what he chose to do. She wasn’t going to give him an easy way out.

      “Very well,” she said. “This fine upstanding young Marine will affix your ankle chains, and we’ll go into one of the rooms nearby and talk over coffee. We’ll leave your hands loose because I don’t think you’ll cause me that level of trouble, but you’re far too competent to allow full freedom of motion.”

      “Disappointing, but not unexpected. I am, after all, at your disposal.”

      The Marine took a set of ankle chains off his belt and tossed them to Rowe. They both watched as the man secured them around his ankles. She was sure they weren’t exceptionally tight, but that hardly mattered. He wasn’t getting the restraints off unless he chopped his feet off. Loose was just fine in this case.

      Before moving Rowe in, she’d toured the holding area, so she knew where everything was set up. If she went to the left, she’d end up in an interrogation room. Going to the right was a conference room that was a bit more comfortable. There was still a hook driven into the floor that could hold the man’s chains after he sat down, so he wouldn’t be able to get at her.

      Tina stood back and watched the Marine escort Rowe into the conference room and secure him before returning to the door. If there was trouble, he’d be able to handle it while the backup he summoned would come racing down the hall. She’d been over their procedures and made certain no one would have an opportunity to kill her prisoner. They might beat him with shock sticks, but he’d survive the experience.

      Rather than summon someone to deliver coffee, she stepped over to the brewer and started a pot for them. She wasn’t in a rush to get things going until the coffee was ready because there was a benefit to being civil.

      Finding a balance between what he demanded and what she was willing to offer would be a delicate dance. She had him over a barrel, but he might decide to hold out for the best offer he could get. Or he might be so dedicated to the cause that he wouldn’t be willing to give them anything.

      She sat on her side of the table, slid his mug of coffee over to him, and took a sip of hers. It wasn’t bad, but she’d grown used to having excellent coffee. Hopefully, it would be the only subpar cup of brew she had to deal with today.

      “You don’t mind if I call you Bronson, do you? I’m hoping we can be friends. Within strict limits, of course.”

      He smiled and sipped his coffee. “It seems more pleasant when we’re on a first-name basis, doesn’t it? I’ve had an opportunity to think over your offer. I’m willing to entertain being cooperative, but I want immunity for what I’ve done and a new identity somewhere my previous employers can’t find me. That’s not going to be an easy task. They’ve wormed their way into far too many places for me to feel comfortable settling just anywhere.”

      She nodded. “That’s about what I expected you to ask for. I can’t promise blanket immunity since I have no idea what you’ve done. Why don’t you lay it out for me? Right now, the only laws we know you’ve broken involve kidnapping and the paralytic. I’m confident you’ve done far worse, but I’m certain some kind of deal can be worked out. You may not get complete immunity, but the only way to find out is if you tell us everything.”

      He considered her without saying anything for almost a full minute. Then he sighed. “I don’t know everything. It’s not like I was in the upper reaches of the conspiracy, which by the way, has a name. They call themselves the Poseidon Group. Like an octopus, it’s got its tentacles everywhere. There are things I know, and then there are things I suspect. I’m a trained intelligence operative, so I pick things up and make assessments even when I probably shouldn’t. I’ll share all that for the best deal I can get. It’s probably the only chance I have of staying alive.”

      Tina nodded. She’d already spoken with Jack and President Ibarra about this, and while neither had been happy cutting the man any slack, they were willing to make a deal. It was up to her to make sure they got everything they could and that if it wasn’t sufficient for what he’d done, he paid for his actions. There would be no free ride.

      “The Poseidon Group?” she asked, tasting the words in her mouth. “Rather than delving into everything they’re doing right now, what can you tell me about how the Confederation came into possession of that wrecked Novarite warship? Were the people involved the forefathers of the Poseidon Group?”

      “The mission to recover that ship only came around after we sent the exploration ships off to identify where the Locusts had come from. They never pinned it down precisely, but they found the wreck in a devastated system. Whatever battles had taken place there had destroyed everything around the primary world, and there had been kinetic strikes on the surface that wouldn’t have been good for the population either. That was the most intact vessel left in the system.”

      Tina tried to imagine what that would’ve looked like and had to restrain herself from shuddering. It was the very sort of thing they were trying to stop from happening in the Confederation.

      “Do you know if that system belonged to the Novarites or the enemy they were fighting?”

      “I don’t, and I suspect the explorers didn’t know either. They didn’t go down to the surface, and there were no signals. The extermination had to be pretty complete. There might be more information on the data chips you stole, but everything was encrypted. Considering how old it was, it was more of a trophy than anything else. They’d had it stored on a shelf gathering dust, so when I figured out what it was, I took it for my own amusement. I’m sure your hacker friend will be more than capable of delving into it and figuring that out.”

      Tina nodded. “So this mission explored until they found the edge of this greater war and decided to return with the ship and not continue deeper into enemy space? Weren’t they supposed to be scouting? I understand it was a long way from home, but by turning around the moment they found something interesting, they wasted an opportunity to get information about the Locusts and the people that sent them. That offends my professionalism.”

      “I can’t say you’re wrong. The ships were crewed by select Navy personnel, but the people in charge were from Confederation Intelligence. They figured it would be a simple matter to get their way into the alien computers and find out everything they wanted to know. Sadly, that didn’t turn out to be the case.”

      Then he smiled at her. “Though I understand that with your ace in the hole, it should be simple enough to delve into exactly what the Novarite Empire consists of. I’m assuming it’s an empire. Not that I have any real way to judge, but that matches what I’ve heard about their personalities. Because they were exploring as they went, the trip out took a decade. The return was significantly quicker because they knew what they were passing through.”

      She took a sip of her coffee and considered him. “Leaving aside the journey, and their failure to follow up on the first exploration mission, we believe they only examined that ship for roughly a year after they returned based on the records we pulled from the quantum gate. Is that correct?”

      “That sounds about right. I didn’t know about the battleship storage area. Honestly, with everything going on, I hadn’t even thought about the alien ship after discovering its existence. It’s not like the conspiracy really concerned itself with that. They had other fish to fry.”

      “We’re almost ready to get to them, but I have a few more questions about what you discovered on that ship. Obviously, the phased packet plasma guns made their way into Navy service. Why didn’t something like the hyperspace detector do the same? That could have given us an early warning system. I’m sure there was other technology that would’ve been useful, too. For example, the flechette weapons the Novarites used. Why didn’t the Marines get those?”

      Rowe shrugged. “I never dug into the technology they salvaged off that ship or what they did with it. Like I said, it was long before my time, and I had other things I was focused on. If I were to hazard a guess, the phased packet plasma guns were a technology that someone could pretend to invent. Feed the right set of people some ideas and specifications, and they’d develop a new weapons system. Something like the hyperspace detector—which I don’t have any personal knowledge of—sounds like it would be linked to technology we didn’t have. How were we supposed to know how hyperspace worked without access to a hyperspace drive? I understand the engineering section was destroyed on that ship, so I’d imagine there was no easy way to even figure out what it was.”

      “You’re right,” Tina said, taking the time to sip more of her coffee. “A beam burned its way through engineering and left nothing but scrap. The hyperspace detector was on the front of the ship and could have been salvaged and used. I suppose it’s possible they didn’t realize what it was. We can’t credit the conspiracy with being all-knowing and all-seeing.”

      He laughed. “That’s true, particularly in the early days. It’s not like there’s a history book that describes exactly how the conspiracy came about. Everything was compartmentalized so that if someone was captured, they couldn’t bring the entire organization down. That’s still true. Paranoia is a way of life inside the Poseidon Group.”

      “Any theories about the flechette weapons?”

      “Maybe they felt they weren’t necessary. After all, we can do quite a lot with regular bullets already. Why create an entirely new kind of handheld weapon? Not only would it stand out if anyone ever saw it, but its alien nature might also be a concern. Perhaps it’s too powerful and they feared letting that kind of technology into a more general setting. This is all speculation since we have no way of knowing.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” she allowed. “At some point after the conspiracy formed, they began siphoning money out of the funds meant to maintain the battleship division. Probably decades later, but didn’t any of your proverbial forefathers figure having those ships functional would be worthwhile?”

      “At some point, they decided it was a good idea to begin downplaying the threat of a second invasion,” he said. “In fact, until this invasion started, I didn’t think they were wrong. After two centuries, it seemed unlikely we’d be attacked again. We were wrong.”

      “That’s an understatement,” she said with a grim smile. “Obviously, that money went into fleshing out your organization and expanding what they were doing. So, let’s have the big reveal. What exactly is the Poseidon Group up to?”

      “Revolution,” he said after taking a long drink of his coffee. “They’ve been siphoning the money from the battleship division to build a fleet of warships. They’ve decided the Confederation Council is completely corrupt and inept and that they would make better rulers. When I was recruited to the organization about twenty years ago, I had every reason to believe that was true. In fact, I still believe it today. If you’ve ever watched a bunch of politicians maneuvering to improve their position at the feeding trough while sticking it to everyday people, then you know what I’m talking about.”

      “The council isn’t perfect, I’ll grant you that,” Tina said, repressing the chill she felt at his words, “but that doesn’t mean whatever they’re trying to replace it with is better. To paraphrase a quote I learned in history class, our form of government is probably the worst one out there unless you start comparing it to all the rest. What exactly did they intend to replace it with?”

      “They’ve always been a bit shy on specifics, but if I had to guess, it would be some form of direct rule. Probably not a monarchy, but it wouldn’t shock me if it was an oligarchy. The powerful people inside the Poseidon Group would be sitting over the same kind of bureaucracy we have now. Maybe even the same one. Honestly, if you replaced the Council with another group of people and kept everything else the same, I’m not sure the average person would notice much difference.”

      She considered him for a few seconds. “That’s pretty disturbing. We don’t need to have a civil war while we’re in the middle of an invasion, yet I’m almost certain that’s what you’re about to tell me is going to happen. When was the Poseidon Group going to spring this surprise on everyone?”

      He shrugged. “I was never told a specific date, but it can’t be far in the future. Everything has been moving toward striking for quite a while now. I was placed here on Argent to insinuate myself into the people around the Confederation Council in the cluster so I could feed information back to my superiors. That tells me they aren’t far from acting. Or they would be if they could move.”

      Tina blinked. “Are you telling me they’re here in the cluster? Where?”

      “I don’t know. Based on the turnaround time of some information I’ve received in the past, I believe the shipyards they’ve constructed are in the cluster. There just wasn’t time for messages to arrive from the main part of the Confederation. I don’t know how long that will still be true, though. With a full-blown shipyard, they could modify those ships to work with independent quantum drives. In their place, that’s what I’d do. Even though those are much more expensive, they had to have the schematics in their systems. I’m sure they’re refitting their ships even as we speak.”

      Well, wasn’t that disturbing? Not only would they have to fight the Locusts, the Tardan military, and likely the Novarites as well, but there was an insurrection taking place. Wasn’t that just perfect?

      “How do you get information to them?” she asked.

      “Before the invasion, I’d send a message through a drop box in the communication system. I’d know it was picked up because it was gone when I checked later. I have no idea the route it took, but your hacker might be able to at least get some of that information. Now? I don’t. I’m sure others on Argent are working for the Poseidon Group, but they don’t interact with me. Since I’m one of the people that have contact with people that might discover my identity, they’ve been careful to limit what I know.”

      She nodded. That made absolute sense. She’d have done the same if she’d been in their shoes.

      “Let’s get back to my original question. Have you conducted assassinations? Have you poisoned people that were standing in your way? What’s the worst we’re looking at forgiving on your part?”

      He chuckled. “I’ve done all those things, but not for the Poseidon Group. Those were missions from Confederation Intelligence. You used to work for them, so I have no doubt you understand how it is. Or maybe you don’t. Maybe they never had you do that kind of black bag work.”

      His words made her grimace. “I’ve done similar things, so I sympathize. What did the Poseidon Group have you do?”

      “Spy on people. They had someone in Confederation Intelligence directing me to various locations they were concerned about. I’d receive orders about who to insinuate myself with when I got there and a list of what they wanted to find out. I have provided information that ruined people, but I haven’t killed anyone for them. I haven’t even had to break any kneecaps. My hands aren’t clean, but they’re not filthy either.”

      “We have no way of verifying any of that, of course,” she said. “I’m going to make arrangements for you to get a tablet, and I want you to list everything you know about them, everything you’ve done for them, everything you’ve heard about them, from the first moment you were involved to now. If you’ve got the names of anyone you know or suspect of being part of the Poseidon Group, I want to know who they are. Particularly any on Argent.”

      He nodded. “And if my information pans out the way I’ve said, would that be sufficient for a pardon for what I’ve done? After all, I’ve only been part of a conspiracy, not an actual insurrection.”

      “Don’t split hairs,” she warned him with a finger shake. “It’s insurrection even if you haven’t fired a shot. I’ll have to talk with President Ibarra, but she might be willing to cut a deal. In her shoes, I would be.”

      He opened his mouth to respond, but there was a massive blast off in the distance. It made the room shake, and dust fell from the ceiling.

      The Marine at the door yanked it open and stuck his head out. “The corridor is still clear. We need to get you out here, ma’am.”

      “See to the prisoner,” she ordered. “Do we have an alternate means to get him clear?”

      The Marine shook his head. “There’s only one way in or out.”

      “Then find a place to stash him and get me a weapon. It looks like I’ll be keeping guard on him while you and your friends keep us alive.”
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      Jack walked into the building housing the Confederation Council in the cluster and shed most of his Marine guards in the lobby. They’d stay there and provide extra protection while he went upstairs and tried his best to get some safety against Admiral Allen and politicians that might want to get in his way while he fought a war.

      He wasn’t sure how effective that would be, but he had to make an attempt. With Sara helping him convince the woman, they might actually get something they could use.

      Checking his chronometer, he saw that he was a couple of minutes early and contented himself with letting her administrative assistant know he was there. The young woman at the desk outside the president’s office stopped him before he could sit and gestured for him to go inside. “The president will see you now, Commodore.”

      “I’m expecting Commodore Nastasi to join me, so if you could send her in when she arrives, that would be helpful,” he said as he stepped up to the door and knocked. When he heard a response, he opened the door and stepped inside. The two Marines at his back followed.

      “I hope you slept well,” the president said as she stood from her desk, then she walked around to extend her hand. “Are the new accommodations suitable?”

      “I think they’ll do just fine, Madam President. I’m expecting Sara Nastasi to join us shortly.”

      “I’ll have my people send her in as soon as she arrives. Admiral Allen and Commodore Monahan are running a bit late. Why don’t we have a seat and start going over some particulars while we wait? I’ve been giving our situation some thought and think we might be able to come up with something that could benefit us both.”

      “Sounds good,” he lied. “The building is defensible, and Colonel Turner has been hard at work fortifying it. It’s only a manufacturing facility, so there are limits to what he can do, but we shouldn’t have an issue with anything short of an all-out assault. However, I think there needs to be more work regarding the fittings. Whoever acquired the beds and other furniture must’ve grabbed whatever they could from the bargain bin, so the quality is a little low. If we could arrange some upgrades, that would be helpful for our morale.”

      “Lumpy beds?” she asked with a crooked smile. “I think we can arrange something.”

      The comm on her desk went off, and she rose to her feet and activated it. “Yes?”

      “I just received word that Admiral Allen’s cutter is on final approach right now, Madam President,” the assistant said. “Also, Commodore Nastasi is here.”

      “Send her in.”

      Caroline walked to the door with a smile and extended a hand to the Naval officer as she came in. Interestingly, Sara was dressed in stylish civilian clothes, making her look completely different. He approved.

      “You look very nice today,” the politician said as she gestured toward the seats. “We expect Admiral Allen and Commodore Monahan momentarily. Once everyone is here, I hope to come up with a workable solution to our Navy conundrum.”

      “That would be nice,” Sara said. “I hope we’ll be able to sort this out amicably and quickly.”

      “I admire your optimism,” the president said with a smirk. “Having dealt with political issues like this for over half my life, I’m afraid I have to pour cold water on your bright outlook. I expect an ugly confrontation and lots of recriminations. We’ll eventually sort this out, but I doubt it will happen today or be amicable.”

      Jack started to agree when he saw a small craft coming in for a landing out front. That would be the admiral. Joy.

      Then he frowned. That hadn’t been a cutter. It was a cargo shuttle.

      Moments later, a massive explosion shattered every window in the room and buckled the façade. It set his ears to ringing, and he could hear the crash of broken glass and screams of people elsewhere in the building. They were under attack!

      Jack surged to his feet even as the Marines whirled toward the doors. Doors that slammed open and admitted the president’s security detail with their weapons already out. At their head was George Ludlow, a pistol already in his hand. “We’re under attack, Madam President. We’ve got to get you out of here.”

      As Jack couldn’t agree more, he started to gesture for her to go with them when something struck him as off about the security detail’s body language. They were hyped up and ready for an attack, but their focus wasn’t on the rest of the building. It was on his Marines.

      That’s when the security detail opened fire on the Marines at point-blank range. Something must’ve given them away to his people because they returned fire at that exact moment. A gunfight in someone’s face was like having a knife fight in a closet. No one came out unscathed.

      Jack couldn’t afford to pay them any mind because he was already drawing his pistol and throwing himself in front of President Ibarra. Ludlow must’ve been ready for that because his pistol came up and was already tracking him. Sadly for Jack, the man was much better trained than he was when it came to this sort of thing.

      What Ludlow didn’t count on was Sara being armed and opening fire from her seated position. Her first shot took him in the side and skewed his aim enough to make him miss Jack and the president. That gave Jack enough time to add his shots to hers, and they gunned the security man down.

      When Jack scrambled to his feet, he saw that everyone else in the room was down. There was shooting in the outer office, but it didn’t last more than a few seconds. Then the door slammed open, and one of his Marines came in, sweeping her rifle over everyone, her eyes cold and flat. More Marines poured in behind her.

      Confident they were safe for the moment, Jack turned to make sure the president hadn’t been hit. She was visibly shaking, but he didn’t see any signs of blood. “Madam President. Caroline! Are you okay? Did you get hit?”

      “What? No. What’s going on? What’s happening?”

      “We’ve got to get you out of here, Commodore,” the Marine who had led the way through the door said. “It looks like the security detail was in on whatever is happening, and they tried to attack us from behind. Somebody set off a bomb in a cargo shuttle outside the building, and our observation teams say other vehicles are inbound. We need to get under cover right now.”

      “Where can we go?”

      “I have a lift that goes down to the basement,” Caroline said, staring at her dead security chief. “I can’t believe George would turn on me like that. We’ve been together for years. What about my personal assistant? Is she okay? Amanda?”

      The Marine shook her head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. We need to get moving.”

      “Get President Ibarra downstairs right now. I’ll follow as soon as the lift comes back up. It won’t have enough room for all of us. Sara? You’re with the president.”

      “I’m with you,” Sara said as she walked toward the door. “What about these Marines? Are they…?”

      The Marines that had been kneeling over them shook their heads. “They’re gone, ma’am. Even body armor isn’t much help at point-blank range. We’ve got them.”

      Two Marines grabbed their deceased comrades and headed toward the back of the room where Caroline was opening what he’d thought was a closet. Inside was a lift that she and four Marines piled into. The door quickly closed, and it started down.

      Jack risked the ire of his people long enough to grab one of the fallen rifles and step over to one of the dead Marines being extracted and recover his extra magazines from his belt. When push came to shove, he wasn’t going to run out of ammunition because he hadn’t taken a moment to stock up. In fact, he stuffed the magazines into his greatcoat’s pockets and then got the extra magazines from the other dead Marine. Waste not want not.

      “You realize we’re not going to let you anywhere that you can shoot that thing, right sir?” one of the Marines asked. “Colonel Turner would have our heads.”

      “I think we’ve already proven trouble can find me no matter the precautions he takes. If they’ve got other small craft on the way, that might mean additional forces storming the building, or it could just be a couple of bombs to flatten them. Do we have any air cover?”

      “Above my pay grade, sir. We’ve reported what’s going on to the colonel, and I’m sure he’s doing something about it. If I know him, he’s got a contingency plan.”

      There was a bright flash of light outside, and Jack saw something streaking into the air from off to the right-hand side. Moments later, there was an explosion as a ground-to-air missile detonated. The shock wave would’ve shattered the glass if any had remained intact. Scratch one incoming small craft.

      The lift opened, and the Marines shoved him and Sara inside. Two more of them joined him, and he pressed the button to take them down. The ride only took about ten seconds, and when they came out, they found Caroline surrounded by Marines looking for trouble. Thankfully, they hadn’t found any.

      It took two more trips to get the rest of his people down, but they made it. Once they were all there, he turned to Caroline. “Can we get to the tunnel between the buildings? No offense, but I think your security has been thoroughly compromised.”

      “You think?” she asked in a sarcastic tone. “I’m not sure who I can trust right now.”

      “You can trust us. Now, let’s get out of here before somebody blows the building up.”

      Another explosion rocked the ground, but it sounded distant. Jack hoped that didn’t mean their new facility had been attacked, but he suspected it had. Hopefully, it had survived better than the one they were just in.

      It certainly sped the Marines up when Caroline gestured in the direction they needed to go. Part of the group advanced while the remainder brought up the rear. That left Caroline, Sara, and Jack in the middle. As he was armed with a rifle, he stepped to the front of their little group and let Sara bring up the rear with her pistol.

      “Can you shoot a gun?” he asked Caroline.

      “I’ve been through a course, but I’m a little rusty.”

      He drew his pistol from the holster at his belt, made sure the safety was on, and handed it to Sara. He then gave her the spare magazine that usually rested next to the holster. “Swap out the used magazine for a fresh one and walk her through what she needs to know. If we run into trouble, I don’t want anyone without the ability to defend themselves.”

      “I have to say that the idea of having armed naval officers and Marines around is growing on me,” Caroline said. “My brother-in-law will just have to adjust.”

      They went through several short corridors and exited into a room just off a ramp leading down into the tunnel. In a way, it was like an underground lobby. It was meant for picking up cargo and moving it into the various storage rooms, but it gave them direct access to where they wanted to be.

      The tunnel held scores of Marines and civilian guards. The latter were disarmed and on their knees. There was no evidence of fighting, so maybe these people hadn’t been paid off. After all, the conspiracy only needed to kill people inside the building, not provide access to the tunnels.

      Still, there was a lot of smoke and dust in the air. Something had definitely shaken things up, and he was willing to bet it was the explosion they’d just heard.

      One of the Marines—a lieutenant—came up to them and his escort let the man pass. “Things above ground are still up in the air, sir. It’s probably best you stay down here. They tried to run a cargo shuttle up on our building, and our sentinels used a surface-to-air missile to take it down. They brought another one in closer to the ground, and we detonated it a little too late. There’s some damage, so we’d probably best join up with the rest of our people underground.”

      “They missed getting the president, and they missed getting me,” Jack said. “They won’t hold off now that they’ve started the attempt. We need to form a defensive perimeter down here.”

      “Colonel Turner is on that, sir. We need to get a move on.”

      Another explosion went off somewhere down the tunnel. It wasn’t ear-shattering, but it caused a pressure wave that washed over them and shook more dust and debris from the ceiling. Everyone flinched, but nothing immediately terrible happened.

      “They breached the tunnel somewhere on the other side of our building,” the Marine officer said. “Go.”

      “What do we do about the prisoners?” someone asked.

      “They didn’t attack us, so we assume they’re at least neutral,” Jack said. “Leave their weapons in the tunnel, and they can go up and defend their building. Do you hear that, people? We’ll protect the president, but you have to protect everyone else. Got it?”

      Jack hoped there weren’t any traitors among them. If there were, the Marine rearguard would deal with them.

      “You’re awfully free directing my people,” Caroline said as they moved out. “Still, I can’t say you’re wrong.”

      “I’m not going to tell you how to do politics, so let me handle the military aspects of this. I may not be a Marine, but I’m starting to pick up a few things. Right now, we need to blunt the immediate attack and turn things around. Once your people above ground get back on their feet and start defending the area, the conspiracy will have no choice but to withdraw. I don’t care how much they’re paying these people. Being slaughtered isn’t worth it.”

      They passed the entrance to another building, which was already covered by Marines looking for trouble, and jogged under the building his people had moved into just yesterday. They arrived just as someone further down the tunnel opened fire. There were several explosions, and it was apparent a battle was now taking place.

      He wanted to stay and help defend his people, but they were having none of it. The lieutenant gestured for the Marines escorting him into the area they were using to hold Rowe. There were already a lot of naval personnel pushed into the limited space, so he supposed it was a shelter of sorts. A bunker.

      Jack ordered the Marines to take Sara and Caroline into the complex, and he made to set himself up to defend the area, but the Marines pushed all three of them deeper into the area. His objections carried zero weight, and he knew that even if he chewed Mac out later, the man wouldn’t be the least bit ashamed.

      Another blast went off over their heads, and the lighting went out. It wasn’t designed for a combat zone, so he wasn’t surprised at the failure. Luckily, the Marines were well prepared, and portable lights began coming on.

      The three ended up in a small room where Tina and Rowe were waiting. Jack eyed the conspirator. Rowe wasn’t handcuffed, and he didn’t want to get too close to the man when they were armed.

      Apparently thinking along the same lines, Rowe raised his hands and made no move to rise. “I’ve already made a deal and have no desire to interfere with your defense of this place. In fact, I want it to succeed because these people are here to make sure I can’t tell you anything.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I’m a little bit distrustful,” Jack said, finding a place to sit down and rest the rifle across his lap with the muzzle pointed very close to Rowe. “You stay over there, and I’ll stay over here. Maybe once things are more settled, we can talk in a more civilized fashion.”

      “That would be refreshing. I assume this is my former comrades, and based on the explosions I’m hearing, I think you might need a new building.”

      “Probably,” Jack said with a sigh. “Colonel Turner wasn’t happy with its level of fortification anyway. We’ll find something new.”

      They sat in the room and listened to the gunfire and explosions outside. It got a bit closer and then a little more distant. The blasts eventually ended, and he hoped that meant the Marines had forced the attackers back. He wasn’t going to count himself clear until they were sure, though.

      After about half an hour, Mac stepped into the room. He was covered in dust but seemed uninjured. “Looks like it’s over, sir, ma’ams. We’ve got pinnaces inbound, and we’ll put up a security perimeter they won’t be able to get any small craft through. By the time I have as many people on the ground as I want, we’ll be able to relocate to somewhere more secure. I don’t suppose you have any isolated volcanic islands sitting around, do you, Madam President? I’ve discovered those can be useful when trying to avoid the enemy.”

      “I haven’t got the slightest idea what that means, but I don’t think so,” Caroline said from where she sat on the dirty floor. “We can find a more secure place. I’ve also got to find a way to figure out which of my people are compromised. They got to my security detail, so they could’ve gotten to anyone.”

      “Anyone but my people,” Turner said. “With the commodore’s blessing, I’d be happy to detach some people to keep you safe. I’m sure someone will eventually try to suborn one of them, but I’ve already taken steps to make sure it takes a while. I’ve told them that if they’re bribed, they’re free to keep anything the other people give them so long as they report the contact. Kind of takes the sting out of bribery when you get to keep the money and turn over the bad guys.”

      Caroline chuckled. “I suppose so, but it won’t work as well if they’re using coercive techniques. What’s the status up there?”

      “I hope you’re not attached to any of these buildings. The fronts took most of the damage, but the upper floors collapsed. We had enough warning to get our people underground, so we didn’t have any casualties from that, though we did lose some people in the fighting. We’ve also got prisoners, but I wouldn’t hold my breath that they’ll know anything useful. They look like mercenaries to me.”

      “Mercenaries?” Jack asked. “Where the hell did they find mercenaries?”

      “I suspect they were moved into the capital so they could carry out whatever dastardly deeds the conspiracy wanted to be done when they were ready to move,” Caroline said. “I think that’s something Mister Rowe can probably answer better than I could.”

      The man held up his hands. “All I was doing was spying. They haven’t told me what their plans are or the timing. It doesn’t shock me they had people in a position to take out the cluster government, but I didn’t expect it to happen quite so quickly.”

      “I suppose we’ll figure it out, but we’ll need to relocate,” Jack said. “I want something well away from civilian structures with deep underground areas if they decide to bomb us again.”

      “I don’t know how long it’ll take, but I’ll make it happen,” Caroline said. “The last thing we can afford is to have you die, Jack. You’re the only hope for everyone inside the cluster and the Confederation itself.”

      “That’s bull. No one is irreplaceable. If I fall, India MacKinnon will take care of it.” He looked over at one of the Marines. “I don’t suppose you have any survival bars. I’m starving.”

      “I’ll see what I can scrounge up, sir. We won’t be ready to move for a bit, so everybody should rest while they can.”

      Jack resisted the urge to rub his face. It would just smear the dirt he felt coating him.

      This was a complication they didn’t need, but it seemed nothing came easy. The people in charge of the conspiracy on Argent weren’t going to be satisfied with the outcome, so they’d try again. He’d need to be ready.
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      Lisa looked over the devastation on the ground floor of the building they’d just moved into and shook her head. It was destroyed. Thankfully, the vast majority of the structural collapse had been to the front of the building, and they could get into Professor Prescott’s lab with only a little excavation. They hadn’t delivered the computer systems yet, but he still had the salvaged Tardan computer to recover, and a lot of his lab equipment was there. None of her equipment had arrived, thankfully.

      With the large door at the back of the building, they could gain access and begin disassembling the computer while others started relocating the various pieces of lab equipment and salvage. A trio of old-style cargo shuttles waited to receive everything and take it to their new abode. She didn’t know where that was, but she hoped it was more secure than this one.

      While the roof to the professor’s lab had held, some smaller pieces of metal had fallen onto the Tardan computer. It looked as if the damage was minor, but one could never tell with alien technology.

      What do you think, Regex? Is this repairable?

      <I won’t know for certain until we get it set back up and begin doing some diagnostics, but I believe the damage is minor. If we have to conduct any repairs, we should be able to do so with the equipment I see scattered around us. Assuming, of course, we don’t get blown up.>

      That was a worry, she had to admit.

      I don’t know where they’re taking us, but they said it was more secure. When it comes to Marines, that has to mean something, right? We’re probably talking about a bunker of some kind.

      <That seems a safe guess, though I wish they’d give us more information in advance. All they’ve said thus far is that your equipment from Hunter will be delivered there rather than here and that the computers have already been diverted. I hope they search those cargo shuttles well because I’d hate to have another bomb go off, particularly if we are close by.>

      Once again, we are in complete agreement. I feel like we’re sitting out in the open, and I wish we could get this done faster. They’ve already started moving everyone, so we’ll probably be the last people out of this facility. Hopefully, the enemy won’t come by looking to blow us up.

      She doubted that was likely because the Marines had set up a heavy perimeter around the building with anti-vehicular weapons. If anyone tried to slip more flying bombs in, they wouldn’t get close enough to do any real damage. That didn’t mean they couldn’t get their hands on real military weapons and drop a bomb on them, though, which was more of her concern.

      It took roughly two hours to finish disassembling the Tardan computer and load it aboard three cargo shuttles. If they’d been in a hurry, they probably could’ve fit it inside two, but they’d wanted to make sure everything was well packed, so they went with three. Those would be accompanied by a swarm of pinnaces looking for trouble, so they should be unmolested.

      The last cargo shuttle had enough space for them, and she was grateful to finally be able to relax for a bit. One of the Navy crewmen handed her a preprepared lunch. It was a couple of sandwiches and some hot coffee. She thanked him and dug in while the professor did so next to her. It took them less than ten minutes to fully demolish the meal. By then, they were well on their way to their new housing.

      “What do you know about where we’re going, Professor,” she asked. “All I’ve heard is that it’s going to be secure. Do you know what that means?”

      He shrugged as he put the trash from his meal into a bag and drank more of his coffee. “I hear it’s a reinforced facility. What that means, who knows? I’ll be happy to be in less danger of being blown to little pieces.”

      “I heard the president is coming with us. That means it has to be somewhere near the capital, doesn’t it?”

      “Not with modern communications, but I’d imagine it won’t be far away. She has people she has to interface with in person, and if they’re going to have to come to her, that will be quite an inconvenience. Still, after an assassination attempt, I’d imagine they have to be a little more understanding about that sort of thing. If they’re not, I’ll wager she’ll have some pithy things to say to them.”

      “Pithy,” Lisa said, tasting the word. “I don’t think I’ve heard that one before.”

      <It’s a brief, forceful, and expressive statement. I’d imagine it might also be profane.>

      And how do you know a word that I don’t? Your understanding of the language comes from me.

      <You’ve heard the word before, but you’ve forgotten. When I went through the language centers in your brain, I got quite a bit more information than you use daily.>

      That doesn’t seem fair. Did I get the same from you?

      <I don’t believe so, but then again, I consider myself erudite and know a lot of words. You really should expand your formal education. It has so many benefits.>

      Jerk.

      The exchange with Regex had only taken a few moments, so she had more than enough time to listen as the professor explained what the word meant using about three times the number of words Regex had. She immediately realized her mistake. She’d triggered the man’s academic nature, and he was lecturing. Rather than waving him off, she sat and listened to what he had to say, bemused by his scholarly demeanor.

      I wonder if it would have been better for you to be implanted into the professor. It seems like the two of you would have a lot to talk about.

      <I can’t think of anything worse, personally. He seems nice enough, but once you get him going, he never shuts up. Also, since he has a similar personality to mine, I’d imagine we’d get on one another’s nerves quite often. And since we’d be sharing nerves, that could be awkward.>

      The flight to their new accommodations took roughly half an hour. When they landed, she stepped out of the shuttle and blinked in surprise at their surroundings. This looked like an old military facility, but it didn’t seem to have been occupied for quite some time. In fact, it looked long abandoned.

      There was a lot of vegetation and detritus to be cleared, but it looked like they were making progress. The main entrance to the low structure was already open and accessible.

      She shrugged. It hardly mattered where she slept. She’d been born and raised in space, so the interior mattered more than the outside.

      They were already starting to unload the Tardan computer, so there was a power supply somewhere in there. Or maybe they were setting up temporary power. One way or the other, she could live with it.

      Unloading the computer took a significantly shorter period simply because she and the professor were shooed into the building. That also made sense because they were the only people who could assemble the thing.

      Once they’d made their way through the entrance, she discovered that dim overhead lights illuminated the wide passages heading off in three separate directions—though at a downward angle—bending around a wide bank of lifts that could carry them and their equipment down. One was set up for cargo, and she took it down to make sure it functioned like it was supposed to.

      According to the controls, there were two dozen underground levels. That reinforced her opinion that this was a bunker. Whatever its original purpose, it hadn’t been used in quite some time, but as long as everything worked or was repairable, she was fine with that.

      Their guide took them to the lowest level, which turned out to be a vast engineering space holding a pair of fusion plants that looked very much like the ones aboard Hunter. If so, this facility might have been constructed after the first invasion. Considering all the cutbacks the Navy had suffered over the years since then, it was no surprise that this place had been abandoned.

      Half a dozen engineers and twice as many technicians were going over the fusion plants. It looked like there was also a portable power generator, so the facility was running off of that.

      Their guide took them away from the power plants and to the other side of the room. It was also part of the engineering area but had plenty of space for them to assemble not only the Tardan computer but the other computers they intended to work with. And, with the fusion plants right there, they wouldn’t have any difficulty getting power. That was a plus, so long as they got them back up.

      As the pieces of the Tardan computer arrived, she and the professor marshaled a host of assistants to get everything in the right places and assembled correctly. The process went far quicker than she’d have imagined possible, and before long, she was sitting at the console and bringing it to life. Regex was right. There were a few minor issues, but as the remainder of the tools and equipment came down, they could salvage or modify certain pieces to repair the damage and bring the computer fully online.

      Once that was done, she was happy to turn it over to the professor and walk over to see how the installation of the other computers was going. Rather than being separated, they were being installed side by side. That took up a good bit of the remaining space, but it would make the sharing of data between the systems relatively simple once she rigged up a conversion array that could bridge the data and file types between the incompatible systems.

      That wasn’t going to happen in a day, but she had no doubt she could make it work. Once she did, the ability to search and transfer the data from the Tardan computer to theirs would be much simpler. Right now, the search algorithms were terrible, and it was a complex and convoluted process to get data off the system and into a format that could be read elsewhere. That had to change if they intended to use it in a timely fashion.

      While they were still working on things, the engineers got one of the fusion plants operational. The lighting overhead got brighter as more power was fed into the system, and she watched the engineers briefly congratulate one another before moving to the other fusion plant and getting back to work.

      It was now a race to see whether the regular computers could be assembled and brought online before the second power plant was. Not that she thought the engineers and computer technicians were in an official race, but she was happy to see them moving a bit faster.

      She took a break for lunch and wandered through the facility. It was significantly more extensive than she’d imagined. What had looked like a relatively small building above turned out to be something much more massive underground. They could probably have put everyone aboard Hunter into this facility and still have room to spare.

      It took talking to half a dozen people, but she finally found someone that directed her to where her quarters would be. Unlike the previous set, this one had a full range of furnishings, though everything was dusty and dirty. The bed had no linens, so she’d have to see about finding some. In fact, she’d need personal items of every kind.

      Finding lunch proved simpler than locating cleaning supplies, so she ate a quick meal and then began looking for a mop and bucket. At least that would get the worst of the grime off the floor.

      Her savior ended up being David Chen. She wasn’t sure how he found her, but he came in bearing cleaning supplies. “Word around the facility is that you’re looking for something to clean your room. Mind if I help?”

      “Don’t you have a room of your own to clean?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “Not that I’m objecting, mind you. Have you heard anything about sheets and pillowcases? Pillows would be lovely, too, I suppose. Shower supplies and towels would be great as well.”

      “All of that and more is on the way. As for our room, Tina has it well in hand, so I decided to search you out because we’ve got some things to discuss.”

      The water from the taps was horrible, so she let it run until it cleared. She still wouldn’t trust it for showering or drinking until told it was safe, but that was something the engineers would have to figure out.

      “What do we need to talk about?” she asked as she began wiping down the furniture with a damp cloth.

      “You’ll be busy once the computers are online,” he said as he began mopping the room’s far corner. “We’ve convinced Rowe to cooperate, and he’s begun giving us some information on the conspiracy. They called themselves the Poseidon Group, by the way. He says he doesn’t know what’s on the data chips you copied. Everything was encrypted when he got his hands on it, and he considered it more of a historical curiosity than something that needed to be broken into. We need to know what’s on those chips.”

      “I can make that a priority,” she agreed. “Are we sure we should be trusting anything he says? He’s obviously been working against the Confederation for a very long time. Why should we trust him now?”

      The man grinned at her. “Did I say we’d trust him? My mistake. I think we need to verify everything he says and start looking for things he’s either concealing or lying about. If we catch him, we’ll throw him in a hole so deep he’ll never see the sun again. Frankly, I hope you find something because that’s the kind of leverage we need to break him.”

      “Do you think he’s still lying to us? His ex-friends made a pretty strong statement when they blew up our building. If I were in his shoes, I’d be confident they wanted to kill me.”

      “That’s a relatively safe guess. By the way, we found where he was taking you. At least we assume that’s the place since the building burned to the ground before any fire response teams could get there. Considering modern building codes, that’s very unusual. They torched that building to make sure we wouldn’t get anything out of it, probably after they removed everything of value.”

      She moved over to the nightstand, opened the drawers, and cleaned them. It looked like bugs had been inside, though everything of a biological nature had probably died in this facility before she’d been born. She still dumped them on the floor and wiped them out carefully.

      “It might be interesting to get our hands on the traffic feeds,” she said. “I’m sure they had someone go through and do something to the data to hide their comings and goings, but if they were there for a while, there’s no telling what bits of information we might be able to pull out. Just running facial recognition on everyone that’s been through the area might turn up someone interesting.”

      He nodded and cleaned off his mop before moving farther into the room and continuing his work. “That’s already in motion. The traffic control people will hand everything over, but I don’t trust them. Like you say, the conspiracy probably has something in motion to hide their identities. It would be perfect for them to bribe someone inside the traffic control group to wipe the data we want. Once the hardwired connectivity in this facility is up, you should be able to hack your way in if you feel froggy.”

      “And I won’t get in trouble? Count me in.”

      “We’ve already spoken with President Ibarra, and you won’t get in trouble for that. In fact, she’s got a few things she wants you to look into on the side to identify people that might be compromised in her own organization. I’m thinking of financial institutions, hidden accounts, and alternate identities. When you get paid a lot of money, you want to make sure it doesn’t show up, after all.”

      She chuckled. “I do have a little experience at that kind of thing. Still, that’s an awful lot of work. I love doing that kind of thing, but I’m only one person. I’ll need skilled help that I can trust.”

      “We should be able to send back to New Copenhagen sometime today. Captain MacKinnon is supposed to set up the last of the gates in the next six hours, allowing them to send for the gentleman that helped break into the power room under the nuclear facility. While I understand he’s not quite in your league, Jack spoke of him in glowing terms. That also means you can send back to Port Royale for a team that you know and trust.”

      That made her laugh. “If you’ve ever worked with anyone from Port Royale, you should know it’s a trust but verify kind of place. I can count on their skills being top-notch, and the odds of them being in the pockets of the conspiracy are low, but I’ll have to pay to purchase their loyalty, which won’t come cheap.”

      “Once again, President Ibarra has come through with a budget. Admiral Allen hasn’t done the same on the Navy side, but we should be able to get you more than enough funds to settle up what we owe you and pay you a nice bonus for these new tasks. If you can put together a team of hackers we can throw against the Poseidon Group, that’s worth almost any price.”

      “If I offer a sufficient bounty, I should be able to get a good group of people here in a few days. I’ll need them on the list of folks getting amnesty, though. I’m sure they’re guilty of crimes inside the Confederation, and they’ll have to at least be unmolested while they’re doing the work and get free passage home without being arrested.”

      “Done and done. Without knowing the exact crimes they’ve committed, the president wasn’t willing to grant blanket amnesty, but she’s authorized a truce of sorts where law enforcement will neither look into these people or harass them in any way while they’re doing their work. If they want amnesty, she’s willing to have someone talk with them, but that depends on your people’s successes. You’ve personally done more than enough to warrant complete absolution for every crime you’ve committed inside the Confederation to date. They’ll have to come through if they want the same.”

      She ran over the list of people she could work with at Port Royale and what they might be guilty of. Some were undoubtedly guilty of things that wouldn’t be forgiven. Since they were getting transactional immunity while this project was underway, she could still hire them, but she preferred to build a team she could keep with her. She loved doing this work, but it was becoming more than she could handle. She needed a permanent team.

      “I can work with that,” she said. “I don’t know anything about the guy you’re talking about on New Copenhagen, but I’ll review what we know about him and make a decision. I’m thinking about getting a team of four. Five, counting myself. That should give me more than enough leeway to begin working on all the projects that need doing, including some of the stuff with the Tardan and Novarite computers. I’d have to work on those things exclusively, but I believe I can work out some kind of hardware and software interface that will give access to the alien computers for everyone else at some point.”

      “I wouldn’t get too carried away if I were you,” he warned. “At least not today. Besides getting your rooms in order and the computers set up, we’re having a little soirée this evening.”

      She stopped wiping down her dresser and looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “This seems to be the day for me to learn new words. What does that one mean? I’d ask Regex, but he’s being snooty about it.”

      < I don’t know that word, and I’m looking forward to hearing the definition as well.>

      “It’s a party held in the evening, generally for a specific purpose. Tonight, it’s meant to be one to thank the Navy and Jack for what they’ve done.”

      Lisa shook her head, not believing what she was hearing. “They just tried to blow us up, and now we’re having a party? That seems a little crazy.”

      “I believe it’s about not bowing down to terrorists. Everyone attending will be thoroughly searched and brought in on small craft we control. It will be a formal affair, so we’ll have to take you into town long enough to get something. I believe Sara is making a trip in, and Tina will be accompanying her. The three of you should be able to find something suitable.”

      “I can’t believe this,” she muttered. “I really, really hate parties. Even worse, I hate dressing up.”

      She didn’t see why they had to do any of this, but it was once again out of her control. She might as well accept that she’d have to attend the party for a little while. Doing something like this after they’d been attacked was crazy, but she wasn’t a politician or a high-ranking Navy officer. Maybe it made sense to them. If she was lucky, maybe there wouldn’t be dancing. Please, let there be no dancing.

      “I want double for this,” she demanded. All David did was laugh.
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      Sara felt tired and more than a bit cranky as she climbed out of the pinnace provided for them. Lisa and Tina followed her out into the late afternoon sunlight. There was a nice breeze, and she wished she had time to enjoy it.

      The idea of having a major political dinner right after someone had tried to decapitate the Confederation Council in the cluster was ludicrous. It was political gamesmanship at its worst. This should have been put off until things were more settled, but instead, here she was, shopping for formal clothes with only a few hours to get fitted and prepared.

      The only thing they had going for them was that Caroline had been able to get them appointments with some of the most exclusive fitters who would apparently violate the laws of time and space to get them prepared in time. She didn’t want to think about how much that would cost, but she’d been assured it would be covered.

      It amused her some to see that Lisa was even more irritated about this than she was. She imagined the hacker rarely went to parties at all, much less formal affairs. Did she even know how to walk in high-heeled shoes? That might be problematic because no one wanted to break an ankle.

      Why couldn’t women’s fashions have gotten more sensible over the years? She had no objection to dresses in general, though they weren’t her favorite sort of thing. Formal shoes, on the other hand, she objected to strenuously. She wanted comfort, not style. That was probably going to be a point of contention, but she was prepared to fight.

      She was pleased to see Robin—dressed casually—waiting for them next to a car big enough to carry them all. She walked up to her friend and was a bit surprised when Robin gave her a hug.

      “I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” her friend said. “And that goes for all of you. I can’t believe anyone would be so reckless and crazy. Don’t we already have enough problems?”

      “I suspect the people that carried out the attack have a different set of priorities than we do,” Tina said. “From what I understand, you were lucky you didn’t end up in the middle of it. Weren’t you and Admiral Allen supposed to be there?”

      Robin nodded and gestured toward the car. “If there hadn’t been a mechanical failure that delayed us taking off, we probably would’ve just been walking into the building when it happened. As Sara can tell you, we lawyers disapprove of getting into gunfights and dealing with explosives.”

      The corner of Tina’s mouth quirked upward a little. “That might be true for you, but I understand Sara was in the thick of it. When President Ibarra’s security team tried to execute her, she was on hand with a concealed pistol to turn the tide.”

      “Really?” Robin asked as she stopped dead in her tracks and stared at her friend. “You shot someone? I can hardly believe that. Mousy wasn’t the right word for her at the Academy, but it isn’t far off.”

      “I was kind of off to the side, and I don’t think he saw the pistol,” she said with a sigh. “He was about to shoot Jack, so I emptied my pistol into his side. I could hardly miss at that range.”

      “So you killed someone?” Her friend sounded shocked, and rightly so.

      “I’m sure I contributed to his death, but Jack killed him. He put himself between the president and her attackers. If we want to start talking about crazy people trying to decapitate the government while we’re fighting for our lives against alien invaders, I’d be more than happy to do so, but I think we need to get a move on. If we’re going to be ready for this stupid party, we can’t afford to waste a single second.”

      The four climbed into the car, and Robin gave the driver directions. As they pulled out, Sara saw a couple of other vehicles accompanying them, all filled with Marines in combat armor. Those were the same Marines that had been in the pinnace with them. It looked like Jack wasn’t letting them out of his protective umbrella, and she couldn’t blame him. At this point, she was looking over her proverbial shoulder and waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “We’ve got about twenty minutes before we arrive at the fitter and become hideously busy,” Robin said. “Since we’re alone, I’d like to know what happened. Do we even know?”

      “I think they had several objectives,” Lisa said. “They were trying to kill the prisoner that was part of the conspiracy. They didn’t succeed in that. Actually, they didn’t succeed in any of their objectives, but they didn’t even get close to him. It looks like the other primary objective was either killing President Ibarra or Jack. Maybe both. What they hoped to gain by that, I have no idea.”

      “They hoped to sow chaos,” Tina said. “Based on what Rowe said, the conspiracy’s ultimate goal is an insurrection against the Confederation Council. They want to be in charge, and the first step is ensuring they have an opening to fill. It looks like this invasion has upset their timing, but they’ve confirmed they hope to carry it off even so.”

      Sara rubbed her eyes. “How stupid are they? We’ve got one operational battleship, and Jack is the man on the scene. He’s the one who’s figured out how to fight them, but he doesn’t have the upper hand. Killing him is a recipe for being enslaved or killed outright. Don’t these fools realize that?”

      “It may be that they don’t understand the full scope of what’s going on,” Robin said. “I mean, a lot of people have seen that first part of the documentary, but it only includes a little about the aliens themselves. Mostly it’s just the Locusts.”

      “Even that should be more than enough to convince them they need to be backing Jack and the military, not trying to decapitate them.”

      Her friend shrugged. “If they’re trying to take out the leadership inside the cluster, they must realize Commodore Romanoff isn’t the type to back down from that fight. He’ll support President Ibarra, and if they hope to kill off the leadership, they’ll have to replace him as well.”

      “With Allen?” Tina asked before shaking her head. “He’s got the wrong temperament to fight off an invasion or lead a combat crew. Maybe he runs a mean desk, but he’d be an abysmal choice to command a battleship. That would be tantamount to the Confederation committing suicide.”

      Robin nodded. “While I can’t speak about senior officers like that, I hear what you’re saying. I think the odds of Admiral Allen ending up in a position of overall authority are slim. I’ll point out that none of the other flag officers we know about in the cluster would be a good fit, either. I certainly don’t have the skills necessary to fight a war or command a warship. Neither does Sara.” She raised an eyebrow and looked at Sara more closely. “Though maybe after her shooting someone, I might be wrong.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Sara assured her. “The person who might replace him if something terrible were to happen would be India MacKinnon. As his executive officer, she has the skills and know-how to make it work. Even so, I don’t think anyone really understands how delicate the command structure is. We’ve got a lot of young people that have finally learned how to convert their skills at gaming into a real-life environment where they can fight with them. They’re a rare resource, and I hope we can find others like them because manning some of those other battleships is critical to our ultimate success.”

      “On a planet like Argent, I feel confident we can find some people that might be able to help fill those roles,” Robin said. “That isn’t to say that it will be easy or quick. The people you have running your ship have been doing it for months, and they’ve fought through half a dozen battles. That kind of experience can’t be duplicated without bringing new people aboard and throwing them into the deep end. It’s all good and fine to have someone be excellent at a game, but that doesn’t translate to pressing a button and killing living beings. Also, being shot at doesn’t work for some people. They might not have the temperament to fight, like some other officers that might have been mentioned during this conversation.”

      Sara listened to what her friend was saying, but she was looking outside the car as they sped through the city. People were moving around as if the invasion wasn’t happening. Of course, they knew it was, but there was only so much that something like that could do to influence their lives. They needed to buy food, pay bills, and run errands. These were the people Jack and his crew were protecting from devastation and death.

      She’d seen what war could look like on New Copenhagen. They still didn’t know how many people had died during the ground invasion there, but the number was in the millions. She’d read somewhere that one death was a tragedy, but a million was a statistic. She couldn’t disagree more. Each of them was a tragedy, and together it was something monstrous. Something that had to be stopped at all costs.

      She realized she hadn’t been paying attention to what was being said when Robin poked her. A bit embarrassed to have lapsed into her thoughts in the middle of a conversation, she turned away from the window and stared back at the group. “Sorry. I was thinking about New Copenhagen.”

      “Was it bad?” Robin asked.

      Sara nodded. “As bad as it could be. Millions died when two cities were utterly destroyed. I don’t know how long it will take them to recover, but that planet will never be the same. It and its people will be scarred forever. Whoever is running this conspiracy doesn’t know the true depths they’re risking. We’ll find them, and when we do, I’ll lock them in a cell so deep that they’ll never see the sun again.”

      Her friend raised an eyebrow. “Leaving aside the fact that as Navy lawyers, we don’t have the authority that the civilian courts would over something like that, it would be me who would be locking them away forever. How did your meeting with personnel go? Is it something you want to talk about?”

      “I suppose it went well enough. I’ll have to speak with President Ibarra about a long-term leave of absence. If she’ll sign off on it, Navy personnel is willing to do so as well.”

      Robin considered that with pursed lips. “I suppose that could work, though I’ve never heard it being used for such a protracted period and for such an unusual reason. And why President Ibarra? Wouldn’t that be something for Admiral Allen?”

      Sara shook her head. “Admiral Allen is the political liaison, not the person in charge of the Navy in the cluster. I don’t have a superior officer in my own chain of command, and it doesn’t sound like that will change anytime soon. As such, personnel is doing the best they can under their own with what they have to work with. They figure if the president is on board with the plan, that’s good enough for them, and they’ll sort it all out once the war is over. I can live with that.”

      “Do you think we’re going to win?” her friend asked quietly.

      “Damned if I know. We’ve been so close to losing on multiple occasions that I worry we’re only one disaster away from utter defeat. We’ve got to build some padding into this, and that’s where getting some of the other ships online would be helpful. We know the Locusts arrived with enough force to fight twelve battleships at least. We’ve come up with some things that can help even the odds, but there’s still a massive force of robotic ships out there somewhere. If they all come calling at the same time and catch Hunter deep in a gravity well, this war is over.”

      Robin looked like she was going to say something more, but the vehicles pulled up in front of a very wide, elegant storefront. The expansive display windows showed an array of dresses ranging from the most formal to evening wear of the highest fashion.

      She sighed and got out of the car. The rest of the women followed, surrounded by the Marines that seemingly materialized from nowhere as they scrambled out of the other vehicles to provide cover.

      Robin led the way into the building, and they were met by a tall, thin man in a dark suit that fit him exceptionally well. He smiled, showing off teeth that were almost too white to be real.

      “Welcome to Antonio’s Clothiers,” he said in a voice that was much deeper than she’d imagined. “My name is Brian Minzlaff, and I’m the manager. I’m given to understand we are extremely limited on time, so rather than go through a long spiel, I think it best we immediately head for fitting rooms so you can make decisions on what you think is appropriate from our stock. Sadly, we won’t have time to make anything truly unique, but I think we have several selections that suit your body types and colorations quite well. Our experts are standing by to make sure they fit perfectly.”

      He led them deeper into the building without giving them a chance to respond. Three people—two female and one male—stood waiting beside open doorways. It seemed they already knew who they were waiting for because the man gestured for her to follow him while the women each picked one of her companions. Robin stayed with the manager.

      Two Marines followed her, scanned the room, and positioned themselves in the hall. Once she and the fitter were inside the room, the young man with pale red hair closed the door and smiled. “I’m Evan Clover, and I’ll be doing your fitting today, Commodore Nastasi. Might I ask if you have a style preference?”

      She started to answer but then found herself stopping. “I do have preferences, but I’m not sure I’m the best one to ask what would suit a formal state dinner. More particularly, I’m unsure if my tastes would lead to the best results in trying to impress the people I need to impress.”

      “Exactly who are you trying to impress, and what type of impression are you trying to make?”

      “I’ll be doing quite a bit of diplomatic work, so I need to project strength and confidence.”

      “You’ll also need to be a reassuring presence,” he said. “That being the case, I’ll go against the grain and recommend a suit rather than a dress. It doesn’t need to be severe and can, in fact, be something amazing. That isn’t to say that a dress can’t work, but if the majority of your audience is male, they won’t be focusing on you but on your body. I hesitate to say many politicians are pigs, but I’ve seen too many to lie to you.”

      She frowned as she thought that. “Do you think they wouldn’t take me seriously in a dress? I suspect President Ibarra might disagree with your assessment.”

      “With all due respect, she has an earned reputation that carries over no matter what she’s wearing. A dress might make your job more complicated as no one knows who you are. I don’t like to put people in niches, but many male politicians don’t take women as seriously as they should. While it’s unfair that you can’t dress in the manner you feel appropriate, we’re dealing with things as they are rather than how they should be, are we not?”

      She wasn’t sure she agreed with his assessment, but she was willing to look at the options. “Convince me.”

      He stepped over to a large mirror and began tapping on the keypad next to it. “If you will step up, the computer built into the special monitor will overlay my suggestions, and we can discuss the considerations of each without wasting the time it would take to change. Once you’ve made a few selections, we can do a fitting and see what you think.”

      In a surprisingly short time, he used the projector built into the mirror to run through an array of options that ranged from severe to too feminine. The one she settled on was cut to enhance her figure rather than concealing it, but was still professional. She definitely wasn’t Rubenesque, but she had her curves and appreciated being able to show them when she wanted. The suit was a pale rose that set off her skin in a way she liked, and her hair looked good when draped across it.

      “This works,” she said.

      “Excellent choice. I suggest we go through some dresses and additional suits because the budget you’ve been given is quite generous and will cover an entire working wardrobe.”

      The process of acquiring and fitting more suits and dresses than she’d imagined—plus accompanying shoes and undergarments—took far less time than she’d imagined, but more than she’d have preferred to spend on the task. She felt satisfied she had everything she needed.

      Evan disagreed. The next room he took her to showcased expensive-looking jewelry. That’s where she balked. “I don’t care what kind of money the president has set aside for this, she's not buying me jewelry.”

      “I assure you the dresses and suits will work with most of the selections here. They accentuate your feminine side without detracting from the power you want to project.”

      “It’s not their appearance I have a problem with. I’m not going to have someone subsidizing me in that manner.”

      “President Ibarra was clear that you saved her life and that this was one of the ways she intended to thank you. Do you want to offend the most powerful politician in the cluster? That doesn’t seem very, well, diplomatic.”

      She felt her eyes narrow. “It sounds like you already know some of my background. Here’s another piece of it. I don’t like being indebted to people. I did what I did because it was the right thing to do, not because I expected any reward.”

      “And yet, unless you have the right accouterments, the suits and dresses won’t look their best,” he replied, seemingly not intimidated. “I’m not suggesting you select the most extravagant pieces, but some will work to amplify what you’re doing, and I suggest you at least consider that before you reject everything.”

      As much as it rubbed her the wrong way, she sighed and gestured for him to continue. He walked around the room, identifying several sets of earrings that were understated yet elegant. He also suggested a diamond necklace that was gorgeous without being ostentatious and a string of pearls that would go well with the suits, as well as understated pearl earrings. She wouldn’t know what they looked like until she tried them on with the appropriate outfits, but she had no reason to doubt his suggestions were good ones. She just objected to someone else footing the bill.

      “I want to know how much this is, and I’ll pay for it myself,” she said. She used the tone she trotted out for junior officers when she wanted to make it perfectly clear that something wasn’t up for negotiation.

      He inclined his head. “As you wish.”

      She walked back to the dressing room, and the suit she’d be wearing tonight was now hanging there. He left her alone to change, and once she was dressed, she was impressed with how comfortable it was. So many suits were made of fabric that looked great but felt bad to the skin. This was not the case now.

      Once everything was fully buttoned up, she stared at herself in the mirror and was again struck by how feminine it was, yet how powerful she felt. It would do. She opened the door and gestured for Evan to come in. He had the pearl necklace and earrings ready for her, so she put them on and examined her reflection. They accentuated the color of the suit, her skin, and even her hair quite well.

      “I don’t suppose you have a selection of makeup?”

      “We have a makeup specialist standing by to provide the finishing touches, Commodore. We need to hurry, though, because it will be a tight fit to get you off on schedule. If you’ll come this way?”

      The makeup artist was a young woman who didn’t introduce herself. Instead, she got right to work and very quickly added just enough makeup to highlight the things that needed it and smooth places that didn’t. In a surprisingly short time, Sara was done.

      A small cart outside held a number of clothing bags and boxes. She supposed that was all the things she’d ordered.

      She eyed the jewelry boxes and then looked at Evan with a raised eyebrow. He produced a bill. The amount almost made her wince, but she drew her card and paid. There had to be lines in any relationship, and buying jewelry was not something she was willing to accept from an ally.

      She thanked him, and the Marines escorted her to the lobby, where the other ladies were waiting. Tina had gone for a dress that was short, tight, and black as night. It left very little to the imagination, and she was deeply grateful that Evan hadn’t suggested anything like that for her.

      Lisa was also in a dress, though hers went down close to the knees. She had better legs than Sara had expected and a bit more of a figure than she’d imagined. Unlike Tina, Lisa looked uncomfortable, so Sara smiled. “You look terrific. You both do.”

      She raised an eyebrow at Robin. Her friend was still dressed in the same clothes she’d been in earlier.

      “I’ve got my uniform in the car. I’ll get changed once we get there.” She glanced at her chronometer. “And if we’re to get there on time, we need to get moving, or we’ll have wasted Mister Clover and his staff’s time.”

      “Mister Clover? You mean Evan?”

      Robin nodded. “He’s the owner. Sixth generation for this business and probably a dozen generations as tailors. This is the most exclusive clothier on the planet, and deservedly so. President Ibarra wouldn’t go to the second string for something like this. He did a great job, by the way. That suit is going to make a powerful statement.”

      Sara shook her head slowly and smiled. That’s what she got for making assumptions.

      “All credit goes to him and his staff,” she said. “Now, the next front of the war is about to open, so let’s get moving.”
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      Tina stepped into the large underground room that the Marines had told her was being fitted out for this get-together and had to admit it looked far better than she would have expected, considering they’d just moved into the abandoned facility earlier that day. It must’ve taken a lot of people and a very strenuous effort to get what had probably been a cafeteria cleaned out, painted, and outfitted for an upscale party.

      She sniffed as she turned to examine the freshly painted walls and couldn’t detect the scent of paint anywhere. Maybe there was a more expensive version that dried faster and didn’t leave an odor. Technology was constantly advancing, so why not paint?

      Even so, the sheer amount of labor that had gone into this was mind-numbing. This was obviously a political gesture, but she didn’t understand why it had to be made so quickly. Couldn’t they have taken another few days to get settled in before this happened? What was the driving factor that made it imperative to do now?

      She was still pondering that when David came into the room, already dressed in an extremely nice suit. She vaguely remembered it from a political function they’d attended a few years back. That was when he’d met Eric Romanoff, Jack’s father. The former grand admiral and David had really hit it off.

      The two of them had had the opportunity to pack a wide variety of clothes before they’d come aboard Hunter, and they’d done so. Once the invasion had begun, she hadn’t thought any of that would be helpful, but she’d been wrong. Still, even though she could have retrieved one of her dresses from the battleship, she’d appreciated the opportunity to buy something new.

      She doubly appreciated doing so when she saw the look in her husband’s eyes as he walked up.

      “Why don’t we just skip this party and find ourselves a little corner we can spend some quality time in?” he whispered as he wrapped an arm around her.

      “I like the way you think. Sadly, we should stay in the thick of things to see what’s going on, though there’s nothing to say that we can’t slip away a little bit later and see just how durable this dress really is.”

      He chuckled and turned so that his hip was planted against hers as they watched the staff in pristine white jackets place the tables and decorations. “Unfortunately, while the dress might be up to the task, I doubt the cleanliness anywhere else in this facility would be adequate. I did some research and found out this was the planetary command post constructed after the first invasion. Everything is heavily armored and reinforced, and the lowest levels could probably survive a small orbital impact. They abandoned it about forty-five years later. A couple of corporations tried to use it for various things on and off during the following century, but no one’s been here for at least fifty years, and it shows.”

      “I did quite a bit of work in our room, and if they’ve delivered the sheets I requested, I feel confident everything will be just fine,” she said as she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I suppose this is an excellent place to set up a headquarters. All the equipment is probably on par with what we use aboard Hunter. I know they moved computers into the lowest level, but does this facility have a computer of its own?”

      He shrugged slightly. “I’m not sure. If it does, it’s undoubtedly been wiped. The military wouldn’t have left anything interesting sitting around.”

      “I’m sure they did, but Lisa is better at digging out data than anyone would expect. It probably doesn’t hurt to check, though she’s already so busy that I’m surprised she’s taking the time to attend this party. As much as she probably hates parties, I can’t imagine what convinced her to attend.”

      “I had a conversation with her,” he said. “She’ll be dependent on the goodwill of a lot of politicians, and this is her opportunity to meet them. Even the lizards wearing human skin—which most politicians truly are—will have difficulty condemning someone they know personally. Particularly if she makes a good impression.”

      Tina chuckled. “You have a very low opinion of politicians. I knew there was a reason I loved you. So, why does this have to happen today? Why not tomorrow or the day after? The Marines had to search whoever they brought in to do the work and every bit of equipment they brought with them.”

      He took her hand and led her closer to where they were setting up what would no doubt be a buffet. Everything was made of finely crafted silver, probably from the presidential palace.

      Why did a president need a palace? It didn’t make much sense. Surely there was something else it could be called.

      “Everything they’re doing tonight is to sway public opinion,” he said. “The battle to free this world happened yesterday, and if she acts quickly, President Ibarra can link whatever she intends to do with Jack and his crew. I’m not sure what that might be, but it has to be political. She needs to get other politicians behind whatever she wants to do, and this is the time she thinks best to make it happen.”

      Tina pursed her lips and slowly nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. What are we getting out of this?”

      “I’d wager President Ibarra will neuter Admiral Allen for us. I’m not sure how she intends to do that, but taking him off the table would remove the interference that threatens our ability to defend the cluster. That’s certainly worth a dog and pony show, don’t you think?”

      “If we can manage it, yes. I don’t know how much success she’ll have getting him to back off. He doesn’t seem like the type that takes setbacks very well. Besides which, Jack has truly annoyed him, and that makes people like him even more resistant to being told what to do. If she tries to control him, that will just make him come on stronger.”

      David nodded but didn’t say anything more. There really wasn’t anything to say. What would happen would happen. Nothing they did was going to change the sequence of events very much.

      “With what we’ve learned about the Poseidon Group, do you think it’s likely we’ll have their upper echelons in attendance?” she asked after a minute.

      “I think that’s inevitable. Not all of them, of course, but at least a couple. They won’t be able to resist, and you can almost count on the fact that some will be people in positions of power and authority. Politicians, wealthy or powerful people of note, and that kind of thing. Probably even some members of the president’s staff.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Just how large do you think the Poseidon Group is? This is just one planet, and you’re already talking about at least a dozen members attending this one function.”

      “I think this organization is significantly larger than we’ve guessed. The money meant to maintain the battleship division financed the creation of a large organization and, if Rowe is to be believed, the construction of a shipyard inside the cluster. Even the vast sum we’re talking about isn’t enough to make that happen. They have to have other financiers. They’ve got their people in all kinds of interesting places.”

      “We’ll need a bigger prison to hold them all if we can catch them. What are we going to do with Rowe?”

      “We’ll get as much information as we can about the operations he’s been on, the people he’s interfaced with, and what we can put together of their goals. It’s only a matter of time before we tie someone else to the conspiracy, and once we do that, we can start picking up other people to crosscheck stories. This entire thing can unravel if we pull on the right thread.”

      There was a commotion at the other end of the room, and she saw President Ibarra walking in, surrounded by Marines, with another half a dozen men and women behind her. She wore a deep purple dress and enough jewelry to glitter from across the room.

      The woman put her hands on her hips and began examining the preparations. Then she started speaking, and the people with her began taking notes. She obviously wanted everything to be perfect and was making certain any shortcomings were addressed. Not that Tina could see any deficiencies, but when you were in charge, things got done your way.

      “We should go talk to her,” she said. “Find out what she’s going to do.”

      “Have fun. I’m going downstairs to make sure our prisoner’s security arrangements are airtight. Even with all the Marines we’ll have in attendance, there’s always the possibility that someone will try to bump him off, and I want to be prepared.”

      She gave him a kiss and gently pushed him toward the far exit. “Do what you need to do. We can’t afford to lose our connection to the conspiracy.”

      As Tina began walking over to the politician, she discreetly checked her chronometer and saw that they were still more than an hour away from the scheduled start time. And for once, the start time was actually the start time. Marines were very particular about doing things on time. They wouldn’t begin letting people in until right on schedule. At that point, they’d spend roughly an hour getting everyone inside before the major players put in an appearance. She supposed that was called being fashionably late.

      Tina slowed her approach because she didn’t want to interrupt President Ibarra and listened as the woman gave specific instructions on how things needed to be altered. Move this table a little to the right, raise that banner just a bit higher on the wall, and make sure to put some people nearer to the buffet so they could serve the guests more effectively.

      When she’d finished, Ibarra smiled and gestured for her to come closer. “Missus Chen, you look stunning. I assume that means everyone managed to run through their fitting on time. That’s wonderful.”

      “We did,” Tina said as she stepped closer to the politician. “Thanks for the recommendation and the financial support. Otherwise, I’m not certain we could’ve made this work in such a short time frame. Things are coming together far more quickly than I’d imagined possible. Your people can work magic.”

      “It would’ve been done a lot faster if my personal assistant had survived the attack,” the woman said with a sigh. “I can’t believe she’s gone. I also can’t believe the people closest to me want me dead. It sickens me.”

      Tina glanced around and ensured no one was within earshot other than the Marines. “This kind of situation is the hardest to deal with. Someone with a lot of money has riddled your organization with people on their payroll. Some will gather information, and others, like your security team, were paid to kill you. They’re going to make another attempt at some point. Are you sure having this party is the right idea?”

      Ibarra nodded. “I won’t bow to those wanting to see me cower. This will be televised worldwide so everyone can see what’s happening. I’ll give a speech informing everyone about the conspiracy and the latest invasion news. These people won’t be able to operate in the shadows anymore. Not when I make certain every detail we’ve learned about them makes its way into the public sphere. Let’s see them try to work quietly under those circumstances.”

      It wasn’t what Tina would’ve done, but she wasn’t inclined to reject the idea out of hand. In fact, it had a couple of things going for it. First, if everyone knew about the Poseidon Group, they might find others who were aware of them and willing to talk. If so, that could give them the names or faces of others without the conspirators being aware they’d been made.

      Second, it would make the conspiracy more cautious in approaching new people. They’d have to be because anyone might know who they were and be willing to turn them in. It wouldn’t stop them from eventually trying to do what they wanted, but it would change the time frame in which they could do it. Both of those were worthy goals.

      “I suggest you do the same thing our Marines have done,” she suggested. “Spread the word throughout your organization, and perhaps even to the public, that if anyone wants to bribe them and pay them to work for the conspiracy, they can keep the money as long as they tell you about it and help bring those behind it to justice. I suggest you show a video of the destroyed buildings and the people killed. I know that’s graphic, but the people need to understand the stakes. They need to know how far the Poseidon Group will go and what the consequences of supporting them are. That might turn some who didn’t understand the stakes to your side.”

      Ibarra nodded. “That’s an excellent idea, and I’ll also put a reward on the heads of anyone turned in. The more valuable they turn out to be, and the stronger the evidence against them, the greater the reward. That will likely push the conspirators to act more quickly than is wise, and when people rush, that’s when they make mistakes. Until now, they’ve been operating in the shadows and could take whatever time they wanted to get their forces into position to act. Now that they’ve failed, they’ll be scrambling to come up with a solution for me. I’ll make sure they don’t find one.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I’m a dash of cold water, but these people are ruthless,” Tina said. “They’ll have no compunction about killing anyone around you as long as they get you as well. You’re safe enough with our Marines around you, I’d imagine. That’s not going to stop them from trying to get military-grade weapons and attacking this place directly if that’s what it takes.”

      The other woman chuckled. “This fortress was made to withstand orbital bombardments up to a certain size. If I stay down here, they won’t be able to get me. Still, you’re right. I won’t let them force me to live in a hole while they do whatever they please. I’ll live my life and run this planet and the cluster the way I believe it needs to be run. That will require cleverness to ensure I don’t allow them to pin me down. What has Rowe told you?”

      Tina crossed her arms and pursed her lips. “He makes it seem like he wants to cooperate fully. He’s given us quite a bit of information about what they intend and even some peripheral information about how they intend to do it. The problem is that he claims he was never in the inner circle and didn’t know the details. The Poseidon Group apparently built a shipyard here in the cluster, almost undoubtedly in an unpopulated star system. He doesn’t know where it is, or so he claims.”

      “You don’t believe him?”

      “He was trained by Confederation Intelligence, so he’s a professional liar. I don’t trust anything he says unless I can find evidence to verify it. Lisa will review the data we can recover from his computers, but I’m not expecting anything incriminating. He’s not the kind to keep stuff like that where it can be found. His one lapse was the data chips from the Novarite warship Confederation Intelligence salvaged. It’s not going to tell us anything about the conspiracy, but it might give us an idea of what they were interested in.”

      Ibarra considered that. “You said they wanted to overthrow the Confederation government. Does the attack on me mean that they’re ready?”

      “I don’t think so. If my guess is correct, they acted in haste because we got our hands on Rowe. They were afraid of what he might tell us, and they felt they needed to act to neutralize that threat immediately. They failed, so they won’t come after us again without better preparation. The thing is, they would’ve had someone ready to step into your shoes the moment you were killed. Who would that be?”

      The politician laughed. “You must not know about politics on the Confederation Council. Even here in the cluster, the councilors are a bunch of backstabbing political weasels. You know, I really can’t fault the conspiracy for thinking our system of government is bad. I won’t even try to say that I haven’t been part of the problem because I’ve been guilty of my share of going along to get along. I won’t even say that I haven’t financially benefited from the way things work. The Confederation is broken, and maybe after this invasion is done, we can fix things. Somehow.”

      “So, what you’re telling me is that at least one of your friends here tonight is probably working with them.”

      “Friends would be too strong of a word, but I have no doubt someone at this party will be high in the leadership of this conspiracy. Whoever they are, they’ll have had things in line to step into power over my corpse. Maybe some of their preparations will come to light as we start searching everyone’s doings, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

      “My husband and I will keep an eye on everyone, and you can rest assured that as soon as Lisa gets some more help, she’ll be digging into things as well. You’ll probably want to get those pardons ready because she’ll undoubtedly have to break some laws to find the conspiracy. It’s not like we can follow the neat chains of evidence that law enforcement would. We’ll have to circumvent the protections meant for regular citizens to get to the ones wanting to bring our society down. Oh, and as far as things go, you’re not nearly the worst politician I’ve ever met. Use this as a teachable moment, and maybe we can turn the Confederation around.”

      “I hope so,” Ibarra said as she headed toward the exit with the Marines. “I hate to run, but I’ve got more preparations to put into place. Keep your eye on everyone.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      Once she was alone, Tina looked around the room with a practiced eye. She still had enough time to place a couple of cameras and directional microphones. They’d be small and unobtrusive but might give them some information if there was anyone they needed to zero in on. She’d have to speak with Christine about her drones because there was no chance the woman wouldn’t have them flying overhead during the party. It was possible they’d reveal something critical, especially if no one noticed them at the time.

      The Poseidon Group would eventually make a mistake, and when they did, she would be there to catch them. They’d pay for what they’d done, and if she could short-circuit their plans, so much the better.

      She headed out of the room at a fast walk. If she wanted to get everything set up before the guests arrived, she needed to get a move on. It was time to party.
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      Jack exited the pinnace as soon as it landed and headed into the building in front of him. It wasn’t the main entrance to the new facility, but it had connecting tunnels. Mac had wanted to avoid any interaction with people before the party, and considering that said interactions might involve shooting, Jack didn’t disagree.

      The engineers had restored power to the facility, so taking the lift down to the level where the connecting tunnels met wasn’t an issue. Everything was still filthy, but it wasn’t as if this building would see constant use.

      He wouldn’t have attended the party if he’d had his druthers. He thought it was a waste of time, but this wasn’t his show. President Ibarra was calling the shots, and as the political leader of the Confederation Council in the cluster, she had the authority to tell him to attend.

      India MacKinnon had arrived before him and was waiting at the entrance to the reinforced tunnel that led toward the main building. “Glad to see you back,” he said. “It’s been a little too exciting while you were gone.”

      “So I heard. I’m glad you’re okay, and I’m sorry for the losses and injuries we took. I wouldn’t have thought the conspiracy would strike so fast, but I suppose I’d have tried to recover the prisoner as quickly as possible if I were in their shoes. It’s unlikely they’ll try again now that we’ve moved.”

      Jack smiled as he started down the tunnel. “Whoever demilitarized this place didn’t do a very good job. The buildings housing the air defenses were still locked up tight and secured by some of the toughest security imaginable for the day, which only makes sense since the Navy failed to remove the weapons systems. I’m not sure if that was an oversight or if they just packed everything away, intending to return later. The civilian government must not have realized this when they started leasing it out decades later. The munitions were locked up in a bunker, and everything was put away in good order, so we’re making progress getting it all back online.”

      She blinked at him. “You’ve already got the weapons systems back in operation?”

      “Not all the launchers, but a couple checked out as green as soon as everything came up. I had Amanda and her people go over the ground to air missiles, and they’ve got a dozen checked out and loaded into the magazines. Give them a couple of days, and they’ll have a lot more operational, but unless the conspiracy intends to throw a dozen pinnaces at us, we should be able to hold them off. If they find a missile to fire at us, we’ve got something to shoot it down. In all, I think we’re in decent shape.”

      His friend shook her head. “Everything is moving so fast. I wish we had a moment to catch our breath. Switching between fighting the aliens—pick your flavor—and a human conspiracy is messing with my brain. Is the prisoner talking?”

      “Somewhat, though I suspect he’s still holding something back. It will be up to David and Tina to figure that out. And maybe Lisa, if she can find enough time to start looking into anything. Did you get a chance to send back for some of the people she was looking to recruit?”

      “As soon as I got on board your cutter, I sent the exploration ship back to Port Royale to start some civilian ships running between New Copenhagen, Port Royale, and Argent. I sent a message for the people she wanted, but there’s no telling if they’ll accept the offer. I’d imagine the Confederation waiving the charges against them might entice some, though. Not sure if they’ll come back with the exploration ship or one of the merchants. I also tagged the guy who worked with the nuclear weapons facility security system. He might not be at the same level as everyone else, but we know he’s good.”

      “Who else will be at the party since you sent the rest of our senior officers back to Port Royale?” he asked as they walked through one of the pools of darkness where the lighting had failed.

      “It’s just the two of us, Colonel Turner, Derek Calvo, and Amanda,” she said. “And Commodore Nastasi, of course. I figure that’s enough to properly represent the military. I’m sure Admiral Allen will also be here, but that won’t be helpful, will it?”

      “Not likely.”

      She chuckled. “If I were you, I’d be ready for a confrontation because he’ll be ready to rip your head off. I hope Commodore Nastasi can keep the two of you in check.”

      “We’ll see.”

      The two of them and their Marine escorts arrived in the main building and took a lift up to the floor housing the Navy officers. India hadn’t had a chance to see the room she’d been assigned, but it was more than spacious enough for her needs and had been thoroughly cleaned. He’d made sure to have Noah Redmond retrieve her dress uniform, along with Jack’s, before he’d come down.

      He hadn’t thought to include his steward in getting things set up, but as soon as the man heard that there would be a formal state gathering, he’d made it eminently clear that he’d be there to make sure Jack was properly outfitted for the evening.

      Once Jack entered his quarters—which had previously belonged to the flag officer assigned to command the defense of the planet—he walked right into a whirlwind of activity. Noah was already taking his hat while two of his people stripped Jack’s greatcoat off him.

      “You’re cutting it a bit fine, Commodore,” his steward said as he gestured for Jack to strip out of his uniform. “I have the two female members of my staff assisting Captain MacKinnon. We’ll have just enough time to get you in uniform and off to the ballroom. Barely.”

      “Some things in life you can control, Noah. Some things you just have to roll with. This is one of the latter.”

      “It’s good that I had Commander Hutton walk me through how this uniform worked. It’s finicky.”

      “Finicky?” Jack asked with a chuckle. “It’s outrageous. If anyone looks at our regular duty uniforms, they think of Horatio Hornblower. The dress uniforms? It’s like somebody read a bunch of old British naval novels and then went crazy. Maybe they were on opium.”

      The other man pursed his lips slightly and then nodded. “I suppose that’s not too far off. In any case, it’s not like you can do anything about that now. People have seen what you look like in this uniform via the documentary, so deal with it.”

      Sadly, it was a lot to deal with. The dress uniforms favored by the Navy two centuries ago took gaudy to a whole new level. When he’d said he’d felt like a peacock wearing it, that had been no exaggeration.

      The base of the uniform was space black pants, a white dress shirt, and polished shoes. All very ordinary. On top of that went a black jacket that was absolutely festooned with medals, gold braid, and two rows of gold buttons, then topped off with wide shoulder boards with golden fringe. It also had a white sash with two thin gold lines down the outsides. It went from under his right shoulder board to the left side of his body.

      The high-necked collar was covered with gold embroidery, making it look even fancier and stiffer than it was. He was grateful it didn’t actually touch his neck. The jacket’s sleeves had wide gold rings around the ends, denoting his rank.

      Once he had the jacket on, they slid a thick leather belt with a golden band taking up its center around his waist. The buckle, though smaller than the one on the regular duty uniform, also held the ship’s emblem.

      Then came the hat. It was of an even older style than the one used on the standard duty uniform. Without a brim, it came to a point far to the front and behind his head and rose to a high curved peak with a gold band along the top edge. The center of the sides boasted a fancy gold twist surrounded by two additional gold bands.

      And then, there was the dress sword in its golden scabbard. Not a display piece because he’d checked. It was a thin-tipped rapier forged of Damascus steel with a curved golden guard—with matching tassel at the hilt—and it was razor sharp. A matching dagger graced his right hip. Behind it would go his pistol. That was an addition he’d insisted on.

      Thankfully, changing into the dress uniform didn’t take nearly as long with help, and since he’d worn it before, he didn’t waste time complaining about all of the ornamentation.

      He took a couple of steps around the room and made sure everything felt right, even squatting a bit to get everything settled. The last thing he did was draw his pistol out of the dress holster and double-check that it was loaded and ready for action. He doubted he’d be using it today, but one could never tell.

      Noah eyed him critically, adjusted a few things, then nodded in satisfaction. “You’ll do. Try not to feel self-conscious. Just be yourself and let that command authority you wield so naturally come through.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re not wearing this thing.”

      “All too true. Good luck, Commodore.”

      Jack stepped into the hall and found Mac waiting for him. He was dressed in a similar uniform, though the outer part of his pants had a wide scarlet stripe denoting his service branch. The pistol on his hip was also significantly larger than Jack’s, but that was probably a personal preference.

      “Do you know how to use that sword?” Jack asked.

      “Swords are traditional for the Marines, so I took some classes before I joined and then continued my training as I went up the ranks. I daresay if anyone challenges you to a duel, I’d be happy to step in as your surrogate and cut them to ribbons.”

      “Thanks. Remind me to get some lessons in basic sword wielding at some point. One never knows when one might have to run someone through.”

      “All too true, sir. All too true.”

      The door to India’s room opened, and she stepped out, dressed almost identically to Jack. On her, it looked good. On Mac, too. Maybe it was just him that felt out of place.

      “Looking good, Jack,” she said. “I hope we’ve got enough Marines on hand to catch all the women that swoon as you pass by.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Swoon? Did you seriously use that word?”

      “It’s traditional. Oh my stars!” She waved her hand rapidly as if cooling her face.

      “That’s got to count as insubordination.”

      She laughed and turned him to face Mac. “Tell him he looks good, Colonel.”

      “You do look pretty sharp, sir. Trust me, if you come face-to-face with Admiral Allen, he’ll look like a rat playing dress-up standing next to you.”

      “Okay, that’s a step too far, and we need to leave it right there,” Jack said. “It’s all good and fine to dislike the man, but let’s not insult a senior officer. Now, if you could point me where we need to go, I think we’ve only got a few minutes before meeting with President Ibarra.”

      The Marine officer led them to the lifts, and they went up several levels before exiting. He took them off to the right and through several corridors before they came out into a room that was obviously being used by the president. And this was definitely President Ibarra rather than Caroline. He’d have to guard his tongue to make sure he didn’t use informality when he shouldn’t.

      She was standing off to the side, speaking with Tina and Lisa, when he walked in, and he saw her attention zero in on him as her eyes widened slightly. She said something to the people around her and strode over. She wore a purple dress that made her look stately and professional. He felt awkward standing near her.

      “Commodore Romanoff, I have to say this uniform is significantly fancier than I expected,” she said as she eyed him up and down. “It’s very rakish. Is this what they used back in the day?”

      “You must not have seen that part of the documentary. We all wore them during the memorial service we had for our fallen.”

      “I’ll definitely make sure I get a look at that. I was pressed for time and had my assistant pick out the best scenes for me to watch. She was obviously off her game because I needed to know upfront what a dashing figure you’d cut in that uniform. This is going to serve our purposes very well.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.” She turned to face India. “You must be India MacKinnon. Welcome to Argent, Captain.”

      India braced to attention. “Glad to be here, Madam President. Have you met Lieutenant Colonel Turner?”

      “I have not. Colonel.”

      “Madam President.”

      The door behind Jack opened, and he turned his head just enough to see Derek Calvo and Amanda Harris stride into the room, also in their dress uniforms. Theirs were much plainer because they lacked medals, but the two young people cut a good image.

      Behind them was Sara Nastasi and her friend Robin Monahan. Commodore Monahan was in a modern dress uniform—which looked downright drab compared to the old-style dress uniforms—but Sara was in a stylish suit in a pale rose color. It suited her.

      Sara smiled as she walked over. “Jack, you look terrific. I hope you don’t mind that I’m not in uniform, but I’m trying to fill the role of being between the military and those that want to work with us. Or against us.”

      “I think you went with the civilian clothes because you didn’t want to wear one of these uniforms,” he said with a grin. “You’ve always been the smartest of us all.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Jack. You really do cut a bold figure in that uniform. Admiral Allen will drop dead of envy.”

      That made him laugh. “He’s more likely to have a stroke.”

      “Whatever works,” Ibarra said. “We’re about ready to head in and start greeting the guests. They’ve been coming in over the last half-hour, and anybody that’s anybody is already here. I can’t say that many of them will be pleased with your Marines, Colonel. They’ve been thoroughly searched and brought here by Marine pinnace or cutter. They aren’t exactly the most stylish of transports, though I think they have their charms.”

      “They’re resistant to hostile fire and go really fast,” Turner said with a grin. “Those are the charms I find most endearing.”

      “We find ourselves in agreement. Unfortunately for the rich and famous, they feel put-upon. Too bad for them.”

      With that, Ibarra headed for the door, and everyone followed her. Jack stepped up beside her because he figured that was where he’d best be. “How do we do this?”

      “It’s not as formal as it could be because we’re not going to have anyone doing introductions as people come in. They’ll have to figure out who everyone is on their own. I plan on leading off with a speech. Because of that, the two of us will enter via a different entrance that directly accesses the stage where I’ll be speaking.”

      He almost asked if he would have to speak, but he figured he might as well resign himself to the fact he would. How could he not? He was the supposed man of the hour, and she would no doubt want him to say a few words.

      What he’d say would be dictated by what she said. If she wanted a rousing war speech, he could do that. If she wanted something reassuring, he could do that too. His unease at speaking in front of large groups of people had been put to rest when he’d spoken to the crew at the memorial service.

      They’d only gone a couple of dozen steps when he spotted one of Christine Hooghuis’s drones flying down the corridor toward them. The Marines obviously recognized it for what it was because they didn’t shoot it down, but he could feel them tensing until they saw the woman herself jogging after it.

      Unlike everyone else, she was dressed in regular clothes and wore her belt with many pouches. If she was going to the party, she didn’t show it.

      The drone halted just before them and began backtracking to record them as they walked. He’d become accustomed to this kind of behavior and ignored it. President Ibarra gave the drone a raised eyebrow but said nothing. She was obviously used to being the center of attention, though perhaps not so blatantly.

      Christine fell in on his other side. “I’ve already got drones over the crowd. I installed cameras at the entrances, so I’ve got shots of everyone here tonight. If we come up with more people that you need to run facial recognition on, I’m ready for it.”

      “I’m sure Tina will appreciate that,” he said, inclining his head toward the intelligence operative. “Though I can’t believe you’re just doing this for intelligence-gathering purposes. Why do I think this will end up in the next segment of your documentary?”

      “Of course it will,” she said with a snort. “All the good stuff that isn’t classified ends up in the documentary. By the way, I’m making a version of the documentary that requires a security clearance. There are various things we can’t release to the general public, but it doesn’t mean I intend to let the footage go to waste.”

      “Why is it called footage?” President Ibarra asked. “I’ve heard the term, but I don’t get it.”

      “It references when recordings had to be on physical media. It was measured by length, so if you need a specific amount of time to cover, you need specific footage. The people that coined it didn’t use metric, so that’s a little less than a third of a meter. In any case, it’s just a word that’s held on long after the technology changed.”

      Everyone else peeled off to head for a different entrance, but President Ibarra tugged at Jack’s sleeve and took him down a different corridor. Jack’s bodyguards fell in around the Marines assigned to the president.

      “When I go through the door, I want you to come through a couple of steps behind me and to my left. When I stop at the podium, stay off to the side so that everyone has a good view of you. For right now, your job is to look handsome and stern. I’ll explain about the conspiracy and the invasion and how everything ties together, then how you defeated the aliens trying to enslave us. You’re not going to get embarrassed on me, are you?”

      “Probably, but I’ll keep it to myself.”

      That made her smile. “Very good. There will be a lot of people in the crowd. Is that a problem if I have you say a few words?”

      “It won’t be. While I don’t enjoy the process, I’ve discovered it doesn’t terrify me. Whatever you say, I’ll find the right tone to balance with that and support what you’re doing. That’s what the Navy does.”

      “And you can rest assured I’ll support you as well. We’re in this together, Commodore. If anything happens during the speech that you don’t expect, stiffen your spine and keep marching.”

      That didn’t sound at all ominous.

      They arrived at a door with a pair of Marines guarding it. Ibarra squared herself and walked through. He stepped in after her and saw that they were illuminated by bright lights that didn’t do anything to obscure the large crowd. The conversation in the room was louder than he expected, but the volume went down as people realized who’d arrived.

      She stepped up to the podium, put her hands on its outer edges, and looked out over the crowd without saying a word. He couldn’t see her face, but he imagined she wore a solemn expression.

      “People of Argent and the cluster,” she said. “As your president and the president of the Confederation Council in the cluster, I have good news. The siege and occupation of Argent is lifted. That doesn’t mean we’re out of danger, but it’s enough to give us hope. I’m certain the news outlets are running much of the same information I’m about to pass along, though I have some surprises. Because of that, I’ll summarize what I suspect you already know and speak more expansively on what you don’t.”

      As she spoke, Jack allowed his eyes to scan the crowd and spotted India, Derek, and Amanda as they stepped into the room. Apparently, they’d waited until he was on stage to make their appearance.

      The next person he searched for was Admiral Allen. He didn’t see the man, yet he had no doubt the flag officer was somewhere out there glaring daggers at him. That confrontation had been long in the making and would culminate tonight unless he missed his guess.

      He listened with half an ear as the president laid out how Hunter had arrived and lured as many of the invaders away as possible before ambushing them. She didn’t get into how they’d done it, which was fine with him. He preferred keeping the classified portions under his hat.

      What she didn’t avoid saying was that they now had millions of Tardan prisoners that they now had to figure out what to do with. Ones that had not been directly involved in the invasion.

      That caused quite an uproar, but the rumblings didn’t rise to the level that she had to tell them to quiet when she continued speaking. Apparently, a stern look was sufficient.

      “The one thing I can say with utter certainty is that the Confederation Navy has stepped into the breach and performed admirably. Standing beside me is Commodore Jack Romanoff, the commanding officer of Delta Orionis and the battleship division of the Confederation Navy. He and his brave crew have fought half a dozen battles against the invaders and emerged victorious each time against overwhelming odds. They have freed two of our worlds and have plans to liberate the rest of the cluster. That job will require sacrifice and support from all of us to achieve, and we will give him and his people everything they need to succeed. Let me reiterate that point to make it absolutely clear. Commodore Romanoff and Delta Orionis will receive every bit of assistance that it is within our power to grant.”

      She paused and looked out over the silent crowd. She was obviously making the point that if anyone wanted to hold back their support, there would be trouble. Based on some of the looks he saw coming back her way, the majority agreed with her, but there were some reservations.

      “Now, while I have other things to tell you, I’m not quite finished with Commodore Romanoff and his people yet. First, the people that have so bravely defended the cluster deserve our utmost respect, and as the president of the Confederation Council in the cluster, it lies within my power to grant recognition to each of them. I’ll start with the good commodore.”

      Here came the embarrassing part. He didn’t know what form it would take, but he’d accept it on behalf of his crew.

      She gestured for him to step forward. Not to the podium, but just up to her side. He did so, coming to attention. She held out her hand, and a young man in civilian clothes stepped up and placed a fist-sized black felt case in her hand. It looked like something that one put a piece of jewelry in.

      Ibarra opened it and displayed the contents to the crowd. Jack saw one of the drones flying close to the stage and recording everything though it took up very little of his attention. That was reserved for the scintillating piece of jewelry inside the box. It was a starburst made of precious metals and gemstones with rays coming out in every direction. It was very similar to some of the awards he wore on his uniform, though obviously several notches higher in quality and workmanship.

      “This is the Confederation Medal of Honor,” she said, her words landing in his gut like an unexpected punch. “It’s the highest honor the Confederation can grant its military members and only awarded to someone who’s gone so far beyond what was expected of them that such recognition is not only warranted but demanded. Commodore Romanoff has been the shield between humanity and the alien invaders. While that was his mandate, he did so with a makeshift crew and an almost derelict warship. No one in their right mind would have expected the level of success he’s achieved, so it gives me great pleasure to bestow this honor on him on behalf of a grateful Confederation.”

      Jack was stunned. No, he was gobsmacked. He hadn’t earned such an honor. He’d done his duty, and this kind of award was meant for people that had done far more. People that had given everything, knowing they wouldn’t survive. He’d fought and fought hard, but this was too much.

      Unfortunately, she’d put him on the spot. If he refused to accept the award, it sabotaged not only whatever she was working on, but also his ability to work with her going forward. Was his stubborn honor worth the fallout of refusing it? He still had the rest of the cluster to save and potentially the Confederation itself.

      She probably saw the hesitation in his eyes because she took the medal out of the box and stepped forward to pin it just underneath the collar of his uniform. He hadn’t even realized there were hooks there. How had she known?

      “This medal once belonged to Grand Admiral Cartwright and was awarded to him when he saved the Confederation from the first invasion,” she said as she stepped back. “He donated it to the Argent Museum of Military History, and it was designed to go with the dress uniform of the day. The uniform Commodore Romanoff now wears with distinction. Let me be the first of many to congratulate you on what you’ve achieved and to say that I hope you achieve much more.”

      Jack prepared himself to step up to the podium and give a speech, but she didn’t step away from it. Instead, she smiled a little bit more brightly. “Other awards will be given, but I’m not quite done with Commodore Romanoff just yet. He’s shouldered a burden that took scores of admirals and a full dozen battleships like the one he now commands, yet here he stands in front of us, the lowest grade of flag officer. I will meet with the council tonight and discuss a promotion to rectify that.”

      Jack almost grimaced. This wasn’t even close to what he’d been expecting. In fact, it was horrifying. A few months ago, he’d been a captain on the verge of being cashiered from the service. He’d been ready for his promotion to commodore and could argue he’d earned it.

      She was asking him to take another jump in grade, which he doubted the full Confederation Council would endorse. It would also engender some hostility from people like Rear Admiral Allen. Perhaps if he spoke to her once the ceremony was done, he could make her see sense.

      Jack took one look at her expression and abandoned the idea. She wasn’t going to quit pushing, so the best he could hope was that other people would see reason. He didn’t deserve another promotion, just like he hadn’t deserved an award like she’d just given him.

      He now understood why she’d brought him up in front of everyone before she’d dropped the surprise on him. It was much more difficult to protest in front of an audience. She was an experienced politician, and while he was busy hopping from foot to foot emotionally, she was probably three steps ahead of his reactions.

      That actually made him smile slightly. She was a seasoned battle commander when it came to political infighting, he’d deeply underestimated her, and she’d executed a very effective ambush. If this had been a naval engagement, his options would have been fighting to the death against overwhelming odds, retreating and hoping they didn’t lose too many people, or surrendering.

      Under the circumstances, he’d probably best surrender.

      All that thinking had taken just a couple of seconds, but she’d watched his thoughts play out across his face and nodded slightly when he realized he had no choice. Her smile widened somewhat, and she turned back toward the crowd. “But all of that is for later tonight. Right now, I believe it’s time for the good commodore to give us a few words of encouragement. Commodore Romanoff?”

      He took a deep breath and stepped up to the podium. His eyes roamed the crowd looking for a friendly face, but instead, he found Admiral Allen glaring at him as if he were a living phased packet plasma gun attempting to destroy Jack on the highest energy setting. Great.

      Even though Jack hadn’t prepared a speech, the words came easily enough. He needed to lay out the grave nature of their situation and then reassure them that the Navy was doing everything possible to protect them. They’d defend the cluster and save the Confederation. Any other outcome was unimaginable.

      He just let the words flow. There would be time to deal with whatever complications these changes threw his way. For now, he needed to be strong for everyone. He represented his people, and they would keep the citizens of Argent as safe as humanly possible.

      A little niggling voice in the back of his mind warned the trouble wasn’t over and that he’d still have some conflict before the evening was out. So be it. What had that admiral said in the history books? “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!”

      What was his name? Farragut? It was time to be like him. If someone wanted to take a shot at him, let them. His people deserve no less than his very best effort, so that’s what he’d give them. They would win this fight. No other outcome was acceptable. If Admiral Allen wanted to fight, so be it.
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      Lisa listened to the commodore speak and fell into the cadence of his words. Even dressed in that ridiculous uniform, he exuded confidence and determination. The glitterati around her—politicians and wealthy individuals all—looked like they wanted to accept what he was saying, but many were afraid. Others were obviously dismissive and prepared to ridicule the man they likely had no respect for.

      While she didn’t know any of them, she was willing to bet a few of the latter were probably members of the Poseidon Group. Or maybe they were smarter than that and blended better with the crowd. It was always hard to tell what one should believe about the members of a conspiracy. Were they all-knowing and all-powerful? Probably not, yet as they were hidden from sight, one never truly knew.

      She’d go over the recordings of the crowd and identify everyone. There were sophisticated programs she could use with facial recognition algorithms and access to official databases. Under other circumstances, she’d had to worm her way into those databases, but with President Ibarra’s support, she could speed the process along.

      Whether that information would prove interesting or reveal any secrets, she didn’t know. Hopefully, when her prospective assistants arrived from Port Royale, she could put them onto this.

      Once Commodore Romanoff finished speaking, the applause and cheers were quite loud. Even the obvious doubters clapped along. The only person she didn’t see clapping was Rear Admiral Allen. She couldn’t see his face, but based on his posture, he was outraged.

      Big surprise.

      If President Ibarra did come through with a promotion for Jack, maybe that would take that particular obstacle out of their path. Was it legal? Did it matter? Allen could throw a fit, but she suspected Commodore Monahan wasn’t going to tell the leading political body in the cluster they had no authority over the Navy. There were processes, Lisa was sure, and there would undoubtedly be lots of screaming and shouting, but that particular fight was a losing one.

      Of course, that was before President Ibarra stepped up and began the second part of her speech. There was no telling how the revelation about the Poseidon Group would affect everyone. This was when she truly wanted to see everyone’s faces because someone in this room was a high-ranking member of the organization—probably several someones—and if they had any lapses in control, she might well be able to narrow down who deserved a closer look.

      Lisa expected a relatively generic briefing about the conspiracy and was shocked when the politician launched into a detailed explanation of just about everything they knew at this point. She laid it right on the table. The conspiracy wanted to take over and replace the Confederation government by force. This was, in fact, an armed insurrection. One whose timing was truly execrable.

      President Ibarra promised that the video of the attack on the government center would be released that evening. She warned it would be extremely graphic because she wouldn’t hide anything. She wanted the citizens of the cluster to know precisely what these people were capable of doing.

      Oh, that was going to piss some people off. Not just the Poseidon Group but also the politicians in control of the Confederation Council in the cluster. They were the targets, and they wouldn’t be pleased that someone was out to bump them off. Anyone in a position of power might be a rallying point unless they were removed. That meant they’d be executed at some point or locked so deep underneath a prison that no one would ever find them. Personally, she’d bet on the former.

      Once Ibarra laid everything out, she circled back to Hunter and her crew. She said they’d be getting medals for their actions and that she would speak to the Confederation Council in the cluster about recognizing the promotions that had already taken place and potentially making others to better assist Commodore Romanoff in the execution of the defense of the cluster.

      Lisa saw what Ibarra was doing. She’d put the senior politicians on notice that they needed the support of the military to keep themselves in power and alive. Who would vote against her initiatives now? Likely only those who felt the most strongly against the idea. There would be some who had a sense of honor, no matter how twisted it might be, and they wouldn’t go along because they didn’t think it was right.

      She was willing to bet those people would be few and far between. Romanoff would end up getting that promotion. She’d been too far away to see his expression, but she’d bet only his iron control had kept him from grimacing. That surprise was undoubtedly not to his liking, though it would make his job easier.

      Well, it didn’t really matter what the movers and shakers decided to do. She needed to focus on uncovering all the information she could about their enemies, human and alien. That would keep her more than busy.

      Once the president finished speaking and got a more subdued round of applause than Jack had, she took the Navy officer’s arm and escorted him off the stage. That seemed to be the general signal for the party to start, and people began moving into clusters and talking.

      There would be some amazing conversations taking place right now, though she doubted the conspirators would say anything incriminating. Even so, she hoped the drones overhead caught some interesting things they could search for later. The ability of the software to parse conversations looking for keywords was very advanced, and she expected a few surprises to come out of this party.

      If she were a blackmailer, she could probably get rich. There would be plotting against the government by people that weren’t involved with the Poseidon Group. She’d wager some of them would be trying to figure out how to join the organization. There was always someone willing to do that kind of thing.

      She was still thinking about that when she spotted Commodore Monahan moving through the crowd with two drinks. She made nothing of it until she saw the woman was headed directly toward her.

      “Champagne?” the JAG officer asked when she arrived.

      Lisa took the proffered flute automatically, her body moving to comply even though she didn’t know what was happening. “I don’t know much about champagne, so even if it’s good, I probably won’t be able to tell.”

      “I feel the same way, but I’m assured this is some of the best on the planet. We can make up our minds while I ask you a couple of questions.”

      “What kind of questions?” Lisa asked a bit warily.

      The fleet officer waved a hand dismissively. “I’m not trying to entrap you. I’ve been briefed on what you do for a living, and I know you have the support of President Ibarra, so you don’t need to worry that I’m looking for a reason to arrest you. You’re working on the side of the angels now. My questions are just to expand my understanding.”

      “Ask away, though I reserve the right not to answer.”

      “What’s it like having one of them inside you?”

      That made Lisa blink, but she shouldn’t be surprised that someone high in the Navy infrastructure had been told about Regex. He’d been quiet thus far, no doubt forming his own opinions about the party, but she felt confident he’d have something to say about this.

      <Is a public venue the best place to discuss our symbiosis?>

      If we keep it to a low volume, it should be okay. Watch and learn.

      “I don’t mind talking about it in general terms, but I’m not going to get into details that might reveal the nature of what we’re discussing to the people around us,” Lisa said after sipping the bubbly drink. It tickled her nose, and the taste was interesting.

      “I don’t mind speaking obliquely,” the other woman said. “I just want to know how you keep from going crazy.”

      “It’s not easy, sometimes,” Lisa said with a sigh. “If we weren’t somewhat compatible, intellectually speaking, that would be a real challenge. As it is, you can think of it like dating but significantly more complex. There’s a lot to learn.”

      “I’d imagine so.” Monahan turned and scanned the crowd around them. “I wonder what everyone else would think about your situation.”

      “I’m sure I’ll find out soon enough,” she said as she looked at the people who had no idea what she was. “There’s no way that secret will hold. Once people start coming here from New Copenhagen, someone will tell someone else, and the rumors will start. I’m supposed to be making my way around and meeting people so I can be a person once they start learning the truth. The problem is that I don’t know anyone, and they’ve got other things to talk about.”

      Monahan smiled. “I’ve been stationed here for years, and I’ve made some contacts inside the Confederation Council in the cluster. Would you like me to make some introductions? I assure you that I can find a few people who will most likely be open-minded. If you can get a couple of people on your side, they can handle introducing you to others. It’s those first impressions that matter.”

      Lisa raised an eyebrow. “You’d do that for me?”

      “Would you care to go meet someone now? It’s the perfect time.”

      Since that was a no-brainer, Lisa nodded. “Please. And thank you. Just how much mingling does a Navy officer do with high-level politicians?”

      “Not that much, but I struck up an acquaintance with one in particular. As he’s a gentleman and took ‘no’ for an answer, I’ve had a couple of dealings with him since. I wouldn’t say we’re friends, but we’re definitely friendly. He has a reputation as a smooth talker, so make your boundaries clear if he expresses interest.”

      <Is this some kind of mating ritual?>

      Something like that. The males of our species run the gamut of approaches when introducing themselves to women. Oftentimes, people in power assume they can do things they shouldn’t, so it’s a good idea to make sure they know what you’re willing to do and what you’re not. I’m not anticipating any trouble, but I’ll keep my eyes open.

      Monahan walked toward the buffet and searched for a couple of minutes before she spotted someone. Once she did, she took Lisa’s hand and led her through the crowd toward a short man with Asiatic features. He was older but quite handsome.

      He smiled at the JAG officer and bowed slightly. “Commodore Monahan, a pleasure as always.” Then he turned his eyes to Lisa, and his smile widened. “And who is this gorgeous creature with you?”

      “Off-limits unless she says so,” Monahan said. “Councilor Travis Wong, this is Lisa Gane from Port Royale. She’s a computer specialist working with Commodore Romanoff. She needs to make friends and influence people.”

      “Then you found the right man. I pride myself on the wide circle of friends I’ve acquired over the years, and I definitely know people with the authority to influence events. I’m not promising to use any of those connections in your favor, but I’m certainly willing to consider the options. Why do you need influence? It certainly seems as if the Navy is ascendant at the moment.”

      Lisa pursed her lips. It was time to decide if she was willing to reveal her secrets before they got out on their own. Monahan knew, and very soon, others would as well. There was no escaping it, and she might as well try to make as good an impression as she could. If he really did have broad influence, his patronage could mean the difference between living a free life and being locked up in some laboratory.

      “A lot of it is classified, and I’d rather not speak about it in such a public environment. Is there a quieter place we could use while I explain?”

      He considered her for a few seconds and nodded. “We can take the corner over here, and I’ll ask the current occupants if they’d mind giving us a little space.”

      And that’s precisely what he did. He walked over to the cluster of young people huddled in the corner and spoke briefly with them. They bowed much more deeply than he had and hurried away, giving them an isolated corner to talk.

      With her back planted against the wall and able to see everyone around her, Lisa felt relatively certain that she could say what she needed to without unexpected people listening in. That wouldn’t stop Wong from gossiping if he chose to, but there was nothing she could do about that. She took a deep breath and launched into it.

      “Due to circumstances beyond my control, I was badly injured, and the doctor decided to implant one of the Tardan symbiotes inside me. They did it because I’d have been paralyzed otherwise, but now the two of us are inextricably linked. I’m trying to make friends and influence people because when word gets here from New Copenhagen, I don’t want to end up in a laboratory, and neither does he.”

      It was easier to keep the residue of bitterness out of her voice than she’d thought it would be. Maybe time really did heal all wounds.

      <You basically laid out the entire roadmap of what you fear. Aren’t you worried he’ll think we need to be locked up?>

      If he learned about you later and didn’t know me, he might feel that way. If I’m honest and open about what happened, he may champion our cause and maybe keep us from being lab experiments.

      <Then let’s hope your plan works.>

      The politician frowned and considered her much more seriously. “I see. Well, I don’t, not precisely, but I think I understand some of your worries. The problem is that I’m unsure if I should accept this at face value. The reason you fear being locked up and studied is because of the distrust—the well-earned distrust—our people have for the aliens that invaded the cluster. Why should we treat the one inside you—if he truly exists—differently? Can he hear us? And can he influence what you do?”

      She leaned back against the wall and briefly closed her eyes. “It’s complicated. During the accident, a stray bullet shattered my spine between my shoulder blades. I was paralyzed from the neck down. His presence allows me to control my body, but in all honesty, he’s pulling my strings. He can’t control my head and face, so this is a cooperative effort. He’s one of their civilians. He didn’t know about this war before they arrived and didn’t choose to invade us. The situation we’re dealing with is so convoluted that even knowing all the facts, it’s difficult to believe.”

      “And President Ibarra knows this? She trusts this being inside you?”

      “You’ll have to ask her about that. She trusts Commodore Romanoff, and he trusts us. We’ve found information that’s proven critical to the war effort, and Regex—the being inside me—is a scientist. Together, the two of us have been able to hack into several alien computer systems and discover the enemy’s intentions. Actions speak louder than words, and we’ve done everything we can to help the Confederation win this war.”

      The man looked out over the crowd. “I assume they’ve had their specialists thoroughly review your situation. If the Navy trusts you with so much sensitive information, that speaks well to your character. I can’t promise I’ll be your advocate until I know more, though. I’m going to have to consider my options very closely. We’ll also need to sit down and discuss things frankly. I want to know more about the invasion and speak to the being inside of you. Is that possible?”

      Lisa nodded. “He can speak our language and use my vocal cords and body with my permission. I’m willing to let him speak with you right now.”

      <Now you’ve put me on the spot. I’m not sure what to say.>

      Say what you feel. Being truthful at this point is more effective than figuring out what he wants to hear. What you want out of this deal isn’t bad for humanity. You want to be able to save your people. Say what you need to. “His name is Regex.”

      The politician turned and placed his shoulder against the wall, looking her over much more closely than before. “Forgive my directness, Regex, but I need to know why you’re doing what you’re doing and what you want in return. Nothing comes without a price, and I want to know what you’re bargaining for.”

      “I’m bargaining for my people, Councilor. Not only the ones asleep aboard the colony vessels but the ones that may arrive here in the future. We left a place where we were slaves to an incredibly warlike species. I can’t even say with certainty that we aren’t the sole survivors of our species. Our military betrayed us and attacked your people. This invasion and the one before was their idea, and our people had no clue they were happening.”

      It was always interesting when someone new heard Regex speak through her. He’d been working on his voice, and even though it was appropriate for her feminine frame, it sounded more male than female. He somehow managed to go with the deeper timbre without hurting her throat. Practice was definitely helping, and she was becoming more comfortable, allowing him to occasionally run her body and do various tasks independently. He liked to talk while he worked, and during those times when she was the passenger, it was like being at a lecture and hearing about whatever he was talking about. Spooky but becoming less so as time marched on.

      Regex went through the same kind of pitch she’d made on previous occasions and added his own flair. He answered questions, though she noted he steered the conversation away from the genuinely classified information. The politician looked a little dumbfounded, but that didn’t stop him from digging in.

      Commodore Monahan had at least known what to expect, but she watched the exchange with wide eyes. This had definitely not been what she expected from the encounter, and she was obviously reassessing everything she’d thought she’d known about Lisa and Regex. Hopefully, she’d still be a friend when this was all over.

      “So the two of you can combine some of your knowledge and use it to work together?” Wong finally asked. “How does that work?”

      “This is Lisa. It’s difficult to explain, but we combined my knowledge of computers, programming, and hacking and his deep insight into alien hardware and operating systems. Once everything was done, it was like I’d been working on those systems for decades. Modifying the tools I already had to work on the alien equipment and adjusting things so my programs were effective took time, but we managed. We still haven’t had an opportunity to review much of the data we’ve recovered from the aliens, but we understand—at least on the Tardan side—what they’re trying to do.”

      “What about the Novarites?” Monahan asked. “Were they only following the colony ships, or will we have a full-scale invasion from them as well?”

      Lisa shrugged. “It’s hard to imagine we’ve got a full-scale invasion coming, but I can’t guess one way or the other. This is one of those situations where Commodore Romanoff says we should hope for the best and plan for the worst. Maybe I can answer those questions once I have time to dig into these systems. Sadly, all of this conspiracy nonsense has completely disrupted my schedule.”

      Monahan’s expression became much more serious. “I can’t say I like hearing about some secret cabal working behind the scenes to overthrow the Confederation. It might have flaws, but we don’t know anything about these people. If you’ve ever studied history, you know there are definitely worse regimes to have lived under, and I don’t want to find myself having to bow and scrape to a despot. There has to be a way we can find them. Maybe you can help.”

      That was edging far too close to the classified information Lisa didn’t want to talk about, but she had to say something. “They’ve got a prisoner, but I don’t know what information he has or what he’s been willing to share. I feel confident trying to trace any leads he provides will be difficult or impossible. He was trained by Confederation Intelligence, and they’re a lot more thorough in their data security than your average criminal or business. Unless we get an unexpected break, that’s probably a dead end.”

      The situation wasn’t quite as grim as that, but she wasn’t going to share hypothetical situations with people she didn’t know. Commodore Monahan was Sara’s friend, which counted for something, but she didn’t know Travis Wong. In fact, he could be a member of the conspiracy. Telling him about herself and Regex was a calculated risk, but if she took no chances, the outcome would be bad when people started pointing fingers at her and Regex.

      “I can’t say I approve of that kind of violence, particularly aimed at the head of our government,” Wong said. “I hope whoever financed those people made a mistake that can be traced, but if they’re as good as you say, that’s not likely. Do you have help coming to try to figure that out, or are the local authorities going to deal with it?”

      “That’s another question you’d have to ask President Ibarra,” Lisa said, evading a direct answer. “My focus has to be on the invasion. There are at least two more major Tardan strongholds, and I wouldn’t doubt there are minor ones scattered throughout the cluster. Those are something we’ve proven we can deal with. The problem is that they brought enough robotic warships to destroy twelve battleships. Maybe more. We haven’t found the vast majority of those forces since they destroyed the Confederation Navy cruisers from the cluster in the Gateway system. When they turn up, they’ll win whatever fight they start, no matter how much we want to defend the area.”

      The two were quiet at that grim news. “So you’re saying that if they come to Argent, there’s no way you can defend the system?” Monahan asked.

      “Even with some of the tricks we’ve managed to work up to fight them, that kind of force would overwhelm Hunter. We’ve got to get some other battleships online and into the fight. If humanity wants to survive this invasion and not end up having their bodies turned into unwilling slaves of the Tardan military or being crushed under the heels of the Novarites, we’ve got to change the status quo. Our position is extremely tenuous, and the conspiracy only complicates matters.”

      “Whatever support you need from me, you’ll have,” Wong said. “I understand you’re only asking on the matter of your… guest, but this isn’t a time to split hairs. If you’ve got the time now, I’d be happy to introduce you to the council members present and some of the more influential people in our society. This is the perfect chance for them to get to know you, though not your secrets. That’s taking a risk on my part, but consider it part of the war effort.”

      “I appreciate it,” Lisa said, feeling a wave of relief wash through her. This had been a hard sell, but it looked like it was bearing fruit.

      “I’ll leave you to do that,” Monahan said. “I see Admiral Allen has finally spotted Sara, so I should make sure she’s supported in what will undoubtedly be an ugly little scene. Thank you, Travis. I appreciate your assistance in this matter.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Commodore Monahan,” he said. “In exchange, would it be too much to ask for dinner some evening? No strings attached, I promise.”

      Monahan smiled. “I think we can work something out. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go avert an acrimonious public scene.”

      The two of them watched as the Navy officer strode purposefully into the crowd, then Wong tugged slightly at her elbow. “If you’ll come this way, I see some of my associates gossiping. Politicians gossip, you understand. It’s a failing, but we can’t help ourselves.”

      Lisa smiled as he led her forward. This would still be an exhausting, trying evening, but maybe she’d come out the other end okay. She had to hope so because, without some public support, that lab was all too real a possibility.

      <You did well.>

      Maybe. We’ll find out in a few days. Let’s go see if we can make some more friends.
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      Sara saw trouble coming, but there was no dodging it, so she prepared to receive fire as Rear Admiral Allen stalked over to her and glared. “Have you people lost your minds? How dare you think you can swagger into this system and take command of everything? And that suit? You are a Navy officer and should be in uniform. A real uniform and not those damned costumes Romanoff insists on wearing. This is outrageous.”

      There were several ways that Sara could respond, but she decided to go for moderate. She might as well set the stage for being as reasonable as possible. Allen wasn’t really the audience she was looking to impress, but the people watching the budding fight were.

      “Once again, Admiral, I don’t control what Commodore Romanoff does. My job is to make sure he has the resources to fight. If the Confederation Council in the cluster decides someone else is better suited to lead, I’ll do the same for them. It’s nothing personal, sir.”

      “It damned well is, and you know it. You’ve taken sides, and it’s obvious Caroline has done the same. This bull about promoting Romanoff is trash. She’s a civilian and has no right to even pretend she has control over Navy personnel.”

      Sara saw Robin approaching out of the corner of her eye but kept her attention focused on the angry flag officer. This scene had been inevitable since they’d arrived in the system, and since Jack wasn’t here to watch it play out, it fell to her to set up the markers that needed to be placed.

      “I can’t control what politicians do,” she said in a reasonable tone. “As serving Navy officers, we have to be accommodating of civilian oversight. Can they promote Commodore Romanoff? I don’t know. What I do know is that this isn’t my fight. Even if he doesn’t get a promotion, he’s still the commanding officer of the battleship division, and it’s his job to fight off the invasion. A job he’s doing very well, but he doesn’t need the distractions coming from you, sir.”

      “Distractions?” he asked in an angry tone. “I’m a rear admiral in the Confederation Navy, and I assure you that I am not a distraction, Commodore.”

      “When it comes to fighting off the Locusts and the aliens coming after them, I’m afraid you are, sir. Your actions threaten the safety of the cluster and the Confederation. We all need to realize our place in the events as they happen, and you want to take over command of the only defense we have. Let me be blunt, Admiral. You’re not temperamentally suited for combat operations or command of a warship. In fact, neither am I. It’s our job to support someone who is.”

      He glared down at her. “That’s insubordination, and I will not tolerate it. I’ll see you brought up on charges.”

      “Having just witnessed the exchange, I wouldn’t prosecute,” Robin said from where she stood just over the man’s left shoulder.

      He spun around, obviously shocked that someone had dared listen in, and shifted his glare to her. “Don’t forget your place either, Commodore Monahan. I am a rear admiral of the Confederation Navy, and I will not be spoken to in the manner she has chosen to use nor accept the tone she has chosen to employ. If I press charges, you’ll damned well see them prosecuted.”

      “It makes me sad that I have to explain exactly how the different divisions of the Navy work to you, sir,” Robin said respectfully. “You’re the liaison from the Confederation Navy to the Confederation Council in the cluster. To tell me how to do my job, you’d have to have authority over me, and you do not.”

      The man’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “You overstep yourself. I will see you brought up on charges and assume command of the Confederation Navy forces in the cluster if need be. Whatever hocus-pocus my sister-in-law chooses to execute to justify whatever she’s doing will hold no sway over me. I won’t rest until the command situation is settled with me in command.”

      Without waiting for a response, he spun on one heel and stalked away.

      “He’s going to be a problem, and we’re going to have to come up with a solution,” Robin said with a sigh. “If only some of the command staff here in the cluster had survived, we might be in a better position. He can only push his agenda because there are no other admirals. We commodores are simply speed bumps to his ambition.”

      “What if the Confederation Council promotes Jack? Is that even legal?”

      Robin shrugged. “The only people that can tell them no is the main council inside the Confederation. If they wave their hands and say it’s so, then it is until someone tells everyone it’s not. I suppose the Navy here in the cluster could treat that as a brevet promotion, one that would revert after hostilities end or someone in actual authority revokes them, but we both know the only fighting vessel we have is your battleship. No one will fight this other than Admiral Allen. It’ll be interesting to see what form his resistance takes.”

      Sara rubbed her temples, avoiding the urge to rub her face. “If Jack’s promotion happens, what can he do? It’s not as if he could order someone of the same rank to obey him. Well, it would be a lot harder to justify, anyway.”

      Robin nodded. “It won’t be easy, but we’ll find a solution. Every problem has one, even if it hurts to implement.” She turned her attention back to Sara. “I think there’s no doubt your friend will get that promotion. Have you talked to him about how you feel? Time is fleeting, and you’d better lay a marker down, or one of these socialites will pick him up.”

      That made Sara laugh. “I’d like to see them try. Jack is not a high society kind of fellow.”

      “You might think I’m joking, but there’s an element of seriousness to it. This is a time when you can make a move before someone else does. What if he finds someone here to distract himself with. A man has needs, just like a woman. He might see someone here and think they would make a nice little fling before he has to go back to war. Far be it from me to tell anyone else how they should manage their love lives, but they’re going to start dancing soon, and if you don’t want to be watching from the sidelines, maybe you better go talk to him now. Tick tock.”

      There was a live band setting up on the side of the room, and Sara realized her friend was being serious. She’d gone to a lot of trouble to put herself in a position where she could potentially help Jack while getting out of his chain of command. If she wanted to tell him how she felt, she needed to actually talk to him.

      The thought of doing so gave her butterflies, but she nodded firmly. “Then I’d best be off. If I don’t hurry, somebody else might pin a medal on him or promote him.”

      Her friend laughed. “I’d imagine a lot of people will end up with medals before this is done, and a few will end up being promoted. You, for example, probably won’t get one right now, but it wouldn’t surprise me if—when you came back to active service—you did so as a rear admiral.”

      “That’s not reassuring. Besides, I’m not even sure the president will agree to let me out of the service long enough to do this. We never actually had the chance to talk.”

      “I may have mentioned something to her in passing. I think she’s an astute woman and can judge the advantages of having someone in your position owe her a favor.”

      “Why would she think I’d owe her a favor?”

      “As I said, we had a chance to discuss the pros and cons of moving you to this position, and I may have touched upon a few of your motivations.”

      Sara felt the blood drain from her face, and her friend chuckled. “I didn’t get into that level of detail, but, as I said, the president is an astute woman.”

      “This just keeps getting better,” Sara said with a sigh. “Fine. I’ll speak with her now and see whether I should even be talking to Jack. Thanks for what you’ve done, and don’t think I’ll forget that I need to punch you in the mouth for setting me up like this.”

      “You’ve never been much of a brawler, so I’ll take my chances. Go get him, Tiger.”

      Sara set off into the crowd, scanning until she spotted that ridiculous hat Jack was still wearing. Once she made it partway across the room, she saw he was speaking with President Ibarra. The two were surrounded by Marines who kept a little bubble of space between them and everyone else.

      Jack saw her approaching and waved her in. “Enjoying the party?”

      “Not really,” she said. “Madam President, if you don’t mind, I’d like a few words alone with Commodore Romanoff. I need to discuss our plans. If, of course, you approve of me acting as a diplomatic buffer between the active fighting forces and everyone else.”

      The woman smiled. “Consider your leave of absence for diplomatic purposes approved. As of right now, you’re acting in a civilian capacity. I’ll see that diplomatic credentials are provided so you have actual authority to act as an intermediary. That, by the way, will thrill Troy.”

      “I can hardly imagine him being less pleased with me, so that’s one more thing to look forward to.”

      The politician laughed. “If you’ll excuse me, I should probably start wrangling to get Jack that promotion.” With that, she made her way out of the encircling Marines, picking up a quartet of her own as she headed out to find the powerful and influential to glad-hand with.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked.

      He waggled a hand back and forth. “I can’t say I expected the award. Some kind of recognition, yes. The Confederation Medal of Honor? No. I didn’t earn that, which kind of burns a little.”

      “What makes you think you didn’t earn it? Because you survived to tell the tale? Have you ever read any of the citations that go along with the award? If you go back far enough, you can trace it back to Earth. Each of them has a citation of what that person did to earn the honor. Most died carrying out their actions and saving innumerable lives, but some survived. Sometimes you can be brave beyond all reason and live to tell the tale.”

      “I haven’t seen any citation for me, and I’m confident it would be exaggerated. I did my duty. Nothing more and nothing less. There is no reason I should’ve received this award, but I couldn’t turn it down because that would’ve made the president look bad and screwed up any number of things she was working on that might allow us to win this war. She had me over a barrel, and there was nothing I could do. Now I have to live with it.”

      Sara shook her head. “Exactly how would one go about exaggerating your accomplishments? You took a derelict museum that hadn’t moved in more than a century, crewed it with whoever you could find, begged, borrowed, and literally stole parts and supplies, made your way to the front lines, and rescued more than a hundred civilian vessels and their crews from the Locusts. And that was before the fighting really began. Once you got into the swing of things, you discovered the Tardans were living beings and not all of them were hostile, then you dealt with the Novarites, and now you’re dealing with the Poseidon Group. You’ve used alien technology to give us an edge, but you’ve beaten our enemies half a dozen times and freed two worlds. Tell me again how they can puff that up to make it sound even more impressive than it already is.”

      He waved off her comment with a grimace. “Other people did the majority of the work. Without the engineering team having our drives ready, we’d still be sitting in orbit around Faust. Without a random connection to Connor, we might not have had a means of working with the people of Port Royale. If I didn’t have folks like Derek and Amanda, I’d never have been able to run the ship. Every step of the way, someone else was there to make the magic happen. All I did was give the orders.”

      How very much like him to try and shunt the credit to someone else. An argument could be made that everything he said was true, but he was the glue that held everything together. None of this would’ve been possible without his drive and determination. She probably wouldn’t be able to make him see that, but his modesty couldn’t protect him from other people seeing the great things he’d accomplished and imagining the even greater things yet to come.

      She’d probably have to approach this differently if she intended to put his mind at rest. What’s done was done, and no one would be taking the award away from him, so she needed to find a way to make it more palatable for him to just accept it.

      “It’s true that your crew did so very much to make this happen, but not every one of them can get an award like this,” she said. “In fact, this is an award for all of them, both those who lived and those who died. When they see you wearing it or think about you receiving it, they’ll know they played a part in making that happen. Yes, ships can get awards for the actions of their crews, but they don’t carry the same kind of punch as that hunk of precious metal and gems.”

      He started to respond, but she held her hand up. “You can also think of it as a propaganda ploy. That’s a bit cynical, but if being the recipient of this award or getting a promotion makes it easier for us to bring the rest of the battleships back into action and kick these aliens out of our space once and for all, isn’t that worth it? Jack, we all have burdens to bear, and this might very well be yours. Did your father ever tell you to suck it up? Sometimes you just have to deal with the facts as they are.”

      Jack sighed and nodded. “He did, but it never made anything easier to accept.”

      “You can’t change what’s happened, so focus on the future. This award and a potential promotion will possibly make your job easier. You have to take the good with the bad.”

      He sighed. “I suppose so, but I don’t have to like it. It makes me wonder what other ambushes are around the next corner.”

      She felt the corners of her mouth quirk upward. “Then I suppose now is the time to mention why I came to talk to you. I wouldn’t exactly call it an ambush, but I’m a pretty good judge of character, and I’d wager it might catch you by surprise. I’m sorry for that, but I can’t afford to delay too long, or someone else might cut in line.”

      He frowned. “This doesn’t sound promising.”

      “My moving into a civilian role was because of several different things that were happening all at once. First, interfacing with civilians as a Navy officer isn’t as effective as being a civilian intermediary. Oh, they’ll realize I’m a Navy officer filling that role, but the trappings matter. It will make getting supplies, people, and other things we can’t even imagine right now just a bit easier. That said, it’s not the only reason I decided to take a leave of absence. There are other goals I intend to pursue, and my rank and position would’ve been problematic. I needed to clear that out of the way because, even though they shouldn’t matter, they would.”

      His frown deepened. “I don’t understand. What’s the second goal, and why would being a serving Navy officer be an impediment?”

      “I’d intended to bring this up in a more private environment and maybe drop a few hints along the way, but as I said, time is short, and if I don’t act now, I might regret that going forward. I see the band is about to start playing. Might I have this dance, Commodore?”

      He blinked, obviously not having expected that angle. “I’m not sure those excellent-looking shoes would be up to me stomping all over them. For your safety, maybe I should sit this out.”

      She laughed. “You are the man of the hour. Look around, and you’ll see herds of women waiting to swoop in. And I wouldn’t try running to President Ibarra for safety. Like it or not, you’ll end up dancing the night away. Bad footwork aside, you’ll have the opportunity to meet a lot of eligible women this evening.”

      “Eligible? Eligible for what?” He looked a little bit panicked as he scanned the area around them. It was adorable.

      “You’re a bachelor, and I’m sure plenty of these young women—and even some older ones, as well as a sprinkling of men—would be delighted to present themselves as distractions while you’re here. A few will want to go further and forge a real relationship that might lead to marriage. This is the kind of environment where the movers and shakers lay out their claims, and you can be sure each of them will try to make the best impression they can on the man they hope will save the Confederation.”

      Jack opened his mouth as if he was going to speak, but nothing came out. He’d obviously never considered this contingency, and now he was looking around at the people watching him. The realization that these were shark-infested waters and he would have to swim for his life was written on his face. Escape was all but impossible.

      And that, she realized, was the right angle to take. “If you make a break for it, they’ll be all over you before you reach the nearest exit. I don’t think even the Marines will be able to save you. Just look at their eyes, Jack. Tell me you’ll get out of this room in one piece if you make a run for it.”

      He gave her a crooked smile and shook his head. “I think that may be taking things just a bit far, but I get what you’re saying. This is an unanticipated problem, and I need to think about how I can escape with my virtue intact.”

      It was her turn to laugh. “Someone taking your virtue right here on the dance floor would be quite the scandal. So, about that first dance. I can already see a few of them edging closer. I figure you’ve got thirty seconds—at most—before one of them makes a run at you. Time to make a move.”

      “Don’t think I haven’t realized you’ve got a reason why you want this first dance,” he said with a wry smile. “I’m not sure what it is, but I won’t be stampeded into this blindly. We can have our dance, but you need to explain what you’re talking about while we do it.”

      As if they’d been waiting for him to make the first move, the band struck up a tune as soon as Jack took her hand and led her toward the area that had been cleared for dancing. As he’d warned, he wasn’t the best dancer, but then again, neither was she. They’d manage.

      “So, what’s this all about?” he asked as he led her through the first dance.

      There still weren’t many people on the floor, so dodging other couples as they slowly turned wasn’t that difficult, for which she was grateful. Figuring out what she needed to say without sounding like an idiot or a starstruck teenager would be challenging enough without running into somebody else.

      “In my head, I’d planned this out a lot more elaborately, but I’m afraid I’ll need to just spit it out and hope I don’t sound like a moron,” she said. “It may have come to your attention over the years that you’re an attractive man. In the time that we’ve been together, we’ve only had a professional relationship, but I find myself interested enough to see if there was more than just friendship available to us.”

      Jack didn’t respond for a moment, but he also didn’t pull away. He considered her and then smiled a little himself. “I can’t say that I don’t have any interest, but I never expected this. I enjoy spending time with you. Is there anything more? Damned if I know. I have to say that I’d be worried about screwing up what we already have.”

      “There’s no rule that says we have to hop right into bed, Jack. I don’t want to rush things, but if I was ever going to express an interest, I realized I had to make that move now or risk having those vultures circling around the dance floor lure you off to bed before I could make my feelings clear. That wouldn’t have stopped me in the end, but it would be annoying to have to look past a prospective boyfriend being intimate with someone else because I hadn’t said that I wanted more.”

      “This is so logical and straightforward,” he mused. “I wonder if this is what it was like when Derek and Amanda got together.”

      She laughed. “Please. Those two have enough hormones to self-combust by walking into the same compartment. We’re not kids anymore, Jack. We don’t have to be prisoners of convention. Just because we’re dating doesn’t mean we have to be worried about what stage of the relationship we’re in. This is too important to rush through. Would I mind being intimate with you? I think it would be an enjoyable experience, but it will come when the time feels right. If that doesn’t happen, we’ll know that, too.”

      “It almost feels like we started dating back when you were recovering,” he said. “We spent so much time together. I’m pretty sure we shared stories we haven’t told many other people. That’s laid a lot of groundwork.”

      “That’s what set my mind on this path. I wish I hadn’t had to jump on this right now so we could have talked about it somewhere a little more private than a formal dinner and in the middle of a dance floor, but on the whole, I think it’s worked out rather well. So, are you game?”

      Showing his decisive side, he nodded. “I’d like that. Now I just have to figure out how to fend off all the women who seem ready to dive-bomb me. I’ve been looking over your shoulder, and there are a lot of them waiting. Are you sure we can’t duck out one of the side doors?”

      “I think I know how we can at least deter some of them.” Without waiting for a response, she leaned forward and kissed him. Not just a peck but a firm kiss that made it clear to anyone watching that they were more than just friends.

      “Wow,” he said after she pulled back. Then he smiled and kissed her back.

      He was a better kisser than dancer. Her heart seemed to skip a beat, and it felt like her body temperature had gone up by a couple of degrees. In all, it was a delightful sensation.

      This time when they broke apart, the dance was ending, so she bowed slightly just as he did. A glance around showed that maybe two-thirds of the women who’d been circling had broken off, but a dozen were still jostling for position to make a run on him.

      “It looks like we’ve deterred most of them, but you’re still going to have to dance with the rest,” she said, smiling in what she knew came across as a devilish manner. “Careful where you put those hands, mister. I’ll be watching.”

      Whatever his objections might have been, he didn’t have a chance to give them voice as she stepped back, and a woman she hadn’t even seen stepped between her and Jack, asking for a dance. Being a gentleman, he said yes, and she took the opportunity to back up to the edge of the dance floor.

      “I believe a marker has been laid down,” Robin said, seemingly materializing next to her. “It looks like he’s accepted your proposition.”

      She turned toward her friend. “I was half afraid he wouldn’t.”

      “He’d have been an idiot. You read the situation right, and I knew you would because you’re an excellent judge of character. After all, we’re friends, right?”

      Sara nodded. “You know what I don’t see? I don’t see you dancing. Why is that?”

      “I think it’s the uniform. It puts the young men off. Why don’t we find a handy corner to plant ourselves while we sample the buffet and drink some more champagne?”

      “That’s boring. You’re supposed to have fun at a party.” She reached out and tapped a young man in a fancy suit watching the people dance. “Pardon me, sir. My friend wants to dance, and no one seems interested in a woman in uniform. Could I talk you into taking her out for a spin in a patriotic show of spirit?”

      The young man grinned. “We each serve in our own ways, ma’am.” Then he focused on Robin, who was staring at him with a bit of surprise. “Would you care to dance?”

      Robin shot Sara a look that was a mixture of shock and amusement. Then her friend took the young man’s hand and led the way onto the dance floor.

      Sara watched for a few moments, and then, keeping in mind that she needed to make friends and influence people, she began hunting for politicians to dance with. She might have set down a romantic marker, but she needed to talk to as many people tonight as she possibly could. Dancing was one way to put someone’s mind a little more at ease, and since she wasn’t sure how long her feet would hold out, she’d best get to it.
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      Tina watched the bank of monitors though she wasn’t looking at anyone in particular. The crowd in the ballroom was flowing in an almost Brownian motion. Each person was like a particle moving in its own little subdomain and then vibrating its way into another subdomain and becoming part of a new closed system. She had no idea if that was a valid parallel, but as a nonscientist, she was more than happy to use whatever labels helped her understand how people behaved.

      The views they were watching—she was sitting with Christine in her control room—were coming from the drones flying over the crowd and the fixed cameras Tina had placed right before the party had started. Hers didn’t come with powerful directional microphones like Christine’s, but she’d taken the time to plant some relatively strong omnidirectional microphones on the ceiling. And by planting, she meant taking the sticky little things and throwing them up almost like darts. If anyone really examined the ceiling in detail, they might see them, but they’d been designed to blend in, and the bright lights provided some cover.

      “Do we have any keywords we’re paying attention to?” Christine asked, turning away from her keyboard. “I can program something to go through the audio and tag anything interesting. I might not be able to narrow it down to a specific person, but I can almost certainly tag the group the conversation is taking place in.”

      Tina arched an eyebrow. “How can your drones pick up audio that clearly in an environment like this? There must be five hundred people in there, all of them talking, shouting, drinking, and making rude comments. How can you make any sense of that?”

      “The drones have sub-processors, so they pick up a lot of audio and assign different groupings to them. That makes my job easier when it comes to editing. They weren’t designed to work in a crowd like this, but I started thinking about how I’d record things on a battlefield. That first fight at the volcano on New Copenhagen messed with my audio pretty badly. All the shooting made it difficult to pick up what people were saying, so I sat down with some hardware specialists once we liberated New Copenhagen, and they upgraded them.”

      “How’s it working?”

      “Better than I had any reason to expect. Do you want to listen in on anyone specific? I can have a drone tag someone and try to figure out their conversation for us.”

      “Sure. Pick someone randomly, and let’s hear what they’re talking about.”

      Our friend grinned at her. “I want to know what Jack and his dance partner are talking about.”

      Tina held up a hand. “That’s a violation of privacy right there. I don’t mind spying on strangers, but I don’t need to hear what Jack is saying to some cute little thing running around the dance floor.”

      “Have you seen the lady he’s dancing with? I think the appropriate term is matron. I’ll eat my drone if she’s not thirty years older than he is.”

      That made Tina purse her lips and consider the situation. Maybe it wouldn’t be too bad, but if what they were talking about was embarrassing, she didn’t want to know.

      “We’ll listen in just a bit, but if it’s something private, I want to cut away. This isn’t intentional spying.”

      Christine manipulated the controls, and the image on one of the monitors zoomed in on Jack and the woman he was dancing with. She could’ve been his grandmother.

      That didn’t stop her from dancing in a manner that could be seen as a little too intimate. Jack, for his part, was doing his best to keep the woman at a distance. From his expression, she was willing to bet he couldn’t wait for this dance to end.

      “That’s very kind of you to say, Missus Rodriguez, but I’m afraid my schedule after the party is very demanding,” Jack said. “I appreciate the invitation to your estate, but I have to decline.”

      “I completely understand, Commodore. Perhaps we might find an opportunity to talk in private here. If so, I believe I can open doors for you that might otherwise remain closed. I know people, and with the right word in the right ear, things can be made to happen very quickly. Trust me when I say that would be an hour well spent.”

      “Oh, boy,” Christine said as she redirected the drone elsewhere. “Now I’m going to have nightmares.”

      Amused far more than she should be, Tina shook her head. “That was a bit more blatant than I’d have expected. Nevertheless, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Jack is a handsome man. You’re lucky the professor is buried in computer hardware rather than attending the party.”

      “I already told him that if he attended, I’d have a drone over his head at all times to make sure nobody got frisky with him. If that lady made a move on him, she’d get some very unflattering footage in the next segment of the documentary.”

      “You’re protective of your man, and I approve. David is somewhere inside that morass of people, but I trust he’ll behave himself. We’ve been together long enough to understand that our love can be put to a little strain. I suspect it has to do with our training to become intelligence operatives. Even though he’s an analyst, I made sure he understood the basics of fieldwork. It’s all a form of playacting. You put on a mask, and then you play like you’re someone else. You can even flirt with someone and not actually mean it.”

      Christine shook her head. “If Alan did that, he’d regret it. I’m the jealous type.”

      “To each their own. So, you mentioned something about searching for keywords. Everyone will be talking about the conspiracy, so most of the things I’d normally have chosen to look for will be worthless. Everyone will be talking about the Poseidon Group or the conspiracy by other names. If we listened to fifteen random conversations, two-thirds of them will be talking about what’s happening, so we need to come up with other things that most people wouldn’t know about.”

      “That does seem challenging,” Christine said, pursing her lips. “What do we know that wasn’t mentioned by the president?”

      “She didn’t mention anything about Rowe. Maybe it would be worthwhile if we started hunting for something like that.”

      “We’re going to catch some other words that sound like his name. I suppose you’d call them false positives. The computer can start sorting through everything and tag one of us to listen and see if it’s anything when it gets a hit. Maybe after we listen to some of these conversations, we’ll come up with things that would make more sense to look for.”

      It only took Christine a couple of moments to set up a search, and one of the monitors began displaying files and timestamps. So she could get a hint of the context, Tina started playing the first about fifteen seconds before the supposed mention. It turned out the word used had been “grow” rather than “Rowe.” A false positive, just like Christine had warned.

      It would be boring, but a lot of intelligence work was. The two of them went down the list, rejecting each potential hit until Tina found a very interesting one. It was two men and a woman chatting in hushed tones. They undoubtedly thought they were safe, but one of her microphones was right over their heads.

      One of the young men had been talking about the facility layout and how it looked dirty and ancient. His friend, the other young man, had asked out of the blue if they thought Rowe was in the building. The woman immediately put a hand on his shoulder and flatly told him to shut his mouth.

      Tina ran the audio back, listened closely to what was being said a second time, and was confident the man had used their prisoner’s name. Since very few people knew he’d been captured and was associated with the conspiracy, these three were either government loyalists who knew about him or were part of the conspiracy.

      “Can we identify these three?” she asked.

      “I’ve got their faces, and I can run them past the invitation list,” Christine said after examining the three on one of the monitors. “Everyone that came in was identified by the Marines. Give me a second.”

      The young woman began working on one of the other monitors and quickly brought up three sets of identification. “They came as a group and are not government employees. I’m looking to see if I can get their names now.”

      “Gotcha,” Tina said with a cold grin. “I want to run video of all three starting from the moment they arrived. If they spoke with anyone, we go over that conversation in detail. If the people they spoke to have conversations with someone else, we run those too. I think these three might be associated with the Poseidon Group, and if we can start building a list of people in their circle, that will be extremely helpful.”

      The catch was pure luck. No one could have expected one dropped word in a noisy crowd to matter, but they’d gotten lucky. Now all they had to do was capitalize on the slip.

      She really wished she had access to Lisa right now. The woman’s computer skills would make this process much quicker. Unfortunately, she was being escorted around by what looked like a VIP and introduced to others. That had been the plan to avoid her being imprisoned or cut apart for experimental purposes. Tina really hoped it worked out for her. If not, they’d move her back to Hunter, and that would be the end of the matter because they wouldn’t hand her over.

      “I’ve got the names,” Christine said. “We’re looking at Nikki Snyder, Ashwath Thiraviam, and Alessandro Vastalegna. They all come from the capital, at least according to the information in the system. Each of them is a member of a wealthy family. I guess these are the rich and powerful younger sons and daughters.”

      Tina considered the three as they spoke, the topic of conversation having changed to Jack and his uniform. They had a lot of cringe-worthy commentary about the uniform that she thought unwarranted, but some people were wired to tear things down rather than build them up. That would be the kind of mentality she’d expect of a conspirator belonging to the Poseidon Group.

      “Do you really think they’re part of the conspiracy?” Christine asked. “Catching just a single word is pretty thin. Even with all the high-tech microphones focused in the area, we might have misunderstood.”

      “If we have, there’s no harm done. We’ll look into their backgrounds and see who their friends are. Once Lisa gets on the job, we’ll dig into the things these people would rather keep private and see if there’s something there. If not, they don’t even need to know we were looking at them. If there is something, that one careless word might give us the opening we need.”

      “We’ll also have to have someone help us go through all the conversation we’re recording,” Christine said. “Just because we got one hit doesn’t mean that’s the only one. With an organization as careful as this, I didn’t expect to get a single hit, but we might get lucky and get two or maybe even three. People in crowds often think they can say whatever they like, but with modern technology, that’s absolutely not the case.”

      “Keep going through all the keywords you can think of and see if you can identify any other suspects,” Tina said. “I’ll use the video to track who these people have spoken with and then focus on what those people are saying. We’ll want to keep one of your drones tasked with keeping an eye on the trio, but do it discreetly. We can’t afford to let them know they’ve been made.”

      “Please. I’m an expert at having my drones get video of people without them realizing they’re under observation. The telephoto lenses on these things are ridiculous. They’ll never have a clue I’m watching them specifically. Focus on what you need to do, and I’ll deal with them.”

      Leaving the other woman to her work, Tina backtracked to the beginning of the party and followed the three young people around. They weren’t always together, so she had to occasionally find other drones to track them when they split apart. Every time they spoke to someone, she noted that person’s face and tagged them as a first-level contact. She’d come back after the party was over and start going through those to see if they had anything interesting to say or did anything suspicious.

      The first interesting bit she found was when the three people she was following interfaced briefly with an older man in the company of Commodore Monahan and Lisa Gane. She listened to the exchange closely, but he only asked them to leave the corner so he could have a private conversation. It didn’t immediately raise her hackles, but she listened to that conversation and watched how the young people reacted to their interaction with the man.

      Lisa made her pitch about being a good friend to the Confederation and Regex being their ally. In other words, she was doing precisely what Tina would’ve done in her place, and there was nothing suspicious about it. She’d found somebody of political power and was trying to make an ally. This contact between the suspects and the politician seemed simple happenstance. They were standing where he’d wanted to be.

      Still, it was always best to be thorough. She brought the view back to the young people and listened to how they’d reacted to the encounter. That’s where she learned the man’s name. Councilor Travis Wong. A check of the database showed he was a senior member of the Confederation Council in the cluster and undoubtedly a very powerful man.

      They didn’t seem to know him personally. There was a lot of curiosity about who Wong was speaking with, which prompted a second clue that cemented her certainty that she was dealing with members of the Poseidon Group. One of the men—not the one who had mentioned Rowe—made a crass comment about Lisa and said that she might make an excellent addition to his stable of women once “the change in management” took place.

      Once again, the female in the group put a stop to the talk, telling him to shut his mouth. She also said not to count his chickens before they were hatched, which was an ancient saying for such a young person.

      Taken alone, while the comment was crass, it wasn’t something that would’ve raised the suspicions of anyone who heard it. Young men—and young women, for that matter—had been making crass comments about members of the opposite—and the same—sex since time immemorial. Add the mention of Rowe, and it raised her suspicions above the critical threshold, and she was now utterly certain they were conspirators.

      She made notes about everything they said and what the timestamps and various feed numbers were. David would want to go through everything again, and she didn’t object to his looking over her proverbial shoulder. The man was an analyst born and bred with an uncanny knack for spotting the wrong word or strange action. He’d be able to go through everything and find the proof they needed to start digging deep into these troublemakers.

      That would be satisfying, but she wanted in on the action. She’d gone through all the trouble of getting a dress for this party and hadn’t had an opportunity to mix and mingle. It was time to change that.

      One of the men had already proven he had an eye for the female figure. She knew she looked damned good, so if she bumped into them and invited him onto the dance floor, maybe she could get to know more about him. Particularly if the suspicious woman wasn’t listening to every word.

      That didn’t mean that she could ask questions with impunity. She didn’t want to trigger any suspicion. This was just an opportunity to confirm what she already suspected. And to play the Confederation Intelligence operative, she admitted. She loved pulling something off while standing right in front of someone.

      “I’m going to make a run out on the dance floor and see if I can get one of them to give me a little confirmation about what we’re dealing with,” Tina said as she rose to her feet. “Keep an eye on everything and be sure to watch who they talk to once I’m done. I’ll let something drop that might get them to talking.”

      She hadn’t thought of that idea until she’d stood, and, on reflection, she liked using someone’s expectations against them. She could even stick to the truth that they were busy looking into Bronson Rowe. If she dropped some information, they might feel the need to pass it along immediately.

      It wasn’t quite playing the double agent, but feeding disinformation—or even true information—to an enemy to see what they did with it was a long-respected technique inside the intelligence community. The Poseidon Group might have spawned itself from Confederation Intelligence, but she’d wager few of its members came from its ranks these days.

      No. These would be the rich and powerful, and that kind of people didn’t send their children off to be spies. She’d have to be delicate, but it would be a lot of fun.

      When she arrived at the entrance to the makeshift ballroom, she stepped inside and scanned for her husband. He was here somewhere and needed to know what she was up to.

      Her comm went off, and she answered. “Chen.”

      “Looking for me? I’m not there anymore. I stopped by to see what Christine was up to, and she filled me in on your plans. Bold, I’ll grant you. I’ve got eyes on the three you’re looking for, and I want you to be careful of the woman. She’s sharp. When you make the approach, she’s going to be suspicious. If she doesn’t know who you are already, it won’t take her long to figure it out.”

      “It’s a good thing I don’t plan to make an approach then. Have you ever heard of trolling?”

      “Doing something to get a response? Sure.”

      “In this case, I’m talking about fishing. If a fisherman draws a lure in front of a fish, it sparks the fish to come after it. That’s exactly what I have in mind here. I’m going to circle around and see exactly how interested in this dress I can make them.”

      “You won’t even make it to them before someone asks you to dance. You almost need someone running interference to make sure you can get to the feeding ground you’re looking to dip your toes into.”

      “Watch and learn. Where are they?”

      “About two o’clock, halfway across the room and on the edge of the dance floor. Good luck. If you run into trouble, I’ll have the Marines on top of you in a flash.”

      “Honey! I’m a married woman. I try not to think about Marines on top of me these days.”

      He laughed and disconnected the call. God, she loved him.

      Tina caught sight of them from the side and slowed her pace to give them a good look. She didn’t make it obvious, turning and looking at the people around her and keeping the trio in the corner of her eye. As David had anticipated, several people approached her, asking her to dance, and she politely demurred.

      She took a flute of champagne from one of the servers, drank half of it, and found another server picking up empties to get rid of it. She didn’t want to be inebriated, but smelling like she was would make her act more plausible.

      The three stuck together, so she’d just about given up on luring her target off when the woman excused herself and headed toward the bartender. It looked like she was going for a mixed drink, so this was Tina’s opportunity.

      As she headed in front of the men, she put an extra bit of sway into her hips. There was a particular way a woman could walk that men found almost hypnotic. Confederation Intelligence had taken her natural talent and honed it. Sometimes one had to do the strangest things for their country.

      Tina didn’t look at the men but made sure to eye the dancers and shake her hips like she was dancing with them. Even with her back turned, she felt someone approaching and smiled.

      “Quite the party, isn’t it?” a male voice said from over her shoulder.

      She turned and found Alessandro Vastalegna—the man who’d mentioned Rowe—behind her, a broad grin on his face. She’d expected the other man, but this worked just as well.

      “It’s not bad,” she said, cocking her hip and putting one hand on it. “It could be better, but there are far too many boring people here.”

      “There are a few exciting people as well,” he said. “Myself for example. Would you like to dance?”

      “I’d love to dance. The music is a little too laid-back for my taste, and I wish I could cut loose, but I suppose I’ll manage.”

      He held out his hand, and she took it. She focused solely on him as he led her onto the dance floor. No matter what his friends thought of his actions, this was her opportunity to make the connection she needed.

      She stepped into his personal space and brushed her body against his as they moved. He wasn’t afraid to press back against her, and she pushed in on him. He obviously approved.

      “I’m Alessandro.”

      “I’m Tina.” He could undoubtedly smell the alcohol on her breath, and based on how she was acting, he likely suspected she was three sheets to the wind.

      “You came in with the new people, didn’t you?”

      She nodded. “My husband takes all the data they get and turns it into something they can use. That’s kind of boring, but I suppose I can’t complain. They haven’t found a way to use me yet, so I’m like a third wheel. That’ll change soon, but I’m bored and feel a little unappreciated.”

      “I’m sure you aren’t a third wheel. Shouldn’t you be dancing with your husband instead of some stranger? Or does a little strange excite you?”

      She laughed. “I love a little strange now and then. To tell you the truth, he’s kind of a fuddy-duddy, always wanting to work and never having fun. I don’t think he appreciates me anymore.”

      “His loss and my gain. So, what do you do?”

      “Would you believe I used to be a spy before I retired? Not that I ever really did anything all that exciting. I suppose they’ll eventually decide I need to infiltrate this porpoise group if they ever figure out who they are.”

      His smile faltered a bit before widening into something she was sure was faked. “I think the president called them the Poseidon Group, though porpoise sounds better, in my opinion. I find myself curious. How could you possibly find out about a secret organization?”

      She allowed herself to stumble a little and pressed fully against him for just a moment before pulling back. “Sorry. I think I had a bit more to drink than I probably should have. Anyway, she mentioned almost everything we know, but she left part of it out. I can’t imagine why because word will get out sooner or later. Them knowing what is going on won’t change what’s coming.”

      “Really? I realize it’s probably a secret, but maybe you could tell me if it will get out anyway.”

      She acted like she was considering it and then grinned. “You’re not a conspirator, are you?” She leaned forward and put her lips next to his ear, plastering herself against him as she whispered, blowing hot air across his ear in a way she knew men found maddening. “We captured one of them, and he’s talking.”

      Whatever his response would typically have been, having her so close to him must’ve made it hard to think because all he could manage to do was dance.

      “Well,” he said a bit breathlessly when she pulled back. “I hope he tells you everything you need to know because we don’t want to see the Confederation fall.”

      “He’s already telling us things even this group doesn’t seem to realize he knows. He said that they were keeping him in the dark so he couldn’t let information slip if he was captured, but he used to work for Confederation Intelligence and found out things about them that will make their lives really difficult in the not-so-distant future.”

      Now the man was frowning slightly. “Like what?”

      “He put together a list of systems where they might have their shipyards. We obviously haven’t been able to check anything because our ship is damaged, but as soon as we make repairs to the independent quantum drive, we’re going to start scouting those systems, and we’ll find them. They won’t have enough time to hide everything because they’ll never know we’re coming.”

      She felt his body stiffen a bit—and not in a sexy way—and knew she had him. That made her smile just a little bit more widely. “But enough about work. All of this dancing has me a bit… overheated, if you know what I mean. Would you like to find somewhere a little more isolated so we can get to know one another?”

      “I, ah, would love to, but I can’t just abandon my friends like that. Give me a moment to let them know before I disappear. Be back in a couple of minutes.” He let go of her with precipitous haste and almost jogged back toward his friends.

      Tina faced them directly and saw the woman glaring at the man. She watched with interest as he pulled the two close, whispered frantically in their ears, and watched their eyes widen.

      Her dance partner tried to turn back toward her, but the woman grabbed him by the ear and dragged him toward the side of the room. Based on the scowl she was sending Tina’s way, the two of them were a bit closer than friends, and there was some jealousy to go along with the woman’s professionalism. Even better.

      Tina gave them an elaborate shrug and looked around to find another dance partner to lure out onto the floor. She didn’t want to look suspicious by going somewhere else, so she let them see what they expected. A woman in a hot dress out to have a good time.

      After the distraction dance had ended, she made her way off the floor, pulled out her comm, and called David. “What’s happening?”

      “That woman is seriously pissed off. Apparently, your dance partner is her boyfriend, though that might be past tense at this point. In any case, she seems to be in charge and didn’t like the information he got from you. That was a good choice, by the way. You blended truth with fiction just enough to make it look dangerous for them, and now they’re looking for someone to tell. No names have been mentioned, but I think we’re going to find a high-level member of the Poseidon Group in very short order.”

      She smiled. “That’s the kind of news I wanted to hear. You need to make your way down to the dance floor because I can’t put in a disappearing act right now. Besides, dancing with all these young men has me a little worked up, meaning I need my husband down here to focus my attention where it needs to be. After all, you wouldn’t want me to find some handsome young thing and go make out in a corner, would you?”

      “As if you would. Still, I think it would go a great way to help your cover if I showed up, and I dearly want to move you around the dance floor. Then, maybe we can call it an early evening and head back to our quarters. That’s a wonderful dress, and I’m very interested in seeing what you might be wearing under it.”

      “Nothing,” she purred.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      She laughed as her husband cut the link and grabbed herself another flute of champagne. They were on the job, so they wouldn’t be heading back to their quarters until they’d gone over all the intelligence they could get. It would be a long night, but hopefully a productive one. And then she’d see about giving them both a reward they wouldn’t soon forget.
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      Jack danced with Sara as often as he could, but she’d been right. There seemed to be a never-ending stream of women wanting to monopolize his time, and more than a few of them almost literally threw themselves at him. Thankfully, he’d have been disinclined to accept any one-night stands in any case. That just wasn’t how he was put together.

      Not that that dissuaded any of his potential suitors. More than a few of them laid out how their family connections and wealth would be of personal benefit to him. Others were far more graphic in describing some of the things they might be willing to do for the hero of the cluster. Or to him, rather.

      That was embarrassing, and it took all his tact not to say something that would enrage the latter. He didn’t want them to think he was rejecting them because they weren’t good enough, and they didn’t believe him when he said he was already in a relationship. Or, maybe they just didn’t care.

      In any case, it was almost a relief when Admiral Allen finally put in an appearance to make a run at him. The man’s face was red, and it didn’t look like it was solely from anger. Jack suspected he’d been drinking, which wouldn’t make him any easier to deal with.

      When Allen approached, the woman who’d been about to grab him glared at the flag officer but backed off. For his part, Allen didn’t even seem to notice that she was there. His attention was solely focused on Jack.

      “I hope you enjoy the evening because I don’t think you’ll like what happens in the morning.”

      He knew it wouldn’t do any good, but Jack felt he had to try. “I don’t like what’s happening right now, sir. None of this needed to happen. I don’t understand why you feel the need to supplant me when I’ve repeatedly proven that I know how to fight the enemy. Why are you so hell-bent on seizing control of the only defense the Confederation has?”

      “Because it’s my right,” Allen almost hissed. “I’m the senior officer in the cluster, and this should be my fight to win, not yours. This is my destiny, and I won’t let you steal it.”

      As he suspected, it was the man’s ego. He was so sure the universe owed him this position that he’d do anything to get it. Even when it put uncounted billions at risk. It reminded Jack of something his father used to say. If someone craves power, that’s a sure sign they shouldn’t have it. His father was flawed in so many ways—including being hypocritical about that very saying—but he’d never sought a position where he couldn’t do the duty.

      The same was not true of Rear Admiral Allen. Jack hadn’t had an opportunity to review his service record, but he knew it revolved around administrative and support work. The first time the admiral found himself in a fight, he’d do the utterly wrong thing and ignore all advice to the contrary. That was why he couldn’t be allowed to usurp Jack’s command.

      “Sadly, untrained people rarely rise to the occasion. They flail about spectacularly and get a lot of good people killed. I’m sorry, Admiral, but I’m not giving up my command, and unless you find some avenue of support that I’m unaware of, you won’t be able to take it away from me. Thinking otherwise is counterproductive. We’re fighting the enemy, and you want to fight me. That only weakens the Confederation at a time when it can ill afford it.”

      “If you gave one damn about the Confederation, you’d follow your orders. Come tomorrow, you’ll discover just how bad an idea defying me was.”

      Without waiting for a response, Allen left at a fast walk. Jack dreaded what was in store the coming morning. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good.

      “Well, he doesn’t look happy,” President Ibarra said when she stepped up next to him a few seconds later. “I was watching his body language, and I feel confident he leveled a few threats. Put that out of your mind. Whatever authority he thinks he has, it’s not going to fall on your command.”

      “He already knows you’re supporting me, so whatever he thinks he can do, it’s going to be something he doesn’t believe you can interfere with,” Jack said with a sigh. “I could spend my time worrying about what that will be, but I think it’s much more effective to focus on what needs to be done and to make the magic happen. I hope his resistance is more of a tempest in a teapot than a true hurricane.”

      She turned and considered him for a moment. “Dance with me, Commodore.”

      Concealing the irritation that the thought of even one more dance gave him, he held out a hand to the politician. She took it, and they began slowly moving around the dance floor. Unlike some of the other sets of music, this one had a much more relaxed pace, and he found himself relaxing a bit.

      “You’re not as bad a dancer as you seem to think,” she said. “I’ve been watching over the last several dances, and when you’re not thinking about it, you simply do what you need to do. Admittedly, it’s more workmanlike than graceful, but it’ll do. Just focus on what we’re saying and let your body move on autopilot.”

      “Easier said than done. I’ve been thinking about Admiral Allen most of the day, and unless he can find some way to have me arrested, I don’t think he’ll be able to do anything to harm the war effort. He could make it harder, but I don’t see him staging a mutiny. Is it a mutiny when a superior officer in another division wants to overthrow you? I’m not sure.”

      “When I have a few minutes, I’ll discuss this situation with my sister. We don’t always see eye to eye, but when I lay out the facts for her, she’ll realize her husband’s peril, and maybe she can talk sense to him. At the very least, perhaps she can give us a heads-up about what he thinks he can do. It’s irritating that I don’t have direct control over the Navy. I can only state very general things I’d like to see, and the Navy either decides whether they will carry it out or not. I’m already stepping on some toes by even talking about promoting you.”

      Jack looked over her shoulder at the crowd as they spun around the center of the dance floor. Thankfully, the other couples gave them a wide berth, so the chances of running into someone else were slim.

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t talk about promoting me. Giving me an award was a stretch, and giving me the top award may have offended a lot of people. I didn’t deserve the Confederation Medal of Honor, and they’ll know it. Arguably, you didn’t even have the authority to do it.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “I’ve learned one thing in life, Jack. One often has only the authority one can hold. You understand that as well as I do, or you wouldn’t resist a rear admiral so strongly. Look, we need someone in unequivocal command of the defense. That’s you. It doesn’t matter how many flag officers—deserving or not—the Navy has because they aren’t here, and you are. The bottom line is that you hold the authority over the battleship division, and you’re not relinquishing it to anyone. I hold the power of the Confederation Council in the cluster, and until the main council can find a way back into the cluster, I’m the voice of the Confederation. Add that together, and this is happening.”

      She sounded confident, but he wasn’t so sure. Politicians did things for reasons that were obscure to everyone else, and if it served their needs, he was utterly sure they would overrule her. Would they do so in this case? Maybe not, but it would hardly matter if he didn’t win this war. The chances of him dying were already high enough.

      “Maybe that’s true, and maybe it isn’t,” he allowed, “but that doesn’t help us deal with whatever Admiral Allen intends. One doesn’t make it to flag rank without having some cunning, so he’s looked at the situation and believes he’s found a loophole he can exploit. Even if you manage to talk the Confederation Council in the cluster into promoting me, that’s unlikely to change his actions. You can’t tell the Navy they have to accept my authority. That’s not how it works.”

      “Isn’t it? The general orders during an invasion are quite specific: the battleship division has primacy. All other naval operations are subordinate to it and the war effort. Admittedly, some of the other general orders don’t apply, but I’ve spoken with Commodore Monahan, and she agrees with my assessment. What can Admiral Allen do against that?”

      “He’s pretty sure he can do something, so if I were you, I’d be on my guard. He said he’s going to make a move tomorrow morning, and I’m not going to like it, so I suggest we firm up everything we need to do tonight and be ready. He’s not going to have any access to weaponry—at least, I hope not—so it’s not going to be an actual assault, but there’s no telling what form his resistance will take. Whatever you intend to do, make sure you have it lined up as quickly as possible.”

      “I’ve already spoken to the Confederation Council in the cluster on a one-to-one basis and reached an agreement with most of them. I’d intended to wait until tomorrow to tell you—or anyone else, for that matter—but it seems my brother-in-law has taken that option out of my hands.”

      As the dance ended, she bowed slightly, as did he. Then she straightened and gestured toward the stage. “I’ve had a few people working on this, and I believe we’re ready to make the second part of this program happen.”

      He felt his stomach churn. “Are you going to promote me now?”

      “I’ve discovered over the years that it’s much better to act before your enemies than to be caught trying to catch up. That means you get to have a promotion ceremony right now. It’s theater for the masses, and I feel it unlikely the main Confederation Council will overrule me in the end. If so, I’m told we should consider this a brevet promotion. One made due to the necessities of war. If they roll it back when everything is done, you’re no worse for wear.”

      “I suppose not, but it’s still embarrassing. I’ll feel like a fraud.”

      She laughed. “Imposter syndrome is a real thing, my friend. Everyone feels like a fraud at some point in their career. You’re walking the walk, so allow me to assure you that you are not a fraud.”

      President Ibarra led him back onto the stage and up to the podium. The band, probably having been clued in, stopped playing. The crowd began quieting until everyone was paying attention to what was happening on the stage. He tried not to imagine everyone staring at him, but the butterflies in his stomach refused to go away.

      While he wasn’t looking forward to this, at least a promotion to rear admiral was far less ludicrous than receiving the Medal of Honor. It would be a pain to deal with, but they had to beat the Tardan military and the Novarites. That had to be his focus, and everything else was a distraction.

      “I’ll wager that you all thought the excitement was over,” President Ibarra said in a cheery voice. “Well, we’ve got one last surprise for you. I’ve made it my mission to talk to each member of the Confederation Council in the cluster, and we’ve agreed that Commodore Romanoff will get the promotion I spoke of earlier. I’ve discussed the matter with Commodore Monahan, and she indicated she wouldn’t oppose me on this matter, so I suppose that makes it legal. It’s always possible the main Confederation Council will decide I’ve overstepped my authority, but until they tell me so, my decision stands. Commodore Jack Romanoff, please step forward.”

      Gritting his teeth, he walked up to stand beside her at the podium. She shooed him a little farther away so everyone could see what they were doing. That’s when two people stepped up next to him and began undoing the button holding his shoulder boards in place.

      Out of the corners of his eyes, he could see that it was Derek and Amanda. They both look so serious. He wondered where they’d gotten shoulder boards for a rear admiral. There can’t have been many dress uniforms in the old style anywhere on the planet.

      When his officers finished and stepped back, President Ibarra stepped back and turned toward the crowd. “It is my great honor to present to you, Admiral Jack Romanoff, the commanding officer of the battleship division and the battleship Delta Orionis.”

      He resisted the urge to correct her. While he might be an admiral in conversational terms, she should’ve technically made certain everyone understood he was now a rear admiral. During promotion ceremonies, technicalities like that mattered.

      The crowd clapped and hooted. Jack repressed the urge to sigh and stared around until he found India in the crowd. She was clapping furiously with a huge grin on her face.

      “I suppose that’s done,” President Ibarra said as she turned her back to the crowd. “You took it rather well. I expected more complaining.”

      “It was different than a Navy promotion ceremony, but I think shorter was better in this case. The only thing you got wrong was calling me an admiral instead of a rear admiral.”

      “Oh? Did I make a mistake? That’s awkward.”

      Something about her tone made him stiffen. He looked at one of his shoulder boards and almost bit his tongue when he saw four stars. Four stars!

      “Have you lost your mind?” he demanded. “You can’t promote me three grades. That’s insane.”

      “Insane or not, it’s done. I figured in for a penny, in for a pound. If I promoted you to rear admiral, people would still complain, and you’d potentially be subordinate to Troy by your date of rank. If I promoted you to vice admiral, your objection about jumping you two grades would be very much the same as what I’m hearing right now. Thus, why not make you an admiral for real?”

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she held up a finger and wagged it at him. “It’s done, Jack. Your opportunity to make a case against being promoted was on the dance floor. By now, my people have already taken the video of this and sent it out to the rest of Argent. There is no walking it back.”

      “This will have consequences far beyond what you imagine,” he said quietly. “Admiral Allen will lose his mind. I have no idea what form that will take, but any concept of rationality will be gone. Why did I need something like this?”

      “We don’t know who you’ll find elsewhere in the cluster. I know you said that all the cruisers shepherding the evacuation that couldn’t get clear were destroyed in the Gateway system. The only full admiral in the cluster died aboard the Navy station in orbit here. There are no other admirals at your rank in the cluster now. That makes you the undisputed senior officer if you run into any more Navy resistance. When combined with the general orders that Commodore Monahan endorsed, you can give orders and expect them to be obeyed by any naval vessel or facility. We’ve got to focus on winning this war, and you don’t need the distractions that would come from having people like my brother-in-law fighting you every step of the way.”

      Now he did wipe his face with his hand. Then he rubbed his temples with his fingertips. “The problem this will engender is that none of my other people are of sufficient rank to support a full admiral. I don’t belong commanding a battleship at that rank. I should be commanding all the battleships. My next highest ranking officer is only a captain.”

      “For the moment. Like I said earlier, in for a penny in for a pound. I’ll be promoting Captain MacKinnon as well. Others on your senior staff will get their promotions, too. You’re going to get an influx of new people to help man your ship as well as other battleships as they are brought online. That’s not going to happen instantly, but you’ll have to assign some of those people to the new ships. We can fight and fix at the same time, and we have to do so. We can’t have all our eggs in one basket, meaning you need senior officers to carry out your orders on other ships.”

      Jack tried to imagine what that future might look like, but he had a hard time wrapping his mind around it. Something like this changed everything. His ship wasn’t even capable of getting to another system quickly at this point, and it felt like the solid ground he’d been standing on had turned to mush.

      “Where did you find the shoulder boards?” he asked, trying to distract himself from the uncertainty he was feeling.

      “From the same historical display that we got the Confederation Medal of Honor from. It had a standard duty and dress uniform worn by Grand Admiral Carstairs when he commanded the battleship division. He was the same rank then that you are now. I’ve taken the liberty of stripping the display of everything I think you might find useful and sending it to your people. We can’t have our admiral scrabbling around to find the right uniform. I’d imagine it’s going to take a little work to fit you, but I’m sure you have people that can handle that.”

      Before he could wrap his mind around that, she changed the subject. “I see Sara had an opportunity to talk to you about what she wanted to do. I couldn’t overhear what you were saying, but the kiss was obvious enough. Congratulations. It seems that tonight is one for you to celebrate. Your steward brought down a fascinating bottle of whiskey that he said was a gift from you to me, but I suspect he made the decision though you would have done the same, I’m sure. I can’t wait to taste the Carstairs’ Reserve. Did you know that Anton Drake, the current owner of Drake’s Distillery, is here tonight? I’d imagine he’d like a taste as well. Shall we invite him to a private sampling?”

      The very last thing he wanted to do was meet yet another person, but if it got him out of being congratulated by every single person in the room who would now be trying to get even closer to him, he’d be willing to accept, so he nodded.

      “I think I’d like to have my officers join us. Sara and Commodore Monahan, too. I suppose we’ll have to invite Admiral Allen, but that will really bring me down. He’s probably apoplectic by this point.”

      “I’m sure he is, but I’m glad to say that he’s already left the party. Unfortunately, he took Commodore Monahan with him. I don’t know the details, but he was already arguing with her when they made their way out to the cutter that would take them back to the city. Undoubtedly this is part of his general plan to cause you trouble.”

      “I’ll save tomorrow’s troubles for tomorrow,” he said. “I’m sorry she has to deal with him, but better her than me. And better me out of this crowd before I lose my mind. You would not believe some of the things proposed this evening. And I mean that in the most literal of senses because two people offered to marry me on the spot.”

      She laughed. “I should be shocked, but I’m not. Come on. Your steward has been preparing a room for us to decompress. The party will wind down, and everyone will see themselves out over the next couple of hours.”

      “Do I have time to get out of this uniform?”

      “You’ll have a chance later, but at least you can take off your hat. While it does make you look dashing, I imagine it makes navigating the dance floor just a tad more difficult. It almost hit me in the head a few times.”

      That made him chuckle. Keeping his hat from hitting his dance partners had been a challenge. He should’ve taken it off earlier but hadn’t known he would be dragged out to dance. Something to remember for next time.

      The room they’d set aside to relax in was still moderately large, but it wasn’t crowded. His steward and his staff were already getting everything in order, and someone had found real food. That was good because he was getting hungry.

      India walked up to him with a grin. “If we were outdoors, I’d have to salute you all over again. Congratulations, Admiral.”

      “I’ve never been one for saluting. One of the benefits of being on a ship most of my professional life. I seem to remember that the Confederation Medal of Honor means that the bearer has earned a salute from everyone, but I suppose being promoted to admiral kind of negates that.”

      “Unless you meet another full admiral or the grand admiral,” she said. “This is a lot to take in, Jack. How are you feeling?”

      “Adrift.”

      Sara walked through the door and came up to him with a grin. “Well, that was a surprise. Congratulations.”

      He started to respond, but Caroline reached up and tugged his hat off. Then she held out her hand to India. “Why don’t I put these on a table? I think it would be much more civilized to be a little less formal, and these hats are very formal.”

      Jack had no objection, and India surrendered her hat without any fuss. He shook his head and sighed. “This is very unsettling. As I was so succinctly told, what’s done is done, so I guess I’ll just have to live with it.”

      “It’s such a burden,” Sara said. “I’m not sure how you’ll bear up to it.”

      He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Here we are, only a few hours into our relationship, and you’re already making fun of me.”

      “Oh, I was making fun of you earlier, just not to your face.”

      That made him chuckle. “I suppose I should be grateful. Thanks for that.”

      He saw Derek and Amanda come through the door with an older gentleman with dark skin and straight black hair shot with gray. The man was dressed in a dark suit and was very tall. Jack was willing to guess it was Anton Drake.

      President Ibarra smiled at the man and walked over to him. “Anton, it’s so good to see you. I hope your family is doing well.”

      He inclined his head. “As well as one could hope, I suppose. I’ve got a new great-granddaughter, so that makes things better than they could be. I imagine now that we’re free, that will lift our spirits.”

      He turned to Jack, taking his hand with a firm grip. “It’s my very great pleasure to meet you, Admiral Romanoff. What you and your people are doing is the stuff of legends, and each and every one of us will do everything we can to help you. If my family or I can do anything for you, you need simply to ask.”

      “Actually, I think I can do something for you and your family. This may sound like something of a non sequitur, but would you like a drink?”

      “I don’t know whether you know it, but my family has owned Drake’s Distillery for many generations. I’m a huge fan of good alcohol, but even if all you had was swill, I’d toast you with it. Consider me your man, Admiral.”

      As if by magic, Noah appeared with a tray holding whiskey glasses with a finger of alcohol in each. Once everyone had their drink, Jack raised his glass. “To the Confederation. May she ever stand defiant.”

      He took a sip of his drink and watched the older man’s expression as he sampled his. Drake sipped and then stopped as he tasted the flavor of alcohol. His eyes narrowed, and he took another small sip and seemed to be washing it around his mouth and analyzing it even further.

      “This is a remarkable drink,” he said in a reverent tone. “I’ve tasted many excellent whiskeys over the years, but none have come close to this. Where did you get it?”

      “It was a gift from Grand Admiral Carstairs. Of course, we never met, but he left some of the Carstairs’ Reserve for me. Now, I would like to give you this.”

      One of Noah’s assistants had approached the group behind Drake, gently cradling an unopened bottle of the magnificent whiskey. He stepped to the side and presented it to the older man, who gaped at the bottle.

      As gently as if he were taking a newborn baby into his arms, Drake took the bottle and stared at it with something very much akin to awe. “I can’t believe I’m holding this. My great-grandfather spoke with Grand Admiral Carstairs’ children after his death, but they claimed there was no more of the reserve. He pleaded with them to look again, and they searched the man’s home from top to bottom and only found one bottle with just a few ounces left. They all toasted the grand admiral, and he told stories until the day he died of how magnificent the whiskey was. I didn’t believe him because nothing could be that good. I was wrong.”

      He gently caressed the side of the bottle for a few moments and then extended it back toward the man he’d taken it from. “I can’t accept this. You have no idea how valuable this bottle of whiskey is. You’ve already opened one to share with me, which is a gift I shall treasure for the remainder of my life.”

      At Jack’s wave, the assistant stepped back without accepting the bottle. Drake turned toward Jack and extended it toward him, but he didn’t take it either.

      “The story will get out before much longer, so I’ll share it with you. When I arrived at Grand Admiral Carstairs’ office aboard Port Royale—a place you won’t have heard of—it hadn’t been searched by any of the people occupying it. I found a bottle and a note that led me to the remainder of the reserve. I have ten cases of this fabulous whiskey, so I’m not giving up something irreplaceable, and I think it’s only fitting that a bottle of the reserve return home. There will be a second bottle you can use to toast people on important occasions, of course.”

      Drake stared at the bottle in his hands long and hard. “Life can be strange, Admiral. I never expected to see anything like this in my life, and having even one bottle return home is like having the prodigal son return. I should decline this gift, but I won’t. I will tell you that an unopened bottle of the Carstairs’ Reserve would bring an unimaginable amount of money inside the Confederation. You need to know before you so cavalierly gift every bottle away.”

      “So I’ve been told. That doesn’t matter. I’m not pursuing the accumulation of wealth, and I’ve got plenty. Though I will admit that keeping all that valuable whiskey aboard a battleship isn’t exactly a smart play considering the damage we’ve taken in battle. Perhaps we can come to an arrangement where it’s stored at Drake’s Distillery, and I’ll occasionally pick up another bottle or two.”

      Drake laughed. “If you’ve got ten cases, that would tempt every thief on the planet. What you need is a vault in a place that’s completely inaccessible. Just having two bottles in my home will force me to upgrade my security system.”

      Jack considered that and smiled. He knew the perfect place that he could put it. When they next went back to New Copenhagen, he could have the whiskey shipped down to the volcano and stored in the locked room off the power center deep under the nuclear weapons storage facility. He’d made arrangements for only a few people to have access to that room, and with all the guards making certain no one got to the weapons, the whiskey would be perfectly safe.

      “I’ll do that, but I want you to accept these bottles because they mean something to you. Your ancestors created them, and you deserve to have a chance to sample them. The moment they came into my possession and I was told the distillery was here in the cluster, I knew I would give these to someone, and I’m pleased that you appreciate them. If you hand the bottle back to my associate, he’ll make certain both are secured for travel. We’ve got a lot more talking to do this evening, and I understand that President Ibarra will be bringing several people here for discussions. Politicians and prominent citizens alike. We wouldn’t want some politician pocketing one of these, would we?”

      Drake grinned as he handed the bottle back to Noah’s assistant. “I’m an old man, Admiral, but I can fight.” He brought his fists up in a reasonable facsimile of a boxer’s stance. “I had a reputation in college.”

      “I’ll bet you did,” Jack said with a laugh. “Let’s hope you don’t have to punch anyone today. I’d much rather this be a civil affair because we’ve got enough problems without starting a brawl.”

      He glanced over at the door as he saw others being escorted in. He’d met a few of them, but not all by any means. Each was accompanied by a couple of Marines that must’ve been sent to retrieve them, and they all smiled when they were handed glasses of whiskey. The rich and powerful did their business in places like this, which was as important as any battle he’d ever planned.

      He had to convince these people to help him because he didn’t know what Admiral Allen had in mind. This fight was far from over, and he wouldn’t turn his back on anyone until it was won.
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      Lisa tried to get her head around the whirlwind of activity as Wong introduced her to various people. The politicians seem to know everyone, and he selected those he introduced her to with care, explaining the situation she faced succinctly. She hadn’t expected him to tell everyone she had Regex inside her, but that’s what he did. Some people were very suspicious, and some outright hostile, but the majority seemed curious.

      The ones that were not receptive were quickly abandoned. Wong explained that there were always opponents and enemies, and that it was best not to waste time trying to convince them they were wrong. They’d either figured it out on their own or would have to be dissuaded in some other fashion.

      She wasn’t sure how introducing her secret to the world at large would be helpful, but she’d started this process hoping to find allies and had to accept that some weren’t going to play that role. She was grateful that others were at least willing to listen to her.

      The process went along reasonably well until a pair of Marines arrived and politely requested Travis Wong’s presence. They didn’t say anything about where they were going, but the politician simply shrugged and accompanied them. That left Lisa at loose ends.

      She stayed far away from the dance floor because she had zero desire to be accosted. She’d never learned how to dance, and the entire concept of gyrating around in front of a crowd was not something she considered entertaining. It was far better for her to steer clear and stick to the background.

      Which is how she ended up hearing something interesting. There was a small group of people talking about how someone had vanished. Maybe they hadn’t seen the Marines taking them out of the room, but they seemed to put some kind of darker spin to the events. They looked worried.

      That, of course, sparked her interest. Anybody that was concerned about random politicians disappearing didn’t have run-of-the-mill motives. As a criminal herself—former criminal, she supposed—she was always on the lookout for an angle, and she had exceptional hearing. These people probably had no idea she could hear their soft voices even through the crowd noise.

      She pretended to scan the room as if she were looking for someone, while in fact, she was scanning the area above their heads for drones. It was hard to tell precisely what they were paying attention to because they had multiple cameras and microphones that weren’t visible, but one was floating nearby.

      Deciding that it would be better to ask than assume, Lisa pulled her comm out of the clutch purse that the idiot clothier had insisted she take and called Christine. If the woman was watching someone, she’d undoubtedly tell her.

      “Hey there, Tiger,” Christine said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I heard part of a conversation that you might find interesting. A few people near me seemed overly worried about someone disappearing from the ballroom. It sounded a little weird, and I wanted to make sure you knew to keep a closer eye on them.”

      “Two men and a woman not very far behind you? We think they might be mid-level members of the conspiracy, and they seem pretty freaked out about the Marines escorting people out. Or at least one person in particular. I don’t know who they’re looking for, but we’re making a note of everyone they come into contact with to figure that out. Do you want to come down and help me do that? It would help.”

      “I’d much rather be working there than trying to fend off strangers that want to manhandle me around the dance floor. I’m on my way.”

      She exited the room and asked one of the Marines where she could find Christine. The woman made a call and quickly had one of her subordinates escort Lisa to the appropriate level and let her out with directions on how to get to the videographer.

      She had to smile when she walked into the room they were using to monitor the drones. Christine was buried in going through everything, but she obviously had an eye toward the trio that Lisa had spotted. They filled one of the monitors, and it looked like the computer was transcribing what they were saying.

      “What can I do to help?” she asked.

      Christine gestured toward the open seat. “If you could start going through the rest of the data we’re gathering, I’ve got the three under observation, and we’re paying attention to everything they’re saying. They haven’t mentioned any names yet, but they’re looking for someone in particular. They seem concerned that the Marines have escorted other people out of the room. I suspect whoever they’re looking for is off having a tête-à-tête the president and Admiral Romanoff.”

      Lisa sat and quickly assessed what she had to work with. There were a lot of audio files that went along with the video being captured. It looked like it had been segregated by conversation, but the technology to do that was limited. It would be mostly accurate, but it wouldn’t be absolute. Also, considering the amount of noise they were dealing with, even with the filters that Christine had created, it wasn’t going to be as clean as it could be. There would be a good bit of work figuring out how to find more of the conspirators while they had them all in the same room.

      The key to getting data from random conversations was tying everything together and cleaning up the files as much as possible. She had tools that she could use for something like this, but they weren’t where she was.

      “I’ve got to head down to the computer center for a few minutes and get what I need,” she told Christine. “I’ll be right back.”

      When her friend gave her a distracted nod, she headed out of the room and made her way to the lifts. Getting down to the computer center meant passing through several security checkpoints, but they knew who she was. She arrived at the massive computers to see Professor Prescott hard at work.

      “Shouldn’t you be at the party?” she asked as she grabbed her hack bag.

      The older man shrugged. “I’ve never been one for parties. Besides, Christine is busy, and she’s already threatened me if I head to the dance floor. Maybe I’ll go up later when she’s free.”

      “I’m not sure she’s going to be free anytime soon. Looks like we’ve managed to identify some potential members of the conspiracy, and we’re trying to pin them down while we’ve still got them in the building.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Truly? That’s good news. Is there any way I can help?”

      “What exactly are you doing with your computer?”

      “I’ve got it online and ready to begin parsing the data once we get an interface constructed to tap into the alien systems. Also, it should be useful for other purposes now that I’ve connected it to the network inside the facility. I can give you all the access information if you need more processing power.”

      That made her smile. “More processing power is always a good thing. Let me have it. And don’t be stingy. If you don’t give me administrator privileges, I’ll just have to hack my way in and make them myself, and that would take time.”

      He laughed and then set her up an administrator account on the computer. “You’ve got my comm code, so don’t hesitate to call if you need anything. Do you think we’re in any danger?”

      “I don’t think so, but there’s always the possibility of some trouble. If that happens, you’d be best off down here. No one is getting to you through all this security. I’ll keep an eye on Christine for you.”

      Once she’d made it back upstairs, Lisa began transferring the audio files to the larger computer system and having everything scanned and transcribed. She uploaded some of her own tools, and while they couldn’t clear up the audio quality, they had been made to spy on other people and so had several built-in algorithms to make educated guesses at things that couldn’t be understood clearly. The tools weren’t foolproof, but they were better than nothing.

      She got the programs running and began looking into other angles. Everyone in this building carried their own communication devices, and it was a certainty there would be some communication back and forth. That wasn’t something Christine could watch for, but Lisa was a different story. Just like any high-security facility, everything that went on was monitored. That meant she had recordings of the comm signals because they had to go through the hardware they controlled.

      Almost all of the take would be meaningless drivel, but that didn’t mean it was all trash. She was looking for something out of place and unusual, and it didn’t take her long to find it. There were some encrypted text messages and calls. Most of the encryption was laughable, but some didn’t immediately fall to her attempts. Those got more attention.

      Using the equipment to triangulate where the signals had come from and the timestamp, she could refer back to the video and narrow down who had sent the messages. Since they had a couple of suspects, she wanted to know if they had used their devices to contact anyone. Putting every view of those people through an algorithm she developed, she pegged several instances where one had either called someone or sent a message. Looking at the timestamps, she could identify the traffic. Big surprise, they were deeply encrypted.

      This was where her skills could really shine. She transferred those messages down to the mainframe and began having her programs pound on them, looking for a crack in the encryption. It was theoretically possible to encrypt messages so that no one could break them, but that was an expensive process, and not everyone spent the money to be able to do so. Even if they did, they had to realize that the people that developed these supposedly uncrackable algorithms occasionally sold the data to people that would like to listen in. People like her.

      She quickly determined that the encryption these people were using was a variant of one she had purchased a key to. Someone had taken the original algorithm and modified it. That wasn’t uncommon, and in fact, she did so herself. Depending on how much work they’d put into it, they might have made it to where she couldn’t get in, but she wasn’t giving up so easily.

      Unfortunately, even partial access didn’t mean the process would be quick. She shunted those processes off so she could focus on what the people were doing now while the computer worked in the background. Whoever had spent money on this encryption package had paid a lot and then spent more good money to ensure it was hard to get into. That meant these people weren’t just your run-of-the-mill wealthy civilians. Nobody spent that kind of money without an excellent reason.

      Christine had been checking on everyone these three had spoken with, and while that was helpful, it wouldn’t be enough. Lisa ran everyone’s audio communication and text messages through, looking for encryption like she’d just encountered. If an organization bought an encryption package, you could be sure everyone would be using it. When she found other people with that same encryption, she knew she’d found another member of whatever organization they were looking for.

      There were more calls and texts using that encryption package than she’d expected. In short order, she’d identified six other people she was sure were part of the same group. They assumed it was the Poseidon Group, but it could be anyone. Anyone with enough money to afford that type of comm protection.

      She ran down who the people with the encrypted communications were and started cross-referencing them with the group they already knew. Those nine people would hopefully come into contact with one another, and maybe there would be some new audio she could go over.

      Now that she had other people to watch, she could parse more of the recordings Christine had made and quickly came up with an interesting conversation between two of the suspects. They weren’t part of the original trio, but each had encrypted communications that fit the same pattern as the one she was looking for.

      The people were whispering to one another, and the audio was exceptionally poor. At most, she was pulling one word out of five, but there were a few bits that she thought were useful. Nothing incriminating, but interesting. They were definitely worth further monitoring.

      “Christine, I’ve identified another group of people I want to be monitored,” she said. She forwarded the information to her friend and tagged the two she thought were having the interesting conversation. They were separated now, but since they’d been talking earlier, there was every chance they’d come back together again, which might be interesting.

      “I’ll make sure that a couple of the drones monitor each of them, and if it looks like they’re coming back together, one will come in for a closer listen.”

      It didn’t take more than ten minutes before the pair she’d identified closed in with one another and had another whispered conversation. It was still too soft to hear the majority of the words, but with one of the drones focusing its attention on them, she was able to get enough information to confirm her suspicions.

      One of the people was worried that someone she referred to as “Renoir” was missing. Apparently, this person had been escorted off by the military. A quick check showed that no one from the private party had sent any encrypted messages, so whoever they were, they were being careful.

      The name certainly indicated someone in a position of authority. If they could identify who that was, they could get their hands on one of the organization’s senior people. That would be a serious coup.

      The problem was that they didn’t have all the information they needed, and time was growing short. Some people were already leaving the party, and it wouldn’t be long before the ones they were watching departed. Once they were gone, any insight into what they were doing would be lost.

      Unless, of course, she could find a way to keep tabs on them. The one key aspect that identified them was their comms. If she could plant tracking devices inside their communication devices, she’d be able to keep track of them and continue to monitor what they were saying back and forth if she could ever crack the encryption.

      Of course, if she could get into the comms themselves, she could access the program directly. This was one step farther than most people doing this kind of observation could manage, but she wasn’t everyone.

      I’ll try to tap into their comm units and plant a tracker. I’ve never done this remotely on a machine with serious security, but I think it’s worth a try.

      <What happens if you’re detected?>

      It could set off a security response. The real question is whether they even thought this was possible. It’s not something everyone can pull off. The best way to access a communications device is to get your hands on it, crack it open, and plant something into its circuitry. As paranoid as they are, odds are these devices are made to detect that type of intrusion. I’m talking about getting in through the opening they have to allow so calls can be made. If they’re monitoring that as closely as everything else, I will be caught, but if they’re not, I should be able to do something.

      <It sounds risky, but you’re the expert. Is there anything I can do to help?>

      Keep watching what I’m doing and learn. There may come a time when you have to assist me do something like this, and I want you as up to speed as I am. If we’re going to be a team, I can’t carry the whole load.

      Regex laughed. <It’s nice to finally see an example of modesty in action. Good luck.>

      Since she had access to the computers in the facility in an administrative mode, she could find the comm nodes that everyone’s devices were using and override its internal security to allow her to transmit without setting off any warnings. That was probably something the military would want to look into, but it suited her purposes right now.

      She picked one of the people she’d identified as potentially being a member of this group but not in the primary three. She didn’t want to spook them if she made a mistake. A one-off attack like this aimed at someone that no one had any reason to expect was a member of the Poseidon Group might raise some suspicions, but it wouldn’t cause an all-out panic.

      Lisa had remotely accessed comm devices in the past, but that had never been one of her primary means of accessing data. Still, it gave her enough basic information to start the process and see what happened. There was a handshake between the transmission devices in the facility and the comm unit. They had to be connected for any message to go through or a call to be made. That was an automatic opening in any security coverage. After all, the most secure devices were never connected to the outside world. Comm units had to do that to work, so they were already partially compromised.

      Using that bridge, she was able to open two-way communication between herself and the comm unit. She had the target on the video monitor and watched him closely. If the device realized it was under assault, it undoubtedly had a way to signal its user. He showed no indication that he was aware of any problem, so that was promising.

      Bit by bit, she inserted one of her programs into the comm and began mapping out the hardware. It was as she’d expected and hoped. There was extra hardware in place to prevent a physical intrusion, but only the most basic of monitors looking for any electronic invasion. Her care in inserting her program had bypassed the warnings that might have been given to the user and the hardware that would turn it into a useless brick.

      Of course, she was far too paranoid to believe that was all. Having gained partial access, she went over everything as quickly as she could. There was probably another layer of security that she wasn’t aware of, and if she blithely went about her business, she risked setting it off.

      <Go back to that last piece of hardware. Something didn’t look right. I believe it was meant to be some type of signal augmenter to gain transmission range, but I have some familiarity with the breed, and it doesn’t look correct based on the information we’ve shared.>

      She returned her attention to the component she’d skimmed over. It was a signal enhancer, but now that she looked more closely, it was a little weird. The frequencies it could use weren’t the same ones the device was made to use. That didn’t seem helpful.

      Also, it seemed a lot more powerful than she’d have expected. If someone needed to use that kind of power, they’d be able to reach someone in the city from here, at least briefly, because the power supply would be quickly drained.

      And maybe that was the point. A signal of that strength could warn everyone in the vicinity. An alarm that might be triggered by the unwary. It might also be of sufficient power to destroy any delicate electronics inside the comm itself.

      I think you’ve hit on something. That looks like a self-destruct device, and a wide-area alarm all rolled into one. Good eye. Hang on while I see about disabling it.

      <We use those kinds of signal enhancers a lot in the research. I’m glad my skill has contributed to our success.>

      Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched. Just because we’ve seen it doesn’t mean I’ve gotten past it.

      <What is a chicken?>

      Delicious. Now let me work.

      With an angle to exploit, she got to work. Doing everything remotely was a pain in the ass because there was a delay in response that wasn’t there when you were plugged into the hardware itself. That meant everything took longer and was a bit riskier. Even so, she found a way into the hardware she was curious about and looked at the code that would set it off. It was a self-destruct mechanism and a booby-trap. That said, it was easy enough to bypass because all she needed to do was change the parameters under which it would go off. Once that was done, she made sure she wouldn’t meet the criteria necessary to trigger it and moved back to searching the rest of the device.

      Next, she needed to find a copy of the encryption algorithm. It would probably be protected as well, but if she was careful, she could download it and unlock the messages these people sent back and forth. She could also download the call log, see who they’d communicated with, and access any text messages they’d send back and forth.

      Most people in this kind of situation would use a program that deleted every text after a short period so that it couldn’t be resurrected, but she could once again change the parameters under which that would happen and have an eye on everything. The best way to do that would be to have a copy of every text sent or received from this device forwarded to hers. That would put her inside their information loop.

      It took another fifteen agonizing minutes to locate and isolate the encryption algorithm. It was booby-trapped, but she’d dealt with this type of thing before and recognized the original program. That gave her the inside knowledge to apply one of the back doors she had at her disposal, and just like that, she had their encryption.

      The algorithm would change depending on the day and how often they decided to modify it, but that was all built into what she’d stolen. Unless they realized they’d been compromised and entered a manual change, the automatic updates to keep things secure would also work for her.

      With that done, she planted a program in the comm to forward all communications to her. It would get the text messages in real-time and make an audio copy of any calls that would be forwarded as soon as the call terminated. If someone was watching closely enough, that might be problematic, but there was only so much she could do.

      As she’d half expected, the previously sent text messages were gone. She’d have to hope that getting the data from what they’d intercepted worked.

      Taking care to erase all overt signs of her intrusion, she extracted herself from the device. The entire process had taken about twenty-five minutes, and since people were leaving, she was out of time. A quick check revealed that the trio under observation was still present, but several of the others she’d marked as potential members had vanished.

      Planting the logging software in each of the remaining comm units took a few minutes per unit, and she worked quickly but diligently to make it happen. Whatever happened would happen, but this information might get them an actual lead on whoever this Renoir person was.

      Actionable intelligence began coming in almost immediately. One of the people texted another that their contingency plans were being activated. Someone was being directed to pick up equipment that she didn’t have the context to guess at. She wasn’t sure how that was possible since everything was supposed to have been examined by the Marines as it arrived, but there were a lot of government people in this building, and it was always possible something had been smuggled through. If they did manage that with the Marines watching, they were good, but was she willing to discount the idea when this conspiracy was so well planted?

      “I think we’ve got a problem,” she said to Christine. “I don’t know what’s happening, but they sent someone to get some equipment and potentially other people. How easy would it be to slip people in here?”

      Christine shrugged. “That smells more like a question for Mac. Let me call him.”

      After summoning the Marine officer, she quickly filled him in on what she’d heard. He scowled but didn’t say it was impossible. Instead, he pulled out his comm and began upping the security status. Then he turned his attention back to her.

      “We don’t know what these people are up to, but I need you to keep digging. If you find anything else out, let me know. Right now, Admiral Romanoff and Captain MacKinnon are safely away from everyone else, and we know for a fact that no one in that room is armed. I’ll triple the guard, and we’ll be ready to repel any trouble, but if they’ve got something else in mind, we need to know about it as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll keep you informed of everything I find.”

      Then she got back to work. With the encryption codes in hand, she could easily unlock the text messages sent thus far, which gave her the communication codes for one of the comm units that was no longer present. She was able to ping it remotely through the comm network and plant the software in it as well. If someone called that person, it would definitely be helpful.

      The text messages themselves were mostly obscure. These people spoke to one another in a kind of shorthand. That made sense when you didn’t want anyone looking over your shoulder and seeing what you were typing.

      It would take a while to figure out what she had, if anything. She’d best get to work because it looked like something important might be breaking. If that happened, her friends would need every bit of information they could get.
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      Sara watched the crowd move about the small room and was forced to shake her head at the sight Jack presented. She hadn’t known him very long, but in all that time, he’d been a constant. She’d met him after he’d been promoted to commodore, and that’s what he’d been the entire time. Now with the flick of an executive finger, he’d been jumped three full grades to the highest serving rank inside the Confederation Navy, bypassing rear admiral and vice admiral.

      Some would argue that he’d been unworthy to become a commodore when he assumed command of Hunter, but she’d never believed that for a moment. His promotion had come about through unorthodox means, but it passed the legal smell test. As a lawyer, that’s really all that mattered to her.

      Was this new promotion legal? Arguably, yes. She hadn’t had an opportunity to research past times when the Confederation Council had promoted someone, however, they were the ultimate authority regarding behavior inside the Navy. Since they had to approve all promotions of flag rank, it implied they had the power to make those promotions themselves, though they’d never done so before.

      That wouldn’t stop people like Rear Admiral Allen from raising hell. There was no way he’d accept what had been done as valid, so he’d fight it. She wasn’t certain what form that battle might take, but according to Jack, he’d promised that tomorrow would hold a lot of trouble. Just what they needed.

      At least the politicians and socialites seem to be getting along well. Many of them were congratulating Jack and asking questions about the war. If any of them housed reservations about what had been done, they concealed it well. Of course, they were politicians, so that’s what they did.

      Like the rest of the Navy officers—even though she was technically now acting as a civilian—she’d got a notification that their Marine guard had been tripled. Colonel Turner suspected there would be some kind of enemy action and was taking precautions.

      As everyone seemed wholly occupied with their little meet and greet, she stepped into the corridor and witnessed how the Marines had begun setting up positions farther down the corridor. There were still guards outside the party room door, but it looked like they were reinforcing the position.

      One of the Marines turned his attention to her. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”

      “I understand we’ve received a threat notification. I’d like more details, please.”

      “I don’t have the full readout on what’s going on, but there have been some communication intercepts that make the Colonel believe there might be an attempt on our leadership again. If that’s the case, we’ll be ready. We’ve already hardened the entrances, and we’re well on our way to escorting all the guests out of the building.”

      “How quickly can you get people to leave a party without making them certain they’re being shown the door? Some people will remain for as long as possible.”

      He grinned. “I understand they’re picking up the food and drink. That should get people moving. We’re not telling anyone they have to leave, but it’s only a matter of time. The Poseidon Group seems to believe we’ve got our hands on one of their leaders, and they want them back. No idea what their plan to make it happen is, but after the last time, we figured it was best to be ready for anything.”

      “What’s the plan if things start getting hot? How will you let us know?”

      “We’re trying to keep the changes to a minimum so as to not alarm the politicians, but if we think something is imminent, we’ll come in and extract you and the other Navy officers. We’ll get the senior politicians out as well, but we want to be sure we don’t miss any potential hostiles in the mix. Are you armed, Commodore?”

      So he did know who she was. That did make things easier.

      “I’m not a commodore since I’m on a leave of absence, but I am. All the officers in uniform are armed as well, and it wouldn’t shock me if President Ibarra had a pistol tucked into that dress somewhere. Hopefully, we won’t be pressed that strenuously, but even if we’re not, I’d like you to continue sending updates to my comm so I can keep the admiral fully informed without him being distracted by incoming calls at all times. He’s doing important work right now and doesn’t need the distraction.”

      “I’ll pass the word back up the chain of command, ma’am. Look for texts with any updated information. We’ll keep you safe.”

      “I’m sure you will. Thank you.”

      With that accomplished, she stepped back into the room and was moderately certain no one had noticed that she’d departed. Her eyes scanned the movers and shakers, and she wondered which, if any, were members of the Poseidon Group. They’ve had so long to insert their people into the levers of power inside the Confederation that it wouldn’t surprise her to learn there were some present. Whoever they were, they didn’t show any concern. That made her wonder why the underlings thought they’d been taken into custody.

      It certainly seemed that with their communications devices, someone could have called their people and let them know they were okay. Were they afraid their communications would be intercepted? According to the Marine, there had been some intercepts already, so maybe that was valid.

      Whatever the case, they’d be on their guard, and if there was trouble, they’d handle it.

      “Commodore Nastasi, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting,” an older man with Asiatic features said, holding out his hand. “I’m Travis Wong, one of the members of the Confederation Council in the cluster. I understand that you’ll act as an interface between the admiral and everyone else. Is that correct?”

      She shook the man’s hand and smiled. “It is. He’s got a lot on his plate, and it’s my job to file off the rough edges when duty and convenience don’t match up. Some people have a lot of demands on what the military does, and when we’re unable to carry things out in a way they see appropriate, they get offended. It’s my job to explain and smooth ruffled feathers. And I’m on a leave of absence right now, so you can call me Sara.”

      “Please call me Travis then. I assume one of the greatest impediments you’re dealing with right now is Rear Admiral Allen. The man can be a trial, I’ll grant. He’s a busybody and a micromanager. Since he’s the liaison between the Confederation Navy and the Council here in the cluster, I’ve had more than my fair share of interactions with him, and you have my condolences.”

      “He is one of the considerations, yes. I don’t know how we’re going to solve that particular problem, but President Ibarra has been working hard behind the scenes to make sure Admiral Romanoff doesn’t have to deal with interference from Admiral Allen. I’m confident we’ll come to an agreement about how the two groups work together very shortly. Meanwhile, I understand you’ve been talking with Lisa Gane.”

      She’d seen her friend talking with the man earlier, and Robin had been nearby, so she was sure he was one of the contacts being approached about her condition. Now she wanted to know if that would be a problem. If so, she needed to start spreading oil on troubled waters immediately.

      He nodded slowly and rubbed his chin. “She’s an interesting case. Someone that was propelled into a situation they didn’t want, and she has an alien inside her. I’m told that your people have vetted this Regex, and he isn’t a threat. How certain are you of that assessment?”

      “Very confident. The help he’s given us thus far has meant victory over our enemies. We’d have been defeated if we didn’t know what he knew. His life has been on the line with ours, and he’s come through every time. If you ask him, he’ll tell you that he wants to see his people thrive, and those goals aren’t necessarily at odds with ours. The Tardan civilians didn’t start this war, and we have computer records to prove it. Their military instigated both invasions, and they will pay. The Tardan civilians have already taken some of the guiltier parties and tried them for their crimes. There have been executions. They take this sort of thing very seriously.”

      “It could be a sham,” he offered. “I hate to tell you this, but people can be very deceptive, and I believe aliens can as well. Even if he is sincere, that doesn’t make the rest harmless.”

      “They don’t like the idea of having themselves implanted into other sentient beings,” she countered. “It was what Novarites intended when they created them, but they’re grateful that plan failed. They’re happy with the lives they have, and the hosts they use aren’t sentient. They may look like they should be, but they’re not. They have no desire to be in another thinking being’s body.”

      He crossed his arms and considered her. “If that’s the case, how would their military compel them to do something they find so heinous? Our understanding is that they want to go to war against the people that created them—the Novarites—and their numbers aren’t sufficient for that kind of thing. That means these supposedly innocent civilians would need to be part of their war effort.”

      “They will compel them,” Sara said in a grim tone. “They were working on finding a solution to use drugs to suppress human minds and were partially successful. We’ve got their research and computers, and we believe that was the only facility where they did that kind of experimentation. If that’s the case, they won’t be able to carry out their plans. As far as the civilians go, they want someplace they can live in peace. They don’t need military forces, and we can keep our eyes on them. We just have to figure out where to put them.”

      “That sounds horrible,” he said as he gestured toward the table someone had set up with drinks. Obviously, there weren’t any open bottles of the Carstairs’ Reserve, but there was still some excellent alcohol.

      Deciding that she’d had enough whiskey for the day, Sara poured herself half a glass of red wine. A quick sip told her that it was excellent. She made a note of the label so she could see about picking herself up a few bottles while she was here. She should have enough in her savings, even after the trip to the clothiers.

      Looking around at the other people in the room, she saw that Evan Clover had been right to urge her to get the jewelry. She’d have looked out of place without it. In fact, she was understated compared to some of the other women.

      She turned back to Travis Wong and took another sip of her wine. “While the Confederation occupies the cluster, it doesn’t use every single world. If memory serves, some worlds weren’t quite as hospitable to humans. It’s possible one of those would prove useful for the Tardans. I already know that they prefer a dimmer violet spectrum of light. That probably means something to someone that knows stars, but if we can find a world in a habitable zone around a star with the right visual spectrum, that would be perfect.”

      “I’m confident that information is available somewhere,” he agreed. “It’s just a matter of finding it and then dealing with it. I understand their ships were heavily damaged, and we’re still talking about millions of aliens. Even if we can get their vessels working, their hyperdrives are significantly slower than your ship’s independent quantum drive. Depending on where that world was, it might take them years to get there since we can’t set up a gate leading directly to it and get those big ships through them.”

      “The solution isn’t going to be quick, I’ll agree. At the very least, we can arrange for them to be decanted from their sleeping pods at the final destination and taken down to the surface. Once there, we can make certain their vessels are unusable and trap them there. It doesn’t feel satisfying as a long-term solution, but it keeps them from being an aspect of the invasion we need to be concerned about.”

      He poured himself a little whiskey from a bottle labeled as having come from Drake’s Distillery but wasn’t the famous brand. This one was only thirty years old, so she suspected it wasn’t quite as good, but it was still excellent. He sipped on it and gazed thoughtfully at the wall.

      “I don’t know that we should be so cavalier about accepting their word on anything, but if you say you’ve done the research, I’ll provisionally accept your version of events. We don’t know how long it will be before those robotic Locust vessels come looking for us here or at New Copenhagen. I’m glad the new gates are resistant to being used by them, but if they manage to destroy them, we’ll still be trapped. Has anyone thought about a way to get around that?”

      She wasn’t sure that anyone had. This was the first time they’d utilized the gates to create a pathway between two occupied systems, other than the hidden one to Port Royale. Captain MacKinnon had used them to get to where they’d abandoned the civilian vessels early in the invasion and brought them back to New Copenhagen and Port Royale, but they disassembled them afterward because they didn’t want to risk losing them if the Locusts somehow found them. Or worse, they figure out how to bypass the security.

      “I don’t think I’ve heard anybody suggest anything, but we know that the gates can be placed outside the usual locations in a system. That’s not very helpful when you’d have to travel for days to get out to a gate, but it would mean that the system wasn’t isolated. There are a lot of gates in storage at Port Royale, so I think something like that could be arranged. Maybe have one of the gates orbiting a gas giant or something. There are some possibilities, and I’ll suggest to Jack that they need to consider backup plans.”

      He nodded. “This is how this should work. We can cooperate to find solutions. We don’t have to be trapped in a series of confrontations where everyone wants what they want and isn’t willing to give a centimeter.”

      “Speaking of giving a centimeter, what’s the consensus about Lisa and Regex? That’s how we started this particular conversation, and I’d like to come back around to it. She’s a friend, and he’s rapidly becoming one. How are we going to treat her? She’d rather not end up in a laboratory being dissected because that would leave her paralyzed for life. Regex would rather not die. All of us would rather have them working together to solve our problems. Is that going to be a problem?”

      He took a sip of his whisky and shrugged. “I won’t say it will be easy, but it is possible. Both made a positive impression when I spoke to them, and I introduced them to my allies. Not everyone was on board with the suggestion that they be allowed full access to everything, but their minds have been opened to the fact that these two may have information and skills that have already changed the course of this war. Between President Ibarra and myself, I’d wager we can garner enough support on the Council for them to at least allow things to proceed the way they are. As they get more information about her and Regex, I believe she’ll win them over. She’s a very genuine person, and I like her.”

      Sara felt one side of her mouth rising into a crooked smile. “You do know that she’s a criminal, right? She made her living hacking into people’s things and stealing stuff. You should probably check your chronometer to make sure it’s still there.”

      He laughed. “I gathered that. It’s a rather interesting moment when you realize you’ve met someone whose life has been utterly different from your own. She seems nice enough, though very introverted. Since she works with computers, I suppose that makes sense. I can’t imagine the level of skills she must have. If you brought her along, I assume she’s demonstrated those skills well enough.”

      “Let’s put it this way. She’s hacked into every alien computer system we’ve gotten our hands on. She broke into a nuclear weapons facility on New Copenhagen. If there is anyone better at computer intrusion than her, I’ve never heard of them. If there was an Olympics of computer hacking, I’d wager she’d win the gold medal in many categories.”

      The Olympics was still a thing, though obviously, it would be severely disrupted this cycle. Computer hacking was not an event, but maybe it should be. Surely there had to be something like that in the underworld. She made a mental note to inquire.

      He held up his wrist, and his chronometer was still there. “Maybe she’s not a pickpocket. In any case, I believe she’s in a good position, and once we solve this problem with a conspiracy trying to kill all the politicians, maybe people will be more amenable to accepting her. What do we know about the Poseidon Group?”

      “I’m not fully read into what’s been discovered, but everything President Ibarra said is true. They’ve been siphoning the money meant to support and maintain twelve battleships for more than a century and a half and put it toward building their own shipyard. They aim to overthrow the Confederation Council and insert themselves as the leaders. I’d imagine they’d have to do so by force after they defeated the Confederation Navy. The thing to remember is that they would’ve built enough ships to think they had a good chance of making that happen before the invasion started. Now, their military edge is even stronger since they haven’t had to do any fighting.”

      He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “It seems that as soon as we solve one problem, two more appear. Or, one of those problems becomes significantly worse. There’s no winning when it comes to this, is there?”

      She drank some more of her wine. “There has to be. We’ll come out on top eventually, but I hope we don’t have to fight everyone simultaneously. Another aspect no one has talked about is the possibility they’ve got weapons we aren’t aware of. They had access to a damaged Novarite warship, and we know the Novarites had some large weapons that were very destructive. If they’ve gotten information about those and somehow made them work, it will be an ugly fight indeed.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll need to figure out where their shipyard is and move against them as soon as possible. Do you think your battleship will be sufficient for the task?”

      “I have no idea, but you’re right that we have to figure out where they’ve gone and do whatever scouting we can. Ignorance isn’t helping us. We need to know precisely where they are and how many ships they have. With that information, we can decide the best course of action. Sadly, Hunter isn’t able to jump yet. That will change once we get the necessary repair parts, but she took a lot of damage and will want to get some of that in order before we go hunting. Right now, we need to get our hands on as many people in the Poseidon Group as we can. They’ve made some mistakes, and we captured one of them. With his cooperation, we might well get others.”

      Wong nodded. “The fact that his capture sparked them into an outright attack means he is important to them. They’ll try again, so I hope you’ve taken precautions.”

      “I’m not privy to those, but I’m sure we have. Let’s focus on the problems we can actually deal with. Once we start investigating the Poseidon Group, we’ll find leads. They can’t have done all this work and not left traces. That’s going to rush them into acting precipitously, and you’ll want to make sure that everyone is well guarded. After all, they seem to want your head.”

      He smiled coldly. “They’re welcome to try and take it. Now, I think we’ve spoken enough about business matters. Do you think Admiral Romanoff would be jealous if I asked you to dance?”

      She drank some more of her wine and smiled. “I’d imagine he’ll get over it. They’re not playing any music, though.”

      “There’s a band around here somewhere. I’d wager we can get a few of them in to provide some music for us. Let me speak to someone and make it happen.”

      Sara watched him go over and talk to President Ibarra, and it looked like she agreed. While that was happening, she finished her wine and found a wall to park herself against. Things were still tense, but she hoped they’d be able to sort them out soon enough. Meanwhile, she’d see how Jack responded to someone else maneuvering her around the dance floor. That should be amusing.
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      Tina wandered around the dance floor with her husband, enjoying several dances and having a pretty good time, but her attention was on the three members of the Poseidon Group they’d clearly identified. The three roamed the floor for a while, seemingly looking for someone, but they gave up after a bit, having spoken to a few people. Now they looked angry and maybe a little scared.

      Good. Lisa had called and told her what they suspected about the group thinking one of their number had been picked up by the military. Without weapons or a large number of troops, getting them back would be impossible. Colonel Turner would have sealed that private room so no one from the outside could get in. He took the security of their senior officers and the politicians very seriously.

      She let him focus on that while keeping her attention on the conspirators. There was a very narrow window for them to act, and if they decided to do so prematurely, they’d undoubtedly make mistakes. Costly ones.

      The crowd was dwindling, so time would be a factor for them very soon. Even the musicians had started breaking down their equipment, the dancing coming to an end. A few would entertain the officers and politicians, but the rest were moving everything out so they could depart. That signaled the end of the party, so she was pondering something provocative to get a reaction.

      “I think I’m going to make another pass at those three,” she whispered in her husband’s ear. “A little push might be just what they need.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Do you think that’s wise? We don’t want to start a fight in our hip pocket, and from everything they’ve been saying so far, they’re considering armed action. Say the wrong thing—or the right one—and you might kick something off.”

      “I don’t necessarily think that’s a bad thing. The Marines have this facility as well protected as possible. They can’t possibly know we’ve got some anti-aircraft weapons functioning. Hell, we could shoot down a missile if they fired one at us. There’s no better time to stir up trouble than right now.”

      He considered her for a few moments and then nodded. “You know your job better than I do. I’ll help Lisa monitor everything and continue monitoring the communications. We’ll make sure the Marines are still guarding this room and that the rest of the facility goes to a higher stage of alert in case of trouble. We don’t know what they intend, but if they think their higher-ups are in danger, we won’t be able to stop them from doing something ill-conceived.”

      “I love ill-conceived actions, particularly when it’s the enemy making them. I’ll be careful.”

      She kissed him on the cheek and began walking away as though she didn’t have a care in the world, snagging another flute of champagne from one of the increasingly rare servers. The hosts were obviously making a point to the guests that it was time to leave.

      The chilled champagne was just as good as the last time she’d allowed herself a sip. This time, considering that she might be under observation, she allowed herself to enjoy it more fully.

      The three conspirators had taken up a position near the buffet and were huddled into a tight little group, whispering to one another at a level that would be difficult for even the drones to pick up without being obvious. As the crowd had begun departing—and the servers began removing the food—Christine had been forced to take some of the drones out of circulation. It wouldn’t make sense to have a large number scanning a few people, which would’ve stood out.

      There was still a decent chance one could pick up something the group was saying, but she wasn’t going to count on getting enough to make sense. The best bet would be to get them to send something through their compromised communications network. If they did that, they’d be able to use the algorithms that had already been hacked and get real-time information on what the enemy intended.

      When her champagne was about halfway gone, she headed toward the three. She pulled out her comm, though she didn’t actually make a call. It was a prop in the little play she was about to put on.

      “You did?” she asked, a bit louder than a regular person would allow themselves to be. It was amazing how many people talking on their comms seemed unaware of how loud they were. “That’s wonderful!”

      The reflective screen on the comm allowed her to see that she’d garnered the attention of the three conspirators. The males didn’t seem to mind as much, but the female was glaring daggers at her. Maybe she was holding a grudge because Tina had plastered herself all over her boyfriend.

      “Are we sure that the subject is a member of the porpoise group? Sorry. I mean Poseidon. I keep forgetting. Catching one of them like that is a stroke of good fortune we couldn’t have begged for. If you’re certain the person you have in custody is one of them, we need to start making arrangements to get them to a more secure location as soon as possible.”

      She nodded as if she was listening to someone telling her that’s exactly what they had in mind, but then she shook it. “We need to move sooner than that. We’ve got people we can task with getting them where the conspirators can’t find them. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and we can’t squander it. Don’t lecture me about something like this. I’m a professional.”

      Tina ended the false call, drank the last of her champagne, and headed for the exit leading deeper into the facility with just a bit of unsteadiness to her gait. She didn’t even look at the conspirators, trusting they’d heard what she’d said.

      If they acted, that would undoubtedly be a good indicator of who in the private room was working with the conspiracy. Getting their hands on that person would be just as amazing as she’d made it out to be. The only difference between fiction and reality was that they’d find out who this person was because the other side had screwed up.

      As soon as she was out of the main room, she kicked off her shoes, grabbed them, and broke into a run for the room where they were monitoring everything. She didn’t want to miss a single second of this.

      Christine, Lisa, and David were all seated around the console, listening to something closely and watching the conspirators. Tina ran up behind them. “What did I miss?”

      “I’m still not able to catch everything they’re saying,” Christine said, “but you definitely got them agitated. There’s been a lot of arm-waving and accusatory finger-pointing. The woman seems pissed at the guy that danced with you. She thinks that somehow you got the information from him, I’d wager.”

      Lisa nodded. “Yeah, if I was him, I don’t think I’d be counting on still being a couple when this was all over. I think she’s reached the tipping point and had enough of his crap. I wonder how they deal with breakups in a conspiracy? Surely they don’t want someone leaking information to get back at their lost lover. Do you think that’s a killing offense?”

      “I’d wager not,” David said. “They undoubtedly have rules of behavior, and both parties will be thoroughly warned and probably closely watched to ensure they don’t do anything ill-considered. Still, their love life isn’t what I’m focused on here. I want to know what they’re going to do next, which means they’ve got to make a decision. Do they report this at once and hope someone makes a move? Someone higher than them will have to make that call, and they can’t do it if they never tell anyone. If they leave, we’ll still be able to monitor their communications, but it means getting back in here will be much more difficult for them.”

      “I’m not sure what they can do,” Tina said. “The Marines searched everything. They couldn’t have smuggled weapons through.”

      Her husband chuckled. “Nothing is foolproof, my dear. The Marines looked as close as they could, but there were a lot of people in a very short amount of time. Depending on what kind of weapons we’re talking about, I wouldn’t be surprised to see some undetectable pistols having made their way in. Particularly if they were broken down into smaller parts and didn’t show up on the scanners as a weapon themselves. The technology for detecting weapons has gotten more sophisticated over time, but it’s not foolproof.”

      “Do you really think they’d try to have a shootout in a facility full of Marines? That seems like suicide.”

      “If they make a move, they obviously think they have a way to get out. Since everyone was brought here using our vehicles, that probably means a hijacking to keep us from shooting that cutter down, so they’ll need hostages. President Ibarra and the other high-ranking politicians would make pretty good ones, as would Admiral Romanoff. That’s why Colonel Turner upped that room’s guard so significantly. Since they don’t know that, their plan will be severely compromised.”

      “But nothing’s going to happen if they don’t actually do something,” Lisa said. “And I think that might be about to change. The woman has her comm out, and I think she’s sending a message. There it goes, and I’m decrypting it now. ‘Confirmation received that military has our asset. Orders?’”

      “It is pretty damning, but we don’t have their entire network bugged, so we can only see what responses the few people we’ve identified get. That’s not going to be all of them by any margin, and they’ve probably got people inside the facility we don’t know about. If the word comes down to others to engage, we might not know about it until things happen.”

      “We have a new text message coming in. ‘Understood. We’re kicking off Operation Roving Eye and a distraction to keep their eyes off the main target. Leave now.’ I’ve got the comm code that came from, and I’m starting to hack it. Now we have a message to the comms I have access to. ‘Withdraw now.’”

      “That sounds like we have confirmation that something is going on,” David said. “Make sure the Marines transporting the people we suspect are part of the conspiracy know to apprehend them when they get to the landing field. No one can be allowed to send a message to let anyone know that they’ve been made. We don’t know who we have inside that room that belongs to the conspiracy, but someone will make a move to retrieve them, and we need to be ready.”

      “Why haven’t they called that person and tried to get information directly from them?” Tina asked.

      “Jamming,” Lisa said. “The president asked that we put up a jamming field over the room so they wouldn’t be disturbed. Apparently, everyone was informed about that, so nobody inside will worry that they’re not getting any calls. They’re also not going to reach anyone outside the room.”

      “If we want to identify who we have, shouldn’t we give them an opportunity to call them?” Tina asked. “We don’t have to let them out, so there shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

      “That might not have been a problem earlier, but they’ve kicked their plan off now,” David said. “It seems less risky to keep everybody isolated. We needed them to take action, and if they didn’t call our target, we might never identify them. This seems like a better idea, though there is some danger involved.”

      “I’m getting a lot of text messages,” Lisa said. “Whoever this person was that texted our trio of intrepid conspirators, they’ve got a position of authority because they’re sending out orders. The details are still kind of scarce because it seems like the plans were worked out before I got my hack into their comm, but people are getting orders to proceed to their gathering points and told to proceed with the operation. It looks like it’s a go, and we’d better be ready for an all-out assault in the next little bit.”

      “You should probably see about hacking into the new comms you have numbers for,” David told Lisa. “We need to figure out where they’re gathering. That will allow the Marines to form a more effective defensive perimeter.”

      “That’s going to take a while. Considering the short time we’re looking at, the odds are good that the attack will happen before we have a firm location.”

      Tina rose. “Then I’d best make certain that our three known members don’t escape. I see they’re already headed out of the building, so if I hurry, I can get into the same cutter they’re in. That’ll give me an opportunity to apprehend them.”

      “By yourself?” her husband asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “They’ll feel less threatened if I’m by myself, and I should be able to handle the problem. Not everything needs to take place through violent means. I used to be an operative for Confederation Intelligence. I have my ways. Besides, this will be one last chance to get any information out of them before things go to hell.”

      “I suppose it can’t hurt because there will be Marines everywhere once you get there, but try to be careful. I’d rather not have that athletic-looking young woman punch you in the face.”

      Tina laughed. “As if. Call the Marines and have them hold the cutter until I arrive.”

      She raced to the quarters she’d been assigned, grabbed her bag, and stuffed the tools she’d need into her clutch. None of them took up much space. Then she headed for the field in front of the facility at a run. She only slowed down just before she exited the building, then she stopped to put on her shoes before walking out as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      There was a bit of chaos outside as the Marines got people into various vehicles, obviously slowing the process because of her instructions. One of the Marines pointed covertly at a cutter, and she headed that way immediately.

      She climbed inside and saw that it was packed. The three she intended to apprehend were up front, and there was a seat right next to the young woman. Perfect. Tina headed up the aisle and dropped into the seat with a smile toward her, then strapped herself in.

      “I think we saw each other at the party,” Tina said, ignoring the fact that the last sight she’d had of the young woman was of her glaring at her. Her current expression was more along the lines that she’d smelled something bad. People were never as good at controlling their expressions as they thought.

      “No, I don’t believe we did,” the woman said in a flat tone. “Were you there?”

      This was going to be a lot more fun than she’d planned. “Oh, we were definitely both there. You were with these two gentlemen. I have to say the one sitting farthest away from you is an excellent dancer. Very sexy. Who knows what would’ve happened if we’d had time?”

      That caused the young woman to shoot the man a hot glare. “It doesn’t matter what would’ve happened because he and I aren’t a couple.”

      Based on the flash of pain in the man’s eyes, that was news to him. He opened his mouth to defend himself, but the woman held up a finger warning him not to try.

      The cutter’s hatch closed, and it lifted off, headed toward the landing field where the vehicles that had delivered these people would be waiting. Only she was willing to bet that it would slightly alter course and land elsewhere. That’s what she’d done in similar circumstances.

      “My friend tells me that you used to work for Confederation Intelligence,” the woman said. “Is that right? It sounds like a dirty job.”

      Tina shrugged. “It had its dark moments. Sometimes, the hardest part was figuring out who the bad guys were. Sometimes it’s tough to find them. They can be right under your nose, and you’d have no clue.”

      The woman smiled coldly. “I imagine that’s a real pain in the ass.”

      “You have no idea. In any case, hopefully, this new problem isn’t going to be too difficult. Everything I’ve heard about these porpoise people indicates they’re not really that active on Argent. Hopefully, the invasion has completely upset their plans and maybe even destroyed everything they’ve been working on. That would be convenient.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Poseidon. It’s the Poseidon Group, and what makes you think they’re not active here? Get real. This is the seat of power inside the cluster, and they’ve undoubtedly got people everywhere. People you would never suspect of being involved. It really doesn’t pay to underestimate your opponents.”

      “Too true. Well, I’ve always been prone to not giving the enemy their due, so it wouldn’t surprise me if I was wrong. There’s a reason why I’m not on active duty right now, anyway. I always got the details wrong, and things that were right there under my nose seemed to escape me. I’ve never understood that.”

      The cutter came in for a landing, and the rear hatch opened. One of the Marines sitting in the back began having the people exit, and Tina took advantage of her opponent’s distraction to open her clutch, remove a pair of nose plugs, and slide them into place. By the time she’d done so and pulled out a small can of what looked like air freshener, two-thirds of the people in the cutter had debarked.

      The woman was at the lead as the three made their way out, with the two men behind her. When they were just a couple of steps away from the exit, Tina reached around the man in front of her and sprayed him in the face. The fast-acting knockout gas went straight up his nose as he inhaled in shock, and he went down.

      Tina stepped back in shock. “Oh my goodness! What happened to him?”

      As the remaining man and woman examined their friend worriedly, she took a moment to spray the second man, knocking him out. Unfortunately, that gave the woman a chance to see what was happening, and she was quick on the uptake. She grabbed the spray canister, twisted it out of Tina’s hands, and sprayed it in her face.

      “Nose plugs,” Tina said as she punched her opponent in the gut, bending her over.

      Sadly, her target ended up being much tougher than she’d expected and straightened up almost immediately, landing a credible right cross on Tina’s jaw. The blow sent her staggering, but she wasn’t out of the fight yet.

      Unlike many entertainment fights, there was no hair pulling or screaming. There was punching, chopping, and growling. Tina half expected the Marine to involve himself, but he seemed to realize she had this under control and wanted to finish it herself. Or he didn’t want to walk into the knockout gas.

      The fight ended in an instant when the other woman made a mistake. She swung at Tina’s head and missed, allowing Tina to get a good grip on her arm and plant her knee squarely in her groin. She collapsed, and a quick application of the discarded knockout gas put her down.

      Tina ran her hand across her now aching jaw. Her husband had warned her not to get punched in the face, and now he’d tease her about it. That was annoying. Well, at least she’d gotten the people she wanted, and all the other passengers had exited the vehicle before seeing what was happening.

      “Where are we?” she asked. “Did we go to a different landing field?”

      The Marine shook his head. “We landed a little bit off to the side on the field where everybody is parked. All the passengers headed off for their vehicles. I don’t think anyone realized the four of you didn’t make it off the cutter. We’ll seal things up and head back to the fortress now. Are you okay, ma’am?”

      “Just peachy. I don’t suppose you have any handcuffs.”

      The man opened the compartment by the rear door and pulled out several cuffs. The two quickly bound their prisoners and searched them thoroughly for weapons and anything else of interest. Lisa seized their comm units and wallets. She noted that each of them had a second comm that probably was a personal unit. They wouldn’t have anything truly interesting on them, but one never knew where groundbreaking intelligence would come from.

      “We’ll need to seize their vehicles. Disable everything so someone can’t wipe the systems remotely. If you don’t have anyone skilled at doing that, disconnect the power sources. No power, no receivers.”

      The Marine nodded. “If you’ve got them under control, I’ll see to that while the pilot takes you back.”

      She sent the young man off, put each prisoner into one of the seats, and strapped them down. They’d be out long enough to get them to the interrogation center.

      Her part in this little operation was over. She hoped the Marines and Jack were ready for what came next because the Poseidon Group wasn’t going down without a fight.
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      Jack felt a little on edge. Even though he wasn’t getting direct updates on what was happening, he’d been briefed and knew the Poseidon Group was on the move. They thought one of their people was a prisoner and wanted him or her back. The Marines were ready for trouble, but that didn’t rule out their prospective prisoner from doing something stupid if they thought they were about to be captured.

      There was no reason for the guests to believe they were in danger. They’d all been invited by the president and had come willingly. There had been no indication to any of them that there was trouble afoot, and they all knew their communications would be jammed while they were present with the president. It was a security measure, and one he had to live under as well.

      He scanned the crowd looking for anyone that seemed a bit off. If anyone was concerned that they were in danger, it certainly didn’t show in how they laughed and chatted. Everyone seemed relaxed and in a celebratory mood. Some of the people were even dancing now that the musicians had arrived.

      Jack had hoped the party wouldn’t go on that long, but now he suspected he would be there for hours more. At least he’d had another opportunity to dance with Sara.

      This time was a bit more relaxed than the previous one, and he found himself enjoying it more. The two of them still hadn’t had an opportunity to talk, and they really needed to do so.

      In any case, they had a lot of work to do to figure out what Admiral Allen would be up to in the morning. He undoubtedly thought he had the means to upset the apple cart, and they should plan for it. In fact, they should talk about it now.

      He approached her and asked for another dance. She agreed, and they were soon making some turns on the impromptu dance floor.

      “I’ve been thinking about Admiral Allen since he made his threat,” Jack said. “The fact that he was harassing your friend probably means there’s a legal aspect to it. Any idea what she might be doing for him?”

      Sara grimaced. “I’ve stepped out and tried calling her but got no answer. I wonder if he intends to use some obscure regulation to try and overturn everything. In any case, we can’t do anything other than what we’re doing. Whatever he has in mind will be some legalistic twisting of the regulations or some ploy he’ll use to try and get someone to come over to his side in this matter. Whatever it is, I don’t know if I’d worry about it as much as the Poseidon Group. After all, what’s he going to do? President Ibarra is on our side, and the Confederation Council in the cluster is backing us.”

      “I don’t like ambushes, and even though the odds of him being able to do something to harm us are low, that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. A good tactician tries to pay attention to what their enemy is up to.”

      The two of them danced without speaking for a couple of minutes and then stopped when the music did, moving off to the side to allow another couple to take their place. Someone had brought in the buffet leftovers, and he took a moment to fill a small plate. It had been far longer between meals, and he’d been drinking. Far better to get some real food into his system to counteract that.

      As the two snacked, President Ibarra and Councilor Wong stepped over to join them. The man used his elbow to tap Jack’s arm and inclined his head to where Anton Drake was sitting at a table staring at the bottle of the Carstairs’ Reserve.

      “I think he’s mesmerized,” Wong said with a grin. “He’s been sitting there for the last twenty minutes just staring at it. I’ve considered talking to him, but I’m afraid he wouldn’t even notice my arrival. That was a wonderful gift and one that’s going to deeply impact his family. You’ve made a strong ally in him, and he’ll stand you in good stead. His people have a lot of pull here on Argent. Well played.”

      “I wasn’t playing,” Jack said. “I figured that it was the right thing to do.”

      “That makes it even more effective.”

      “Have you heard anything else about the ongoing events?” Caroline asked. She didn’t elaborate, but Jack knew she was talking about the operation the Poseidon Group was planning.

      He shook his head. “The last time Colonel Turner came in and briefed me, things were still up in the air. Honestly, I’m unsure what they would gain. This seems like a bad play.”

      Wong shifted his gaze between the two of them. “I don’t know what we’re talking about, but if it’s important, I’d like to know.”

      Jack considered him. It was always possible that he was a member of the Poseidon Group and that his subordinates were the ones planning his rescue. It seemed unlikely, but people in the shadows sometimes slipped into the most unusual places. Should he mention what was going on? If the man was guilty, it might cause him to do something rash.

      What the hell.

      “My people discovered some Poseidon Group operatives in the main party room. I won’t get into their methods, but our hacker friend managed to remotely access their comms, and then Tina Chen told them about how we had somebody in our custody. That he’d already talked, and we were about to move on wherever they had their shipyard. She was very convincing, and their higher-ups think that one of the top people in the organization is in military custody, so they’ve ordered a strike to get that person out, as well as a diversion to keep everyone busy while they’re doing it. What do you think the odds are that the higher-up is in this room?”

      Wong blinked at him for a moment and then smiled a bit more widely. “The way you’re talking, it sounds very likely. It won’t do me any good to deny being that person if I actually am, but you have my assurance that I am not a member of the Poseidon Group.”

      “Just what a loyal member of the Poseidon Group would say,” Caroline said. “I’ve known Travis for many years, and I honestly don’t believe he’s the person you’re interested in. Even so, you’re right to suspect everyone since they bought off my security chief. What kind of timeline are we looking at, and what do we have in place to prevent violence?”

      Jack checked his chronometer. “The operation to free their trapped superior is supposed to kick off shortly. I’d imagine we’ll hear word of the diversion first, but plans often don’t go the way one expects. I’m keeping an eye on everyone, but since no one can get in here, I don’t anticipate we will have trouble. It will be people attacking the Marines outside, and they’ve prepared for it. No one that means us harm will get through them. And no one in this room will get out, if that’s their intention.”

      Sara started to say something, but Jack caught a hint of movement out of the corner of his eye and saw one of the musicians tossing his violin to one of his compatriots, who bobbled it and almost dropped it in shock before the man slashed at President Ibarra with his bow.

      Jack straight-armed the president, sending her stumbling back and just out of the range of the makeshift weapon. He wasn’t a musician, but he couldn’t see how the thing was threatening. At least he didn’t until the man slashed back again and took a bite out of Travis Wong’s arm. A serious chunk that bled like he’d been cut with a kitchen knife.

      Jack was done playing and drew his pistol, trying to line up the shot but missing when the second musician slammed the violin into his arm and sent his pistol flying. He’d have struck him again, but Sara slammed her shoulder into the man and knocked him back.

      The attacker with the sharp implement took another slash at Jack, but he sidestepped it even as he went with his next best option. He drew his dress sword and slashed at the weapon clumsily. Whatever the bow was made of, it wasn’t tough enough to stand up to Jack’s sword and was cut in two.

      The man grabbed a bottle of whiskey off the table and shattered it. Having no other alternatives, Jack took one step forward and stuck it into the man’s chest with a lunge, just like he’d seen in numerous entertainment videos. To his utter shock, the blade went right in, and the attacker made a strangled noise and collapsed to the floor.

      Unfortunately, Jack couldn’t get the damned thing out again, so he turned toward Sara and pulled his ornamental dagger out of its sheath. She was still struggling with her attacker, but Jack didn’t have a chance to intervene before Derek Calvo and Amanda Harris slammed into the man from opposite sides. Derek went high and Amanda went low, causing the man to spin precipitously in the air and slam onto the floor with bone-shattering force.

      With all the commotion, the Marines were beginning to pour through the door with their weapons out, but he was more concerned about an external attack. Sara now had her gun out and was covering the remaining two musicians. They had their hands up, shaking in abject fear. They’d have to determine if they were part of the conspiracy, though, from their expressions, Jack somehow doubted it.

      He found his pistol just as Mac reached him. “Where are you hit, sir?”

      Jack looked down at his uniform jacket and saw that it was splattered with blood. “It’s not mine. See to Councilor Wong.”

      Wong was trying to stanch the flow of blood from his deeply lacerated arm with the assistance of President Ibarra. Both of them were covered in blood but looked otherwise uninjured. It was still possible the man was part of the conspiracy, but if so, he’d certainly gone quite the distance to make sure that the assassination attempt failed.

      But was that what this was? He’d thought the conspiracy would be striking to retrieve their supposedly imprisoned member. If that was Councilor Wong, they wouldn’t have tried to cut his arm off. People in charge tended to remember that kind of thing.

      “We’ve got people covering this level from every angle,” Mac said. “No one is getting in. Are you hurt, Commodore Nastasi?”

      Sara shook her head. “No. I wasn’t his real target. It looked like he was after President Ibarra. The other guy was trying to help, so I gave him a shoulder hit. I guess some of those self-defense classes turned out to be useful after all. If I had been in uniform, I’d have been armed. Or if I’d had a bigger purse. Sorry, Jack.”

      “I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”

      He looked down at the man he’d stabbed. One of the Marines had already given him a quick look and shook his head. Dead was dead. He’d never killed a man like that before and was afraid his hand would start shaking, so he reached for the sword to pull it free.

      “Let me help you with that, sir,” Mac said. He took the bloody sword and wiggled it back and forth a little before putting his boot on the man’s chest and pulling it free. It obviously scraped against bone and made a noise, but it looked undamaged, if bloody.

      The Marine wiped it off on the dead man’s jacket. Then he made a peculiar gesture that twisted it around so that the hilt was turned toward Jack. He took it and, with great care, sheathed it.

      He focused his attention to the other prisoner and saw that he hadn’t come out of the deal any better. Apparently, striking one’s upper body on the floor at that speed and angle was conducive to breaking one’s neck. He was just as dead as the other man.

      “Take everything they have,” he ordered. “That goes for all the musicians. We don’t know who’s involved with this, but we need to find out.”

      “Technically, this should be a planetary police affair, but for right now, you’re probably the best ones to handle it,” Caroline said, staring down at the dead men with cold eyes. “These people are getting on my nerves.”

      “Then let’s see if we can figure out what the hell is going on. If this was an attack to free someone, something went totally wrong. We’re missing something.”

      He pulled his comm off his belt and called Tina. Of course, that’s when he realized that he was still being jammed. Considering what happened here, that was probably for the best. He left the room and went far enough to get his signal back. The Marines surrounded him in a shield of flesh, body armor, and automatic weapons. Jack was afraid they’d open fire if anybody sneezed in his general direction. Tensions were high.

      Once he could get through, he ordered Tina to head back at her best speed. The word that she had live prisoners was a welcome relief.

      Until he knew for sure they’d turtle in place. If the conspiracy wanted to get them, they would have to work for it. And even if they didn’t come, there was now a lot of evidence to sift through, and it was only a matter of time before they got their hands on the people that had been trying to kill them from the shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Getting into the comm that had sent the orders to the rest of the units she’d compromised took longer than Lisa had anticipated, but with the assurance that she wasn’t going to be arrested for hacking into an official system like this, she didn’t let herself get sidetracked. She sat at the computer they’d set up for her use downstairs and kept hacking at the systems until she bypassed the security, allowing her to get what she needed.

      All told, it wasn’t that long in absolute terms, but twenty minutes felt like an eternity when the person on the other end could scramble their unit without any warning. She had no idea what other orders that person was sending, and until she got the contact list from that unit, she wasn’t going to be able to track what anyone else was doing.

      It felt sweet when she finally got into it, accessed the call history, and started pulling out other numbers. There were forty-three of them—significantly more than she’d expected—but it also allowed her to begin the process of getting into those devices. While that was happening in the background, she downloaded the encrypted messages and discovered that some weren’t encrypted the same way as the others. It looked like there were different access levels, and she went to work trying to download the new encryption key to figure out what was being said.

      This unit must be quite a bit more secure than the others because the encryption was built directly into the hardware. For most people, that meant they’d need to get their hands on the device, but she still had some tricks up her sleeve she hoped would turn the tables and allow her to gain complete control of the encryption keys. Unfortunately, that would take time. Time she suspected they didn’t have.

      She set up a subprocess to decrypt the other messages that could be read and passed them on to David. As an analyst, it was his job to figure out what was happening. That done, she turned to the other contact numbers and began locating them and hacking into them as well. Portions of the process could be automated, and she quickly added the initial access into each but finalizing control of each device took time.

      “How is it going?” David asked.

      “I’m getting into the systems, but it’s taking me longer than I’d like. There are too many of them. I really need to focus on cracking the main unit, but we need information about everyone else. This is probably the only time we’ll be able to get this kind of penetration into their communications network.”

      “Focus on the main unit, but if you could use your access to tell me where these other people are, that would be helpful.”

      “Do you think we’ll be able to pick them up?”

      David shrugged. “I have no idea. At the very least, we might find clues about who they are. If they’re massing for an attack on this facility, that’ll give us a location to send the Marines.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to be easy. The units themselves don’t have any geolocation hardware. They’re made to be untraceable. I used the communications network to roughly pinpoint their locations, but pinning them down precisely isn’t going to be possible.”

      “Do the best you can.”

      She nodded and turned her attention back to what she was doing. Having the system tell her where the signals were originating and where messages were delivered gave her a generalized area for each unit. When she laid those out on a map of the planet, the sight made her frown. There were a couple near their facility, but the vast majority were in the capital. In fact, many of them were near the spaceport.

      “I’ve got some information, but I’m not sure what it means,” she said. “Maybe it will make more sense to you.”

      He looked over her shoulder, frowned, and pursed his lips. “That’s definitely not helpful in pinning down who they are, but at least it gives us an idea of what they’re doing. The fact that they’re near the spaceport tells me they’re probably evacuating. They feel like they’ve been compromised, so they’re pulling most of their number out. I suppose that makes a certain amount of sense, but it will let us figure out who they were by who’s missing. Eventually.”

      Now that they’d dropped the jamming in the suite with the senior people, he should report it right to the top. He pulled out his comm and made a call. “President Ibarra, this is David Chen. We believe that a number of the conspirators are attempting to escape via the spaceport. Would it be possible for you to lock down all outgoing flights and restrict air travel going in and out of the city? If so, we can have some of the Marine pinnaces intercept anyone that attempts to break the blockade. That would be very helpful. Thank you. Chen out.”

      “Do you really think you’ll catch them?”

      He shrugged. “I doubt they will pay any attention to orders to stand down. There’s always the possibility that some of our Marines can apprehend them, but I think it will be challenging.”

      She returned to her work as he called Colonel Turner and asked for pinnaces to head for the spaceport. With the other work out of the way, she focused on penetrating the one comm unit that had sent the orders. Whoever that person was, they were high in the hierarchy. Perhaps all the way at the top. Identifying them was critical to figuring out what the enemy’s plans were.

      While this particular unit was similar to the rest, it was built to a different specification. She wouldn’t have been able to get into it remotely if she hadn’t hacked the lesser units. With that toehold, she should be able to make some inroads into what the device was doing and how it was doing it, but she had to be very careful because, unlike the others, this one might have surprises that could kick her off before she realized she’d made a mistake.

      One of the things she made sure to do was make mental notes of everything she encountered. If she ever ran into this particular style of device again, she wanted the process to go much faster. If the enemy had no idea they were being monitored, that gave her an edge that couldn’t be denied.

      Whoever had built these comms had done an outstanding job, and she made even more notes about how certain aspects of them could be put into securing their own communications. The military comms they were using weren’t the most secure, even the ones in use by the Marines. That could be corrected, though it had to be a low-priority project. She wanted to make sure that no one could do to her what she was doing now.

      “Why do you think they said they were going to attack here to liberate a prisoner when it honestly doesn’t look like we have one?” she asked. “Now that the jamming has come down, I’ve determined that there were no conspirators in there other than the musicians we already know about. Who did we take prisoner, and where are we keeping them?”

      “That’s a question I can’t answer,” he said. “Like you said, we’re obviously missing something. Maybe they lost track of one of their people and think we have them.”

      “That seems dumb. They’re getting riled up over something that will end up revealing their presence to everyone, and they didn’t verify it? Sloppy.”

      Component by component, she worked her way through the comm unit until she’d isolated the location of the new encryption key. She didn’t have any messages that needed it to decode, but having access to these more advanced keys would be helpful if they did have more to say. These were probably for the use of the leadership.

      For her part, she wanted the system she designed to use a black box. There would be no accessing the keys themselves, even if one had the device. Plug the message in, and get the encrypted version. Have the key change every minute, at most. Live transmissions could use frequency hopping, too. She’d make sure that some serious paranoiacs designed the system, and then she’d break it if she could. Only when it stumped her and all her friends would she be satisfied. Regex might have some Tardan twists they could add to make it even more secure.

      Maybe this would be a little more high priority than she’d planned. It sounded fun.

      Then she got a break and monitored a message going out in real time. Move the mercenaries into primary attack positions and kick them off. Head for the spaceport as soon as possible after that. We’re on a tight schedule, and you don’t want to miss your ride.

      She passed the message to David.

      If they were gathering all their members into one vessel, that was critically stupid. It meant everyone they cared about inside the Poseidon Group on Argent could be theirs for the taking.

      With all access into and out of the spaceport being restricted, getting away would be significantly more difficult. Argent was a big planet, but there were only so many places they could go. If they made a break for the wilderness, someone would be able to follow. There would be no escape.

      There were several other encrypted messages, but none gave her information about what they were doing. Some of them were instructions to destroy various records and purge computer systems. It was obvious whoever was in charge worried about having information fall into the hands of people they didn’t like, but she still thought that if they could identify the systems, she might be able to retrieve something.

      The other things were about prepping something called Lancelot. The context wasn’t clear enough for her to figure out what that was, but it might be a hideout. Whatever it was, it sounded like a place rather than a thing.

      In the end, all she could do was monitor this unit. When they said something critical, she’d hear it, which might make a difference. Otherwise, things would play out the way they did, and nothing she could do would alter that. It seemed the die was cast, and she was mostly an observer of the results at this point.

      The fight would be in the hands of the Marines and Admiral Romanoff. They had a chance to take out the leadership of the Poseidon Group. There were things going on that no one understood, and until those particular mysteries were solved, she wouldn’t be able to guess how this turned out.

      Then the response came in that she’d been expecting. Mercenaries are moving in.

      She tagged the unit that had sent that particular message and noted that it wasn’t at the spaceport. It was on the capital’s outskirts, on the far side of the city from the spaceport. What was over there that could be of that much interest? The Poseidon Group believed the Marines had captured one of their prisoners, so what were they doing?

      She brought up a map overlay and began examining that particular area. She tapped into the various cameras that observed the streets and looked for anything that stood out. The only thing of interest was an auxiliary Navy administrative facility. Well, auxiliary in the fact that it had been on the planet before the Navy space station had been destroyed. Did the conspirators think someone there was holding one of their people prisoner there?

      There was one person that had an excellent chance of being in that location: Rear Admiral Allen. Everyone had been dismissing him, but maybe they were wrong. What if Commodore Monahan had somehow figured out that he was part of this and has him in custody?

      Having an area in mind that she could now focus on, she began putting together where she’d expect the flag officer to be inside the facility. Then she refined the cameras she was observing and spotted several civilian vans flying into the area and disgorging armed individuals who raced into one of the administrative buildings. This was it.

      “I’ve got something,” she said. “It looks like the attack is happening at the Navy’s administrative facility on the other side of the capital. I saw some vans flying in and letting out armed soldiers, probably mercenaries. They’ve gone into one of the buildings I suspect Rear Admiral Allen uses. Could we have been wrong about him?”

      David looked over her shoulder again and watched the action for a few seconds before he called Colonel Turner. “Mac, it looks like we were the distraction. They’re assaulting the Navy administrative facility on the far side of the capital. The attack is already in progress.”

      The colonel said something in return, but she couldn’t hear it. David grimaced. “No, but we haven’t seen any sign of an attack here. We have to at least consider the possibility our assumption was wrong. What if the person they think they’ve lost is Admiral Allen?”

      After a few seconds, the intelligence analyst shrugged. “I understand. It doesn’t make any sense to me either, so we’ll keep an eye on it and make sure that whatever happens doesn’t affect us. It looks like all the approaches leading to us are still clear. If they’re planning on attacking this facility, I’m not sure how they’ll manage it. Let me know if you change your mind.”

      He hung the comm back on his belt. “He’s unwilling to pull any of our people off guard duty because there might be an attack. Honestly, he’s probably right. We can’t get back to the capital in time to make much of a difference about what’s happening there. Are you able to tell from the transmissions who they’ve got?”

      “That’s hard to say. Thus far, they haven’t used any voice communications. Everything’s been in text. Maybe they don’t want to take chances with anyone intercepting a transmission and recognizing someone’s voice. If we hadn’t tagged the people at the party, we wouldn’t know who they were. When will your wife be back with her prisoners? We can ask them some pointed questions.”

      “The last time I talked to her, they were still getting things in order to head back. They waited until the other guests had departed so that no one would be aware they still had someone in their possession. I’m sure somebody will eventually notice we’ve captured someone, but thus far, we’re still in the clear if they haven’t said anything. Do you think we could send some messages from the prisoners that would delay them worrying about things?”

      Lisa pursed her lips. “Possibly. The risk is that they’ll ask something I don’t know how to respond to. Let’s say, for example, that I tell them they’re clear of the facility, but their vehicle suffered a mechanical issue. What if they ask me which of their nearest safehouses we can reach? I think it’s best to wait until they ping one of the three looking for a status update and then give them something based on what they ask. Let’s not beg for trouble.”

      “You’re probably right. There are enough Marines at the transfer field that Tina isn’t in immediate danger. Once she gets back here, we can get to work cracking those three. Unlike Rowe, they might actually know something worthwhile.”

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath. These people seem like fanatics to me. Rowe was a hired gun, so he wasn’t in the inner circle. These people might be lower ranking, but they’re on what the Navy would call the command track. They know things.”

      There was motion on the cameras, and they watched as the armed intruders came out of the building, providing a perimeter while some of their number hustled Rear Admiral Allen, Commodore Monahan, and a couple of others she didn’t know into one of the vans. Looking at how Allen was being handled, it was hard to tell whether he was a VIP. They were moving him along expeditiously and didn’t seem concerned about how rough they were. The same was true of Commodore Monahan and the rest.

      Once everybody was aboard the vans, they took off and headed toward the spaceport. David got onto his comm and informed the colonel. Whatever was happening, the Poseidon Group now had their hands on two senior Navy officers. Allen might have been one of the group’s members, but they didn’t know that for sure. It was best not to assume anything.

      What she did know was that nobody was coming to attack them. The musicians attacking the president and the admiral were the distraction rather than the primary prong of the assault. Whoever the VIP was, they’d just been picked up from the Navy building.

      She was still thinking about that when another message came over the comm network.

      Mission accomplished. ETA to the spaceport, fifteen minutes.

      The response was short and to the point.

      Good work.

      “They’ve confirmed they have their high-value target,” she said. “It looks like they’re going to meet the others at the spaceport and head out.”

      A message arrived on the captured woman’s comm unit.

      What’s your ETA? We’re boosting in fifteen.

      Now was the time she had to do something. They were expecting an answer, and silence would get them worked up. If she guessed wrong, that would also ruin everything. Still, they were only a few minutes from being in motion and out of the range of the comm network. She had to try something.

      Mechanical failure. We’re getting alternate transportation, but it will be longer than fifteen minutes. Can you hold?

      Buying time was always a good idea, after all.

      How much of a delay are you talking about?

      At least half an hour.

      If they went for that, there’d be enough time for the Marines to close in on the spaceport. It was worth trying.

      We can’t hold that long. Use one of the auxiliary facilities. Scrub everything and keep your heads down. Once we can turn things around, we’ll pick you up. Keep an ear to the ground, and don’t get caught.

      Well, it had been worth a try.

      Good luck.

      “It looks like they’re not going to wait for the prisoners, but they’re also not going to assume the worst now that I’ve responded to their message. They’re leaving in fifteen minutes, so there’s nothing we can do to stop them. Luckily, we’ve got excellent satellite coverage, and we’ll be able to track them.”

      “Are we sure they can’t do something to doctor the feed?” David asked. “That’s what I’d do. If they can take themselves off the map, they could go anywhere on the planet, and we’d have no idea.”

      She turned her attention to the satellite network. It was hardened to a much greater degree than anything she’d tried to access thus far, and she found her attempts to get in blocked at every turn. This was a race against time, and she wasn’t sure she could win. Still, she’d do her best and hope to pull off a miracle.
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      Sara walked into the room they were using to monitor the enemy activity with Jack and President Ibarra. Oh, and a host of guards that would make sure they didn’t run into any problems. Not that she thought they needed that after the last of the guests had been safely sent away. Now it was just their people and a few trusted allies left. They should be safe.

      Should be.

      Colonel Turner didn’t see it that way, wanting to make sure every aspect of security was covered so there wouldn’t be any unpleasant surprises. She couldn’t disagree. The man knew his business, so she’d leave him to it.

      “What’s happening?” Jack asked as he stopped behind the console and eyed the monitors. “Have they lifted off? Do we have any idea where they’re going?”

      “They took off in what looked like a big, high-speed atmospheric craft. It’s headed south, which, if they go far enough, will end up as uninhabited wilderness,” David said. “Colonel Turner has dispatched some pinnaces to intercept them, but we’re starting out at a disadvantage based on the angle we have to pursue. As they say, a stern chase is a long chase.”

      “He’s about got the right of it,” Mac said. “Our pinnaces are fast in the atmosphere, but it looks like their vehicle was designed to be just as quick. We’re about thirty minutes behind, and I don’t see us making up any of that time. Thankfully, Lisa penetrated the satellite coverage, so even if they pull some shenanigans, we’ll be able to figure out where they’re going. Also, we’ve got a couple of small craft in orbit that have them under observation. They won’t get away.”

      “What exactly do they hope to accomplish?” Ibarra asked. “Do they truly think they can escape notice? Is there some kind of secure facility down there they think they can hide in until all this blows over? They didn’t manage to kill me, so I won’t rest until I have them in cells. They have to know that. He has to know that.”

      Sara knew that she meant her brother-in-law. Rear Admiral Allen had to be the person pulling all the strings. Even though he seemed like a self-centered idiot, that had to be an act. Robin must’ve figured it out and arrested him because no other explanation made sense. Maybe they could talk this out. Surely even he had to realize there was no escape.

      “President Ibarra, maybe it would be best if you try to negotiate with them,” she said. “He’s your brother-in-law. Make them listen to reason. They can’t possibly get away. Even if they landed right now and tried to scatter, we’ll still figure out who they are. They’re done.”

      “Just because we think they’re done doesn’t mean they do,” Jack cautioned. “They’ve got a plan in motion, and they’ve had a long time to put the pieces in place. The first thing we need to do is make certain we’ve got their various paths of escape covered. I sent orders to Hunter to return from helping the Tardan colony vessels. They’re about two hours away from Argent, but they’ve launched small craft.”

      Ibarra pursed her lips. “I suppose it can’t hurt to try. Lisa, can you send a message from orbit that will tag them? I’d rather not let them know that we’ve penetrated their comm network.”

      The young hacker nodded. “With the access I have now, that’s not going to be a problem, though I’ll still need a few minutes to penetrate the transmitters. The only thing I can’t control is whether they answer or not. Give me a minute to get everything set up. Do you want this to be video or just audio?”

      “Video. I want him to see that I’m alive and that his plan failed. Admiral Romanoff, I think it best if you stand next to me.”

      Jack looked down at his dress jacket and the blood spattered across it. “I’m not exactly in the best condition here, Madam President. Is this the image we want to portray?”

      She held up the sleeve of her suit and showed the blood there. “While this doesn’t belong to one of our enemies, let’s not let Travis’ injury go to waste. I want Troy to see that his attack failed in the most graphic manner possible, short of showing him the bodies.”

      It took Lisa fifteen minutes to get everything set up, but she eventually gestured for Ibarra and Jack to step in front of the camera she’d set up. Even though she hadn’t been asked, Sara stepped up beside them. She was a negotiator now, so she might as well be part of this.

      “Transmission starting in three… two… one….” She pointed at Ibarra.

      Viewed from the side, Sara could see the president’s expression was grim. That certainly matched the tone of her voice. “It’s over. Your attempt to assassinate me has failed. Word is already spreading to every corner of Argent, and there is no place for you to run. You’re trapped in the system, and we’ll hunt you down. Don’t do this to my sister, Troy. Don’t make me kill the man she loves. Surrender now.”

      There was no response. If he’d heard her plea, he’d chosen not to answer. The minutes dragged on, and the high-speed transport began descending into an isolated, wild stretch of jungle. Based on what Sara could see of their path, they wouldn’t be in the air much longer.

      “Maybe we should try to ping them on their own network,” Sara suggested. “I understand we don’t want to tip our hands, but they already know we’re onto them. They may not have figured out the specifics, but they have to know we penetrated them somehow. If they haven’t put all the pieces together yet, they will in fairly short order, and the advantage we had will be gone in any case. Let’s use it while we can.”

      “If they’re not answering the general call, what makes you think they’ll answer the more personal one?” Ibarra asked. “It really seems like they don’t want to talk.”

      “I have no idea if they will, but it’s another angle to try. The worst they can do is say nothing. We won’t have lost anything appreciable because I’m sure Lisa has already penetrated all the comm units she could reach on that transport.”

      The young woman grinned. “You know me too well. It didn’t get us a lot more information, but if any of them try to run and forget to dump their comm units or fail to trash them, I’ll be able to figure out who they are later. Not that I expect them to be that unprofessional, mind you. My vote is to give it a try.”

      “What about Robin Monahan’s comm?” Sara asked. “Hers won’t be like the rest. Can we try to call it directly? It was off earlier, but maybe they’ve turned it back on.”

      “Actually, I can turn it on remotely. You don’t really want to know how easy it is to penetrate a deactivated comm.”

      “Apparently not,” Jack said. “Hold that in reserve. Let’s try their leader’s comm.”

      While they’d been talking, the transport had landed in the jungle. None of the people in orbit could tell them what was down there, but there had to be a facility, or they would never have gone there. The comm units were still clustered tightly together, so it wasn’t that large of an area.

      Lisa manipulated the controls on her console and then gestured toward Ibarra. “I’m ready to open a connection to the lead person’s comm unit. It will ring, but I have no idea if they’ll answer.”

      Everyone could hear the other side ringing when the hacker touched one of the buttons on her console. It went on longer than Sara expected and didn’t roll over to voicemail. Apparently, the person on the other end wasn’t going to answer.

      “Let’s try Robin,” Sara said. “Can you put my personal number in so she knows it’s me?”

      “Easy as pie. One second.”

      The other end rang almost long enough for Sara to give up hope, but someone picked up. “Sara, I’m always happy when you call, but this is an awful time.”

      Her heart thumped so strongly in her chest that she thought it might burst. Her friend was alive. “Robin, I don’t know what they’ve done to you, but we know where you’ve gone, and we’re closing in. They won’t answer our calls, but there won’t be any getting away. We’ll do our best to get you out unharmed.”

      “They’re not a very talkative lot. They’ve ignored all your attempts to call, though I’ll admit you’ve caused a lot of consternation by making that one comm unit ring. They had no idea how you got the number, and now you got them wondering. How did you pull that off? Is it your hacker friend? She’s a lot more talented than I gave her credit for.”

      “She is. Let me talk to them, and maybe I can work out something. There isn’t going to be a way out for them, and they don’t want to be on the receiving end of a bunch of Marines blowing their way in. This is over. Let me convince them of it.”

      “Let me put you on mute, and I’ll try.”

      There was about a minute’s worth of silence, and then Robin came back on. “If you make another video call via the satellite, they’ll answer this time. I’m going to hang up. Whatever happens, I want you to know that I appreciate how much you care for me. That means more than you can imagine.”

      The call went dead, and Lisa immediately pointed her finger at the camera again. “You’re live… now.”

      The monitor next to the camera came to life and showed a small cluster of men and women with Admiral Allen and Robin in the middle. Both were still in uniform, and neither looked very happy.

      At the front of the group was somebody Sara vaguely remembered from the party. He was a politician, she thought. Not an ultrahigh ranking one, but an aide to somebody important. That must’ve been the one with the leadership comm unit. None of the others seemed familiar.

      The man looked like he was about to say something, but Admiral Allen cut him off. “I’m not going to play your games. I don’t know why you’re trying to railroad me into this, but enough of this nonsense. You’ve been part of the conspiracy all along, Romanoff. I should’ve seen it.”

      Sara blinked. What was he talking about? It was far too late to pretend he wasn’t part of this. Unless he really wasn’t.

      Her heart stopped. No. That couldn’t be right. Robin was her friend and had been for decades. They’d gone to the Academy together. She couldn’t be part of this, could she?

      Robin glared at Allen. “There is absolutely nothing you don’t screw up.”

      “I don’t work for you, and I’m in command of the naval forces in the cluster,” Allen snarled. “You and Romanoff might be working together, but you don’t fool me. We’ll beat you.”

      “You’re an idiot.” Robin faced the camera and shooed the people away from in front of her. “I suppose if you haven’t figured out by now, you’re never going to. Yes, I’m a member of the Poseidon Group and have been for a very long time. I’d rather have kept that under wraps, but this moron was bound to ruin that plan, just like he does everything else.”

      “Why?” Sara asked, her voice hoarse. “Why would you do something like that?”

      “You deserve an answer, but I’m not going to give you one. At least not a very thorough one. Somebody approached me early in my career, and, as they say, money talks. Once you take a few steps down the crooked road, getting back on the straight and narrow is tough. If we’d had an idea this invasion would happen, that probably would’ve altered things, but that’s water under the bridge now. Now things are in motion, and it’s our very lives on the line, so we’re not stopping.”

      “There can be steps taken to minimize the punishment you face,” Ibarra said. “It’s not too late to set this right. Surrender, and you don’t have to face the Marines. Time in a comfortable cell is better than a box in the ground.”

      Robin smiled sadly and shook her head. “I like having my freedom, and I don’t intend to give it up. This may be hard to believe, but I’d rather not interfere in what you’re doing, Admiral Romanoff. You’ve been a bulwark between the invaders and the innocent people of the cluster, and I respect that. We might be enemies, but we don’t have to fight. Stay in your lane, and my people won’t do anything to interfere with you and your defense of the cluster. You have my word on that.”

      Jack crossed his arms and pressed his lips together. Sara could see he was angry and somewhat confused, but he wouldn’t let that stop him from doing what he thought was right. Under other circumstances, this might be the point where she interjected herself into the conversation to try and negotiate a somewhat better deal, but neither party in this exchange was going to compromise. Of that, she was sure.

      “Believe me, I’d rather not have to fight multiple enemies simultaneously, but I won’t turn my back on an enemy of the Confederation,” Jack said. “Surrender your people and ships to me. The game is up, and it’s only a matter of time until we pry you out of your hole. While your ships might not be useful in the kind of fight I’m waging, I can’t afford to have a distraction at my back. It’s not as if your ships can go anywhere. You’re trapped in the cluster, just like we are.”

      Robin smiled. “You don’t know everything, Admiral. The destruction of the gate network set us back, but it didn’t stop us. It only changed our timeline. Even so, I give you my word that we have no intention of fighting you or anyone else in the cluster. You’ll be too busy saving lives and fending off the invaders to stop us from overthrowing the Confederation. By the time this is over, we’ll be in charge of what’s left. We’ll welcome you home as a hero to humanity, but if you act in a way that makes you a threat, we’ll have to take you down. Don’t bite off more than you can chew.”

      Jack sighed. “I won’t allow anyone to overthrow the Confederation government, as crappy as it might occasionally be. Can you imagine how many people you’d be sentencing to death? How many of your fellow Navy officers will you have to kill to get what you want? Is it really worth it?”

      “I know you’re going to call me a fanatic, and there’s something to what you say. I believe in our cause, and while you have many admirable traits, I won’t allow you to threaten our mission. If you cross us, we’ll kill you. Stay neutral in this matter, Admiral Romanoff.”

      Robin turned her attention to Sara. “I’m sorry for what I’ve done to you, Sara. We’ve been friends a long time, and I hate that I’ve had to deceive you, but you’ve always been a straight arrow. No matter how much I wanted to, there was no way I could bring you into the fold. You would have turned us in in a heartbeat.”

      “I would have,” Sara agreed. “I don’t know what you intend to do, but we hold the upper hand. Don’t do this, Robin. Don’t make us kill you.”

      “One thing you people never considered is what a sufficient amount of money can build. I know you think you’ve got me cornered, but I’m afraid you’re deluding yourselves. It’s time I said my goodbyes, but in a gesture of goodwill, I’m going to do something for you that you would never dream of doing for yourselves. Consider this my patriotic gift to the war effort.”

      While Sara was still pondering what that might mean, Robin held her hand out to one of the men and gestured. He gave her a pistol, and she shot Admiral Allen in the head. The flag officer died instantly and dropped out of view.

      That certainly caused a fair amount of consternation among Robin’s associates, particularly since Sara knew gunshots at close range were loud, but it caused just as much of a reaction in her companions. President Ibarra gasped and covered her mouth while the Navy officers cursed.

      “I regret the pain that will bring your sister, President Ibarra, but he was a threat to everything Admiral Romanoff was trying to do. He had associates inside the various branches of the Navy hierarchy willing to support him over Romanoff. Now they don’t have a choice. Feel free to show this video to anyone you like because I’m already guilty of so much that one more murder won’t stain my soul any blacker. Don’t come after us, or we’ll kill you, too.”

      The transmission ended before anyone could say anything. Rather than speak, Sara wrapped an arm around Ibarra’s shoulders. “I’m so very sorry.”

      “That was monstrous,” Ibarra said, trying to wipe tears out of her eyes. “It’s going to destroy Anna. I couldn’t stand the man, but she loved him. I will make them pay for this.”

      “Not if I get to them first,” Jack said. “Mac, how far out are your pinnaces?”

      “Twenty minutes tops.”

      Lisa stiffened. “Something is coming out from under the forest canopy, and it’s big.”

      Everyone leaned forward and watched as a relatively large ship lifted off from what was obviously an excavated position somewhere in the jungle. The satellite images were clear, though not of a great resolution. It was sharp-prowed and sleek. It had no wings, but with modern technology, that was hardly necessary. Picking up speed rapidly, it shot into the sky and raced for space. It quickly proved that it was faster than the pinnaces chasing it and opened the gap between them.

      “That’s an interplanetary transport and a fast one,” Jack said. “I need to get Hunter and my people moving faster. Excuse me.” He raced out of the room.

      All Sara could do was watch as the ship rapidly made its way to orbit and dodged around the small craft observing the area. It didn’t fire on them, but the ship was probably armed. It could have destroyed them if it had wanted to.

      Everyone else was talking about how they could deal with the escaping conspiracy members, but she was grieving. She should be furious—and she was—but she was more hurt. How could she have missed seeing what was right in front of her this entire time? Had her friend’s pushes to get out of the service had something to do with her plans for the Confederation, or was it just a means to get her out of the way?

      It was too late to stop what was happening, but she’d keep fighting as best she could. Robin would regret crossing her. She wasn’t vindictive, but she would make the traitor feel some pain.

      Her ex-friend wouldn’t escape. Hunter could use her hyperdrive to pin them down unless a ship was waiting for them. Sadly, that was the likely outcome.

      If so, she’d have to dedicate herself to getting Jack what he needed quickly. They had to find the shipyards before Robin could bring death and destruction to the main part of the Confederation. Time was running out, and she really hoped they could pin them down before they moved. If not, things were about to get incomparably harder.
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      When Tina arrived back at the facility, it was a beehive of activity. There were Marines everywhere setting up emplacements with portable weapons. They’d tried to make it look as welcoming as possible for the crowd earlier, but now they were turning the place into an unabashed fortress. If anyone came at them, they’d be ready.

      Not that she expected much trouble at this point. The chickens had already flown the coop. The ship that Robin Monahan and her co-conspirators had lifted off in had managed to successfully dodge Hunter, and they’d beat them to the jump limit. Not that the ship could jump, but there would be something out there waiting for them. She didn’t need to be a genius to realize that.

      Her pilot landed in front of the main entrance, and the Marines came in to pick up the unconscious prisoners. They carried them to the lifts, and down to the level they were using to hold Rowe. She looked forward to hearing what he had to say about their new guests.

      She selected an interrogation room and had the three scanned to make sure they didn’t have anything implanted in their bodies that would be problematic. The doctors quickly cleared them.

      With them secured and a trio of Marines standing behind them, she felt confident enough to leave them alone for a few minutes while talking to their senior prisoner. It was time to see if he really wanted to cooperate or if he would be a problem. Personally, if she were in his shoes, this would be the point where she gave it everything she had.

      This time, Rowe was asleep. She wasn’t all that surprised because it was late, but he awoke at her knock and sat up on the bed when she stepped inside. “I didn’t realize evening visits were in fashion now. What’s going on? And who punched you in the face?”

      “It’s time for you to decide how thoroughly you want to cooperate,” she said as she leaned against the wall, ignoring the question about her face. “We’ve got our hands on three members of the organization, and we’re going to make them talk. They tried to kill President Ibarra and Jack, so that’s got us a little irked, and we’d like more information out of them.”

      He considered her for a moment and then nodded. “You want me to play the part of a willing traitor to the organization to see if I get them to say something they shouldn’t? I can do that. I want to have a life, and no matter what happens at this point, the Poseidon Group will do everything they can to kill me. I wouldn’t have picked this course of action for myself, but now that I’m involved, I’ll give it one hundred percent. If you give me a few moments, I’ll get dressed, and we can see what they say.”

      “I’ll get the Marines to return your regular clothes to you. Also, I’ve got some stuff to catch you up on. It looks like they had a ship stashed in the jungles to the south of the capital. They’ve gotten away, and it turns out that Robin Monahan was their senior leader here. She killed Rear Admiral Allen.”

      Rowe froze. “She did what? I swear I had no idea she was one of them, and I can’t see a possible reason why she would need to kill that idiot. How could he possibly have been a threat to their organization?”

      “I’m not sure he was. She pitched it as doing her part for the war effort. It makes me more than a bit sad that I don’t think she was completely wrong in framing it that way. Without him raising all kinds of problems here, it will smooth our ability to fight the invaders. She’ll find out the hard way that it won’t help her all that much. Jack won’t let this go. No matter how much he disliked Allen, he won’t let their organization assassinate a senior Navy officer without consequences.”

      “Is there anything he can do about it? What exactly are we talking about as far as the circumstances?”

      “He’s headed back to Hunter and in pursuit of their ship, but it will reach the jump limit before he does. They’re going to get away, and if they’re smart, they’ll take a path that doesn’t lead to their ultimate destination. Their goal has to be muddying the path until it’s impossible to track them. They’ve got a shipyard somewhere in this cluster, and it’ll be our job to figure out where that is. If you want to get that life you keep clamoring for, you’ll have to help us do it.”

      He stood. “I’ll do what I can, but I can’t make promises I can’t be certain of delivering on. They never trusted me with their innermost secrets, so there’s no telling what they’ve been hiding all this time. Do you have any names for me to work with? Is it possible they left information here for us to find? Your hacker has to be pretty good, so if we get some computers, she should be able to work with them, right?”

      “I’d imagine she can make some progress, but we don’t know who we’re talking about. We have some names we didn’t have before because they allowed some of them to be captured on video during their conversation. I suppose they thought it didn’t matter at this point, which likely means those avenues of finding intelligence are probably closed, but we’ll do our best. Still, that’s for the future. Right now, we need to focus on dealing with what we have. I’ll head out and let you get dressed.”

      She had one of the Marines dig up his clothes and take them in. Once he came out dressed, she led him back to the room where they had the new prisoners.

      They were all still unconscious, so he gave them a good look. “I don’t recognize any of these people, but that doesn’t mean much. Judging by how they’re dressed, I imagine they’re not politicians. Probably the scions of some wealthy family. How do you want to play this?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You’re the experienced intelligence operative. How would you handle it?”

      “I’d start off by offering a deal,” he said. “Anytime you get three people together on something, one of them will be a weak link. If they know they’re about to go down hard for something serious, like, for example, the death of a flag officer, offering the first to start talking an excellent deal will usually get that person talking. Now, I fully expect that in an environment like this, there’ll be reinforcement from the others to keep their mouths shut. For that matter, their families might’ve been threatened. That’s also an angle we can appreciate and pursue. It’s all going to depend on what they say.”

      She nodded. It was a good way to go and somewhat along the lines she’d already had in mind. “I’ll take the lead on that, but having you here will definitely be of some benefit. They already knew we had our hands on you, but I kind of let it slip that you were willingly helping us. They’ll almost certainly have some problems holding out if we pile on. Especially if we roll out that their comrades left them behind.”

      She had one of the Marines go find some seats while she dug in her bag for the antidote to the knockout spray. Once she was ready, she walked behind each prisoner and injected the antidote into their necks. It was quick-acting, so they were already showing signs of life by the time she’d assumed her seat and waited patiently for their eyes to begin fluttering open.

      Unsurprisingly, the woman was the first to awaken. She seemed like the toughest of the lot, and if anyone was going to resist their efforts, it would be her. When the woman could finally focus on what was in front of her, she almost snarled, but she didn’t say anything. Admirable restraint.

      “Miss Snyder, it’s good to see you awake again,” Tina said with a smile. “I do apologize for knocking you out, but I’m afraid we couldn’t let you escape. People with the Poseidon Group are so hard to find that once we identified you, we were never going to let you go.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I’m going to press charges,” Snyder said in a flat voice. “My family is very influential, and I’ll see you swing for this.”

      Tina clapped her hands very quietly. “A very nice performance, but I’m afraid it’s not going to do you much good. Why don’t we wait for your friends to wake up, and I’ll fill you all in at the same time?”

      The two men were already mostly awake by this point, but she gave them a few more seconds to focus their attention before she continued. “I’m afraid your leadership and the rest of your organization have left Argent. It seems they had a ship south of the capital, and they’ve already departed. Our battleship is in pursuit, and we might even catch them, but nothing is certain in life. That’s why I’m here to offer you a deal.”

      “We don’t know what you’re talking about, and we’re not taking any deals,” the woman said. “I don’t know what you think you know, but you’re wrong. There is absolutely no way we belonged to any secret organization. We’re being framed, and as I said, I will make sure that you pay for this.”

      “She’s not going to tell you anything,” Rowe said. “I’ve met her kind before. She’s one of those true believers that will never betray the cause. If you’re looking for someone to turn over on the rest, it will have to be one of her friends. Even so, you’ll probably have to make it a good deal, or they’ll stick together. Maybe they’d understand if you told them why they were so screwed.”

      Tina nodded. “Good point. Our computer specialist has penetrated your comm units. She’s very good, so she was able to do it remotely. She tapped into your encryption algorithms, and we’ve got everything. Worse for you, she intercepted a message from one of your superiors that allowed her to remotely hack into that person’s comm and do the same to him. That’s why everybody who’s running right now is never going to be able to return because we’re pretty sure the entire leadership has left the planet. All except you three.”

      “That’s bull,” Snyder said. “None of us is saying anything until we speak with our attorneys.”

      “Ah,” Tina said with a smile. “That’s the thing about treason. We can question you without you talking to anyone for a lot longer than any regular criminal act. You’re not going to see your family or an attorney for a very long while. We’ve got more than enough evidence to trigger the necessary legal clauses to allow us to do that, so I’m afraid the two of us are all you’re going to see.”

      She paused for a moment to allow that to sink in. “I should probably get to that deal. Right now, we know a fair bit about what your organization has in mind. A shipyard building warships to overthrow the Confederation. Naughty naughty. You’ve been working at this for at least a century and a half, and this was spawned from an operation by Confederation Intelligence that found a Novarite warship. You’ve used some of the technology you salvaged from that ship, but not all of it. We want to know the details, like where that shipyard is. The first person that tells us what we want to know is automatically guaranteed a minimum of half the sentence the other two will get. Better yet, I’m willing to throw in the certainty that they’ll get out of prison while they can still enjoy life. Now, who’s going to take me up on that?”

      “None of us is telling you anything,” Snyder said, her nose rising.

      “Very well, you’re not going to tell us a single thing,” Rowe said. “Bravo to you for your dedication to the cause. Will either of your friends take the deal? It’ll undoubtedly chop off decades off their prison time. I’ll wager they know as much as you do, and one of them will be willing to talk.”

      “Take another decade off, and I’ll tell you everything I know,” the one that Tina had pegged as her boyfriend said.

      The woman’s head whipped around, and she glared at her ex. “Shut your mouth, Alessandro. Not one more word.”

      “Why should I suffer because you say so?” he almost sneered back. “All you’ve ever done is bitch at me about one thing or another. Well, screw you. This is my life, and I want to be able to live it. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

      “Wait,” the other guy said. “Give me the same deal, and I’ll tell you the same information separately so you can verify he’s telling the truth. You need that kind of thing, don’t you? I don’t want to go to prison for the rest of my life.”

      That started Snyder cursing the men and promising dire and excruciating things for their betrayal. Tina sat back and smiled as the three started railing at one another. This was going really well. She didn’t actually have the authority to offer that deal, but she had no doubt President Ibarra would be willing to back her to get information. Having the two talk separately would definitely make sure that most of the information they got was verified. There would undoubtedly be things one knew that the other didn’t, but if neither one knew what the other was saying, they’d be careful about lying.

      “Marines, please take Miss Snyder to her new cell. We’ll come back around to her in due time. For the moment, we’ll want some upgraded accommodations for these two gentlemen. So long as they’re cooperating, we can allow them a few things to make their imprisonment a little more bearable. You know, books, better food, the ability to wear their own clothes as opposed to a prison jumpsuit like their friend. That kind of thing.”

      One of the Marines grabbed the back of Snyder’s dress and lifted her to a standing position. The fabric tore, which was a shame because the thing probably cost more than Tina made in a year back when she’d worked for Confederation Intelligence, but at this point, she didn’t care. He frog-marched the frothing woman out of the interrogation room and off to her fate.

      Tina considered the remaining two. “I should tell you right now that we’ll be checking everything you say against one another and against computer sources that we hope will turn up information about your organization. If we think you’re lying to us, the deal vanishes. You’ll be put into the same type of prison cell as your friend, and you’ll get the same type of sentence. Is that clear?”

      The men nodded, both swallowing somewhat noisily at the idea. “We’ll start off questioning you separately, but you need to know we’ve identified Commodore Robin Monahan as one of your senior leaders. We have a video record of her murdering Rear Admiral Allen. That ties all three of you as accessories to the murder of a Navy flag officer during wartime. If Admiral Romanoff wants to push matters, he could insist the three of you be spaced. I suggest you not give me a reason to hand you over to him because he’s furious.”

      She was likely wrong about how the law would apply to that sort of thing, but these people wouldn’t know that. As a trained interrogator, she was used to using lies and mistruths to get what she wanted. She’d have these people so terrified that she might get some useful information from them.

      “Now, we’re going to separate the two of you so you can’t feed off one another and start asking some very pointed questions. If one of you gives a lot more information than the other, I’m going to assume that the one that doesn’t seem to know anything is concealing everything that he thinks is important. That negates our deal, and we’ll toss him into a cell with her. Somehow, I don’t think she’ll take that very well, so I’d be forthright if I were you.”

      The Marines promptly removed one of the prisoners, leaving her with the man she flirted with, Alessandro Vastalegna. He certainly didn’t look nearly as comfortable now. In fact, he looked terrified. Good.

      “Alessandro, isn’t it? I’m certain you wish we’d never met, but unfortunately, none of us can change the past. You made the choices that got you where you are today. The only thing you have any control over now is how much you can mitigate the damage you’ve done to yourself. Do you understand?”

      He nodded, not saying anything.

      “Now, we understand the general goals of your organization. You wanted to take out the Confederation leadership so you could replace it with yourselves. I can only imagine the type of government you’d intended to run, and it wouldn’t be a very nice place for most of the people living under your rule. Oh, I’m sure that you told yourself cute little lies about how you’d be the hero of the people, but we both know you’d do whatever you wanted because you had the power to make it happen. Let’s not delude ourselves.”

      He tried to speak but ended up having to clear his throat. “No one thinks our government represents the people, so we could hardly do worse.”

      That made her laugh. “Have you ever studied history? Allow me to assure you that you certainly could and would do worse. Revolutionaries always start out with the highest of ideals, but things never work out the way they’d like. Maybe, in the long run, the damage you’d do could be mitigated, but you’d rule with an iron fist and see that everyone opposed to you was crushed. I want you to start by telling me about your fleet. I understand you weren’t at the top of your organization, but you’ve heard something. Tell me and leave nothing out. You won’t like the results if I discover you’ve been hoarding details.”

      “And before you think that you and your friend can shade the truth, you have to realize that I know a little bit as well,” Rowe said. “You’d best assume I know everything because, as a former Confederation Intelligence operative, I know far more than you think I should. Now, before you can start thinking of lies, start talking.”

      Since Rowe had said he didn’t have any information about the fleet, Tina assumed he was bluffing, but their prisoner had no way of knowing that. If he was lying, it was him that would be in far more trouble than he liked. Sometimes working with spies was like sleeping in a bed of snakes. You never knew what would slither across you, and the potential for being bitten was always high.

      The young man stared at Rowe for a moment and then sighed. “I don’t know what you know, but I wasn’t at the senior management level, so I only have a bit of information. I don’t know where the construction yards are. I’ve heard they’re big and that we’re constructing ships equivalent in size to cruisers, but that’s all I know. None of the specifications for the ships were shared with me, though I understand they have weapons the Navy would find problematic. Not just phased packet plasma guns, but something else. Something they got from one of the alien ships.”

      That wasn’t good news, but it wasn’t that much of a shock, either. Tina had known it was the technology they’d found aboard the Novarite warship that had sparked the idea to overthrow the Confederation government among the spies that had been working on it. One could never really trust spies.

      “Let’s assume that’s true,” Tina said. “All your allies have run for it. They’re in space now, but they think they can get away. How?”

      He shrugged slightly. “They’ve got a ship there somewhere. One that’s capable of jumping without a gate. I don’t know where it’s located, and I assume it’s one of the cruisers built at the shipyards, but I don’t know for certain. I’m not sure why everybody’s running, either. It’s not like you people could’ve known who we were.”

      That made her smile. “I knew who you were. Your leadership is more cautious than I would’ve liked because if they’d assumed they were safe, we’d have more of them in our possession right now. We cracked your communications network while you were in the building. We started locating your people, but you made a run for it before we could pull you in. Pity. Is that all you know about the ships and the shipyards? What about your plans? How soon did you intend to kick everything off?”

      “We were about ready right before the invasion. The aliens ruined everything. I’m told that the warships that had already been built needed to be refitted, which would take time. I think they’re about ready to go now.”

      “With the destruction of the gate network, how do you know any of this?” Rowe asked. “I assume your original goal was to move all your ships through the network, but that went out the window. You said there’s a ship in the system. How do you know that, and what is it doing here?”

      “I’m not sure when it arrived,” the young man said, slouching in his chair. “It signaled our leadership right after the battleship showed up and thrashed the invaders. I’m not certain how they did that, so I can’t answer that question. Obviously, it has to have an independent quantum drive, and it’s been waiting to see how things shook out. Obviously, it’ll carry the people who got away back to the shipyards. I suspect they’ll kick off the operation soon after that.”

      Tina leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms. “We’re going to have many more questions about your organization’s goals and what they’re doing, but have you heard anything about how the initial implementation was supposed to run? Obviously, the cluster is now under alien rule, for the most part. Do you intend to act directly against the cluster?”

      “I can’t imagine why we would. I suspect they now have independent quantum drives and will make for the main part of the Confederation. If that’s the case, you won’t have to worry about them.”

      “How are they intending to get there? With the gate network inside the cluster destroyed, even ships with independent quantum drives will have difficulty reaching the Confederation. The rift of empty space between the cluster and the rest of the Confederation will be an impediment.”

      He smiled a bit smugly. “Our people already thought of that. There’s a second gate somewhere in the cluster that we can use to cross the rift. I don’t know what system it’s in or how they intend to get there, but they never wanted to run into the guard force in the Gateway system, so they made arrangements. When you’ve got as much influence and money as the Poseidon Group has in the Confederation, shunting aside the necessary supplies and equipment isn’t difficult.”

      That made her frown. The gates had a somewhat longer range than most independent quantum drive ships. The exploration vessels could jump farther than Hunter. That’s how the cluster had been explored in the first place.

      Jack could have sent one of the exploration vessels back to the Confederation earlier, but the war was here. He hadn’t wanted to distract the forces at his command, and if the Admiralty ever got their hands on a ship capable of getting into the cluster, they might have caused him even more trouble than Rear Admiral Allen had. None of the Navy’s cruisers available would put up more than token resistance to the enemy, so bringing more ships would have been inviting them to die.

      Now that they knew the Poseidon Group might be ready to act against the Confederation as a whole, that calculus had changed. His sense of duty would demand he send word back to the Confederation at once. They had an exploration ship at their disposal, and India MacKinnon and her people now had more than enough experience to get there. They’d linked Argent, New Copenhagen, and Port Royale with new gates, and Hunter was more than capable of dropping off gates as they moved forward.

      The focus of this war was shifting, though the ultimate goals hadn’t changed. Only now, there were more pieces on the board, and things were far more complicated. She had no idea how her friend would balance everything, but he’d need to do something. If the Poseidon Group actually kicked off their revolution, it would wreck civilization at a time when no one could afford that.

      Well, that was Jack’s problem right now. She needed to focus on getting all the information she could from their prisoners and locating any facilities they still had on the planet that Lisa could potentially pull data from.

      If they had any hopes of finding the shipyards, it would be through information the conspiracy hadn’t thoroughly tidied up. She and her husband would have to gather all the data they could and sift through it until they found something they could use. Hunter couldn’t chase after the leadership, but the repair parts were on the way. It wouldn’t be long until they could make a move, and she needed to make sure they were ready.
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      Jack sat in Hunter’s command seat and watched the tactical plot with displeasure. The transport they were chasing was faster than they were, and it was quicker than even the pinnaces he had chasing it. Every minute, it slowly pulled farther ahead and made the idea of catching it seem even more futile.

      Its destination was obvious: the asteroid belt. Argent was blessed with a lot of natural resources. That made an excellent place to hide, and he’d even done something similar himself on occasion. Depending on what part of the belt the fleeing conspirators were headed for, they’d reach it within an hour or two. At that point, his ship would still be far behind, and the pinnaces would be at a disadvantage if they tried to engage anything like a modern Navy cruiser, which he was willing to bet was the equivalent of what they’d find waiting there.

      “What’s the game plan?” India asked from where she stood beside him. “No matter how this plays out, I don’t think we’ll get our hands on them.”

      He grimaced. “I’m afraid I agree. The odds of them getting to their destination and jumping are too high. They might be willing to engage the pinnaces, but they won’t fight Hunter. If they were that stupid, we’d kick their asses. Sadly, Monahan isn’t an idiot.”

      His friend shook her head. “No, she’s not. I know Lisa, Tina, and David are doing the best they can, but it’s pretty obvious they pulled their senior leadership off Argent. I don’t know if they’ve got other people on different planets inside the cluster, but the ones we could get our hands on have fled. She couldn’t have known how deeply we’d penetrated their communication system, but her people’s reaction to Admiral Allen’s taking her into custody ruined any opportunity they had to stay covert. What’s their next play going to be?”

      “If they can’t stay covert, they’ll go overt. If they’ve got a ship waiting for them, they have at least some of their forces ready to act now. Maybe Tina will be able to pull more information about what their exact plans are from something, but it doesn’t sound like they want to stay in the cluster and fight the Tardans or the Novarites. That means they’ll head for the Confederation, so they’ve got to have some method of getting there. My guess is a secret gate that no one knows about. It’ll be linked to an occupied system that’s off the beaten path, and I’d wager that if we put our bright minds to looking, they’ll give us a handful of likely candidates. That’s not going to help us find the gates, mind you, but it will give us some options.”

      “It will, but you know that’s not the best course of action, right?” she asked. “We’ve got the exploration ship here, and we have to use it to tell the Confederation what’s coming. If they’re not ready, they’ll get rolled.”

      He raised an eyebrow as he glanced over at her. “If they’re not ready for an invasion at this point, they’re never going to be. It’s true that they don’t expect the Poseidon Group and the warships they’d been constructing, but they have to be getting ready for the Locusts. Still, you’re right. I don’t want to send you off, particularly when I think we could use the extra scouting capability, but our duty is clear. Have you talked to the senior officers?”

      She nodded. “We’ll be ready to go once this little drama plays out. I took the liberty of having Derek calculate a couple of courses to get us to a few spots where we should be able to jump across the rift. I suspect one of them will be where the gate leading to the Gateway system was located. Once we get there, I’ll find your father and fill him in. With him running the show, I should get a fair hearing.”

      “It’s possible that he’s not in command anymore. By now, Grand Admiral Carbonaro could’ve rescinded his reactivation and taken personal command or assigned someone else to run the show. They’ll probably send someone back with orders to undo everything President Ibarra has done and take command from me. That won’t end well, but I won’t rule out the attempt.”

      She shook her head. “With the level of success you’ve achieved, they won’t joggle your elbow. I doubt they’ll send you any help, but the last thing they’ll want to do is hamstring you. It won’t surprise me if you get some general strategic directives, though.”

      That was true enough. The Admiralty wasn’t going to resist the urge to stick their oar in and tell him what order things needed to be accomplished. He wouldn’t be surprised if India returned with some “advisors” to help guide him along his path. What a pain in the ass that would be.

      “You might as well gather your people and take a cutter back to the exploration ship,” he said after a few seconds. “You’re right that this chase isn’t going to end well. They’ll get away, but it won’t change what you need to do. Your orders are to get back to the Confederation by the quickest means possible that will get you in contact with my father or whoever is in command of the defensive forces. Work up whatever briefing David thinks is appropriate and deliver it to them with every bit of intelligence we’ve gathered. Unless my orders are countermanded, you are to return as quickly as feasible while considering their desires. So far as I’m concerned, you’re part of the battleship division now and fall under my command, as do all the exploration ships. Understood?”

      She smiled a bit sardonically. “It’s not like I’ll be able to stop them from boarding me if they don’t like that, but orders understood, Admiral. You know your father will be proud of you. You’ve done something he wasn’t able to do. No matter what happens, that’s something he won’t overlook.”

      “I suppose we’ll see, but you’ll need to make another stop before you head out. I want you to talk to Commander Hutton and make sure your uniform is updated.”

      India frowned. “You want me to go in the new style uniforms? I’d rather not. That will make them think I’m under their orders rather than yours.”

      He grinned. “No, he’ll need to update your rank insignia. I spoke with President Ibarra right before I called you here, and she confirmed that the Confederation Council in the cluster had approved your promotion to vice admiral. Apparently, so long as I’m the commanding officer of the battleship division, I need at least one other flag officer to command a ship once I have more than one operational. Congratulations, Admiral.”

      She held up a hand. “That’s ridiculous. I was a commander and executive officer before my ship got blown out from under me. Even having worked aboard Hunter for the last few months, there’s so much that I don’t know. I’m not ready for that.”

      “And I was ready to be promoted to full admiral? Even counting the promotion to commodore, I was a captain when this started. You’re ready for this. We’re at war, India. We don’t have a choice, and you have experience no one else can bring to the table. It may not feel like it, but you’ve soaked up what you need to know. You can do this, so don’t let it spook you.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be much less pleased to see a commander promoted to vice admiral than to hear what happened to you. I’ll be right in front of them, so I’m going to catch hell.”

      “Don’t think that’s escaped my notice either. You’re a great distraction. Now get moving, Admiral.”

      “Still not funny,” she said as she headed for the hatch. “I’ll do this, but only because you’re right that I don’t have a choice. Let’s hope it doesn’t blow up in our faces. I hate brigs.”

      Once she’d departed, Jack returned his attention to the tactical screen. It was probably time for a last-ditch effort to end this diplomatically. Not that he thought it had a chance of working, but the forms needed to be observed.

      “Open a channel to the transport,” he ordered. “What’s the round-trip delay?”

      The communications officer turned in her seat. “About eighteen minutes, sir. Channel open at your discretion.”

      “Poseidon Group transport, this is Admiral Romanoff. You are ordered to heave to and prepare to receive boarders. The Confederation is already fighting two invaders and needs to stay coherent, or humanity could be destroyed. Don’t do this.”

      He closed the channel, already confident that nothing would come of it. Frankly, he’d be shocked if they even bothered responding. Robin Monahan had already made her choice. They were just as committed now as they’d been before. More so, really. The penalty for treason during war was death, so they wouldn’t give up without a fight.

      The time during which they could’ve responded came and went with no response, just as he’d expected. The transport finally slowed to a halt near a large asteroid. There was no sign of any ship, but he knew it must be on the far side. Their sensors weren’t good enough at this range to pick it out.

      His suspicion was confirmed ten minutes later when a vessel came into view and accelerated away. It was slower than his ship, but his pinnaces were faster. Not that that would do any good with the lead they’d built up. It was about the size of a cruiser, and he’d be willing to bet it used the same deck plan where possible. Why waste the design?

      Working things around tearing out the original quantum drive and installing an independent quantum drive would’ve been an enormous pain, but if they’d sacrificed more space in the rear of the ship, they could’ve done it. That probably made the vessel a little more fragile than it would’ve otherwise been, but that was all relative. Against his ship, it wasn’t much of a threat. Against a cruiser, it might be more formidable.

      He didn’t think they could stuff one of the large weapons down into a cruiser, but these people had had a century and a half to work with. There was no telling what kind of punch that ship carried.

      Even as he was thinking that, the cruiser vanished. It had jumped and was gone.

      “Take us down to cruising speed and continue on to that asteroid,” he ordered. “There’s not going to be anything to find other than the transport, but we have to look anyway. They’ll have sanitized it, but we’ll follow the forms.”

      “I detected something unusual when they made the jump, Admiral,” Derek said. “Not on our regular sensors, but using the hyperspace sensors. They didn’t go into hyperspace, but there was a blip when they jumped. I’d wondered whether an independent quantum drive left any sign that we could detect, and now I know it does.”

      “Were you able to decipher their course?”

      The young officer nodded. “The number of potential targets in that direction is small enough that I figured out which system they’re headed to, but that won’t tell us much. They know we’ll be able to determine roughly where they’re going, so you can be assured they’ll take a roundabout course to get to their shipyards, wherever they are.”

      Jack was sure he was correct, so he didn’t bother arguing. “Will you be able to detect a ship arriving? It would be nice to know if someone jumps into a system, as long as we have hyperspace detectors that can pick them up and are in range.”

      Derek shrugged. “I’m not sure, sir. It’s possible, but until we can confirm that, we won’t know. If you could have Admiral MacKinnon jump out and then right back once we’re ready to do some testing, we’ll know for sure. My personal guess is that we will.”

      “Coordinate with her once she’s ready to leave and see that we get some testing done. We still don’t have enough coverage to monitor the entire system, but we might get lucky.”

      He stood. “I’m heading for engineering to talk with Commander Danek. You’ve got the conn.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jack made his way back to engineering and saw that they had the independent quantum drive partially disassembled. As soon as the requested repair parts arrived, they’d begin putting the drive back together again. He hoped it would be ready soon, but no matter how quickly the repairs were done, it wouldn’t be fast enough to make a difference now. Not with the Poseidon Group.

      He found the brown-haired chief engineer overseeing the work on the independent quantum drive. She turned as he approached. “Sir?”

      “The people we were chasing are gone, so we’ll be headed back in soon enough. What’s the word?”

      “We’ve identified several parts we think need to be replaced. Once that’s done, I’ll test the system and verify it’s operating as expected. It might be necessary to replace a few more parts, but I won’t know until I take care of the worst damage. We were doing things that stressed elements of the drive that wouldn’t normally be put under that kind of load, so we didn’t have spares on hand. I’ll rectify that. Next time, I’ll be able to replace an entire drive if need be. Having the quantum drive fail every time we have a fight is garbage, and I’ll take steps to make sure it doesn’t happen again. As for the hyperdrive, it seems to be undamaged, but it’s slow getting us from place to place so not really a priority for me until the quantum drive is back up and running.”

      “Honestly, that’s about what I expected. What about the rest of the repairs?”

      “I’ve started prepping to patch the hole in the ship’s side. Rebuilding the damaged infrastructure will be a pain, but with the engineering and construction people available on Argent, we should be able to make some serious headway in a relatively short time. The damage to the front of the ship is different, though. I think it represents an opportunity.”

      “An opportunity?” he asked as he crossed his arms. “How so?”

      “I’ve had my people picking over the Novarite warships we beat. I don’t know that everything is intact, but I believe we could put weapons very similar to what they had on board those big ships into the cavities blown out in the bow. Maybe if we’re unlucky, we’ll only be able to put one together, but I think that allows us to surprise the hell out of somebody. I think a face full of antiprotons would do a number on a swarm of Locust drones, if we could use the magnetics that shaped the beam to disperse it some while we’re at a distance.”

      He opened his mouth to argue and then closed it when he realized he had no idea whether it was even possible. He considered the fire they’d taken and how badly it had torn into his ship. It would’ve blown his ship apart if the hull hadn’t been so thick. A similar weapon firing into a cruiser would’ve vaporized it immediately. The even smaller Locust drones and motherships could easily fall prey to something like that.

      “I have to say the idea appeals to me, but I’m not sure how realistic it is,” he allowed. “The big Novarite ships were badly damaged in the fighting. What makes you think we’ll be able to salvage anything to make those work?”

      The engineer grinned. “Lisa Gane looked around the Novarite computers and found full engineering schematics. So long as we can recover a few truly critical pieces, I think I can manufacture anything else that’s broken. Worst case, it doesn’t work. Best case, we’ve got a doomsday weapon in our hip pocket.”

      That would be nice, but until something like that appeared, he couldn’t count on it. “What kind of time frame are you thinking?”

      Danek shrugged. “I’d be astonished if we could get anything like that pulled together in less than a month. It’s not something we want to do fast and loose. I’ll have the independent quantum drive functional within a couple of days. The new weapons are more of a long-term project.”

      “So, not something we’ll likely be using against the Poseidon Group. We’ll have to fight them before much longer, and I need to know how vulnerable we’ll be with those two holes in the front of my ship.”

      “They are a risk, but I’ve been thinking about how we can protect ourselves better against anything but the big weapons. Once the independent quantum drive is back online, we need to do a lot of testing to see if we can maintain energy screen coverage by running the quantum drive and hyperdrive together. At this point, it’s not completely protective, and we can’t keep it up, but I believe there’s probably a middle ground we can utilize. It’s even possible that we could build smaller drives meant to provide protection. We’ve got a lot of space on this ship and a lot of power. I’m not going to count on it working, but we can’t keep using the technology the same way we have been. We’re going to have to improvise.”

      He laughed. “Have you seen the last few battles we’ve been in? This is nothing but improvisation. I understand what you’re saying, though. If we can figure out a way to build an energy screen that covers the entire ship more consistently, I’m all for it. I want to see that we consider it carefully. Not just us, but people like Regex and the engineering teams that we might be able to get from Argent. This will be a large-scale project, and whatever successes we have will influence the fight ahead.”

      “I’ve already been writing things up, so I should have something to present in a day or so,” she said. “I understand we need to be more proactive, but we have to spend some time getting the ship back in condition to fight. If we discover where the Poseidon Group is building ships right now, they might very well chew us up.”

      “But we can’t allow them to get ahead of us and into the Confederation,” he countered. “None of the choices we have in front of us are good ones, so we’ll have to do the best we can. Life is full of trade-offs, so let’s see what we can do to pick the least odious ones. Carry on.”

      Jack turned on his heel and headed back for the lift. This stage of the fight was over, and they were likely safe from more Tardan and Novarite intrusions into this system for now, but the Sword of Damocles was hanging over the head of the Confederation. They would have to move before his engineer was ready. He just knew it.

      It was his job to figure out how to make the impossible work. The first thing they needed to do was track down the shipyards and begin scouting them out. Luckily, an independent quantum drive meant they could cover a fair amount of space in a relatively short period of time. Unfortunately, the cluster was immense, and he had no idea where to go.

      He hoped Lisa and Tina could pull the data they needed out of people and equipment on Argent, but he couldn’t count on it. They needed to get crews for more exploration ships and begin looking around. Even with India gone, they could get five scouts searching almost immediately if he could find enough retired Navy officers to run them. Considering this was the cluster capital and it had once had a naval base, he thought that was possible, but there was more work that needed to be done to get everything ready.

      Well, he supposed he’d best be about his business because the Confederation’s enemies wouldn’t wait around for them.
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