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      Commodore Jack Romanoff stared at the ruined quantum drive and gritted his teeth. This took a bad situation and made it much, much worse. They’d been in decent shape until the last minute of the battle over New Copenhagen when the Locusts rammed his battleship en masse. Now they were in the direst straits they’d been in since the invasion started.

      “It looks pretty bad, Kelly,” he said over his vacuum suit’s comm. “Tell me there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “There is, sir,” Commander Kelly Danek, Hunter’s chief engineer, said from beside him, “but I’m afraid it’s an oncoming grav train with an engineer that’s late for dinner. As my grandmother used to say, there’s no fixing something once you let the magic purple smoke out.”

      He turned to face her, ignoring the people moving purposefully through the engineering compartment who were fixing what they could and assessing what they couldn’t. “That’s a very evocative saying, but what does it mean?”

      “We could probably repair almost all the damage to the drive with the assistance of the people on New Copenhagen, but the quantum core is toast. There’s no access to any of the exotic elements we’d need to rebuild it, and without it, this drive is nothing but a pile of mechanical parts.”

      “And we can’t just recover the exotic elements from the damaged unit?” he asked, pushing the despair he felt away. They’d find an answer. They had to.

      She shook her helmeted head. “No, sir. There’s a method to refining and layering the core, and we have no way to recreate it. Worse, even if we could, any mistakes would have catastrophic repercussions. The Navy never expected we’d need to build our own independent quantum drive. They expected us to use parts from the depot, so we’re screwed.”

      Jack resisted the urge to sigh, but that was about what he’d expected to hear. Without any operable quantum gates in the system, Hunter had been the only ship capable of making the jump to another system in a reasonable time frame. Now they were trapped, and it was only a matter of time until the Locusts found and destroyed them.

      That brought his attention to the alien hyperdrive they’d recovered from the large Locust vessel they’d salvaged. “I know the professor suggested we could use that thing, but how realistic is that?”

      Alan Prescott, the director of the Locust War Historical Society and their resident Locust expert, had once been an academic and preferred the title of professor.

      “All I can say is that I’ve put that drive back together exactly how we disassembled it,” Kelly said. “If it worked before, then maybe it can work again. We’ve got power ready to run to it, and the computer system it was connected to is here. The alien prisoners might be able to give us some clues, but can we trust anything they tell us?”

      “Probably not,” Jack admitted. “They built the machines trying to conquer us, so we have no reason to give them the benefit of the doubt. Still, if you can’t fix the independent quantum drive, we don’t have much choice, do we?”

      She turned to face him and smiled through her faceplate. “Actually, we do. The mothership Doctor Wilson and her people recovered would make an excellent test bed. It’s intact, except for its computer system. I wouldn’t risk our ship, but we can use the mothership if we have to test the technology.”

      “It doesn’t have a computer core, and we don’t dare plug the one the professor cracked into it, or it would attack us,” Jack argued. “Without that, how do you intend to use it?”

      She crossed her arms and grimaced. “We’d be guessing, but from what I saw of that drive when it was removed for study, it looked like it has only two states: on or off. We can’t assume that’s true of the big one. With a duality like that, we can install manual controls for a pilot to engage the hyperdrive and at least see what it does. It would be risky, but it’s not out of the question.”

      Jack was inclined to shoot the idea down, but they really were in a bind. If they couldn’t get what they needed to make Hunter operational again, they were dead. It might take months for the sentence to be executed, but it would be inevitable.

      “Let’s say that works,” he said, giving in to the idea. “Since we know the motherships travel at about ten times the speed of light, we’re still talking months of travel time to get to Port Royale, not even counting the return trip. Perhaps as much as five months total, if I remember correctly. While the mothership is pretty big, we won’t be able to put enough life support aboard to keep someone alive for that length of time.”

      “I’m only talking about turning it into a test bed to start working with the technology. If we don’t know how anything works, we’ll never be able to start deciphering what we can about the larger unit.”

      “I see your point, but as you said, this could be dangerous. What are the potential downsides?”

      “Instant and immediate failure,” she said promptly. “We could apply power to the hyperdrive, and it might take the pilot somewhere they never return from. We know absolutely nothing about hyperspace. Who’s to say that entering it incorrectly wouldn’t destroy the mothership? Hell, there’s no guarantee that an unprotected human can survive in that environment without shielding.”

      “The aliens had an engineering crew,” he objected, “and based on their quarters, they were awake for at least part of their journey through hyperspace.”

      “True, but maybe the larger drive generates a field strong enough to protect living beings, whereas the small one doesn’t. We don’t know enough to recognize landmines that would be obvious to someone who understands the basic theory. Doing this would be a huge risk.”

      It wasn’t as if he didn’t know that, but they didn’t have much choice. “Work with the professor to design the control interfaces we’ll need. I suppose Derek is the best choice to fly the thing, though I’d rather not risk someone with his skills. This will be a volunteer-only mission, and we’ll have to spell out the risks, but I can’t imagine he’d turn down the opportunity.”

      Lieutenant Derek Calvo had been an officer candidate at the Naval Academy when the invasion began, but the young man had shown he had what it took to be a decisive leader, and he was gifted with the experience to fly the battleship. That young man—and the people like him—were what gave them a fighting chance. They had to be careful with them, but Derek deserved the right of first refusal.

      The chief engineer nodded. “I’ll get my people on that. Now that we have a handle on the damage down here, I know how much labor I’ll need to get everything we can fix working. I should be able to spare a dedicated crew for the project.”

      “Speaking of the other repairs, what’s the prognosis for fusion plants and fusion drives?”

      “Five of the fusion drives are total losses,” she said with a frown. “Another three should be repairable if we can get some parts manufactured on New Copenhagen. The other four are either functional or will be within twenty-four hours. That said, we took a significant amount of structural damage to our stern. Nickel iron asteroids are tough but not enough to stand up to that kind of abuse.”

      The abuse had been the massed ramming by a host of Locust motherships. All their fusion drives failing at the same time had created a titanic blast that cracked the stern of his ship open. Frankly, he was surprised they hadn’t lost engineering entirely.

      The damage was repairable, but it would take melting another nickel-iron asteroid and getting new material in to reinforce the damaged areas. That was something they might be able to work out on their own, though it would take time and space-based skills that they didn’t have access to right now.

      One more problem they could have solved if they still had access to Port Royale.

      “And the power plants?” he asked, forcing himself to move on.

      “Better, but still not optimal. One is completely out of service, one is undamaged, and two are repairable to some degree. Maybe all the way if we can get some parts manufactured. How realistic would that be on a planet under the control of the Locusts?”

      It was his turn to shrug. “Most of the manufacturing capability we’d need is near their largest metropolitan areas, and the Locusts control them. Mac will need to coordinate with the Planetary Defense Forces and take the fight to them, but I have no idea what time frame we’re talking about. Even if they succeed, we won’t know for some time whether the capability still exists, or even if the people who know how to run the facilities are still alive.”

      Lieutenant Colonel Mac Turner—a retired Marine Force Recon major and now active duty Marine—was in charge of what remained of the recruits and instructors they’d taken from the Marine Academy at Faust. They’d defended the island where the nuclear warheads had been stored, but they’d lost a lot of people in the process.

      Of the twelve hundred Marines they’d started with, they were down to fewer than six hundred that could fight. Almost four hundred more were injured, and the rest had died. The survivors were veterans now, but they still had a lot to learn, and there just weren’t enough of them to do what needed to be done. They’d need assistance from the locals.

      Both the planetary president and the general in command of the Planetary Defense Forces had sworn they’d do everything they could to assist in liberating the planet, and he had to take them at their word. Without their help, the task was impossible.

      “Drop a couple of nukes on the alien facilities, and I’ll bet that takes the fight out of them,” the engineer said grimly.

      “If only we could, but they’ve got prisoners and intelligence we have to have. We don’t know why they’ve come to our space, and we need to know their motives if we’re going to beat them. Focus on doing what you can here, and we’ll let the Marines do their business.”

      “And what are you going to be doing?” she asked. “Not that I’m sure you aren’t busy, but I’m curious.”

      “Greasing the wheels. There might be Locusts arriving in three months if some decided to start the journey as soon as the Navy sent the self-destruct command through the quantum gate network. If the forces here at New Copenhagen sent for help, we’d have double that, but that’s not something we can count on. Everything needs to go smoothly, and that’s my job to arrange, so I’ll work with President Scazzosi and Mark Connor to help things along.”

      “I don’t envy you that task. This entire thing has a lot of moving parts, and if any of them go sour, it will cause real problems. Do you think the Locusts will be here that soon?”

      “I think six months is more reasonable, but we’ll work as if they’ll show up at the first possible moment. Hell, I want to be ready a few weeks before that. Prepare to fight as soon as possible, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Will do, sir. I’ll keep you informed on the status of the various projects.”

      “Good enough. I’ll leave you to your work then.”

      With that, he headed toward the lift. Next was a meeting with the senior officers to nail down everything else they needed to accomplish. No one was getting much sleep in the near future.

      Derek would be there, so he’d broach the idea of being their test pilot then. The most vigorous resistance to the notion probably wouldn’t come from the young man himself. No, he expected that to come from Captain India MacKinnon, his executive officer. She’d known him for years, so she’d have no compunction about pushing back when she thought he was wrong, and he expected her to think he was off his rocker this time.

      India was protective of her people—and rightly so—and he could count on her to lay out every objection possible to his crazy plan, which was good. As his executive officer, it was her job to point out when he was making a mistake. That was one of the most important things a good XO did, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t do this. Their options were limited, and lives were on the line. Not just aboard Hunter but throughout the cluster. Hell, the existence of the Confederation itself was likely at stake.

      The only way they could make things safer for humanity was by establishing communication with the aliens that had built the Locusts. With the professor being dragged into other duties, that would have to fall on someone else, and he knew just the person for the task. Lisa Gane, a hacker from Port Royale, had come with them to build an electronic translation program to decipher the many audio files they’d found on the computer systems from the wrecked alien ship. She was no linguist, but she was already involved in the task, so he’d toss this into her lap.

      That fell outside her normal range of skills, but she’d proven resourceful and competent. Since the aliens had been learning the basics of their language through a children’s program from Port Royale, it might not be nearly as difficult as one would suppose.

      And, of course, she was something of a mercenary, so offering her more money would be something she’d find interesting. For that matter, he could get some advanced computer equipment from New Copenhagen as both payment for her work and something she could use here. Sometimes the way to a girl’s heart was through her electronics.

      He exited engineering, stripped out of his vacuum suit, and hung it on the temporary rack they’d set up. As soon as he’d put his hat and greatcoat back on, he pulled out his comm and called Lisa while he headed toward the briefing room. Best to get this project started right away. Three months wasn’t a lot of time, and every moment counted.
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      Lisa Gane went to the professor’s lab and knocked on the open hatch. He looked up from the equipment he was tinkering with and smiled as he gestured for her to come in. “Lisa, I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon. When did you get back aboard?”

      “About an hour ago,” she said as she wandered into his cluttered workspace. “I decided there was nothing I could do down there until the Marines and Planetary Defense Forces did something about making it easier to access the nuclear weapons storage facility. It’s just too dangerous right now.”

      “Perfectly reasonable. Would you like some coffee?”

      “Of course.”

      He smiled and poured them both mugs of the steaming dark liquid of life. He then offered her cream and sugar, which she declined.

      She sat in a chair next to his worktable and looked around the lab. Much like her home office back at Port Royale, it was crowded with equipment, though his work area tended more toward Locust debris and hers obsolete and obscure computer systems. It was quite the eclectic mix.

      “I just got a call from our glorious leader,” she said after taking a sip of the excellent coffee. “He said you would be busy doing something soon and that I needed to take over communicating with aliens. Well, he didn’t say I needed to do so, but he offered me a lot of money and computer equipment if I would, so that’s sort of the same thing.”

      The older man nodded. “I suppose that’s not unexpected, though I have no idea what he wants me to do. Did he say?”

      “I gather it’s something Locust-related, but that could be just about anything. He said he was on his way to a staff meeting and would talk to you afterward. Have you tried talking to the aliens since the last time they communicated with us?”

      “I sat down with their leader—at least I think he’s their leader—and we had a basic conversation. We didn’t get much beyond names before we ran into trouble, though. I couldn’t make what I wanted clear, and I didn’t understand what he was saying either. There were issues with comprehension on both sides, and I didn’t have a clear goal about what I wanted to say, which probably didn’t help.”

      “That makes sense,” she admitted. “I suppose we need to have some clear-cut goals, or the conversation could go anywhere. I also need to refine the algorithms in my translation program. It’s worse than their ability to speak our language, but it still needs to be used. I’m no linguist, so that has to be the angle I focus on.”

      “I think that’s wise.”

      The two finished their coffee without rushing and then went to her work area. Alan—that was his name after all—was limited to walking with a cane, which slowed his progress. Once she’d collected everything she needed, they redirected themselves to the makeshift prison holding their captives.

      They had two dozen prisoners—a nice round number—but the two groups didn’t care for one another. The group from the large wreck seemed to have some animosity toward the new group, which wasn’t a surprise considering how they’d been working with the ones that had attacked their ship.

      “Have we tried talking to the new people?” she asked as they walked.

      “I’ve been too busy, but you’re more than welcome to make an attempt. It will be needed at some point, and they likely have additional information. While I have nothing to base this judgment on, I believe they come from a different social stratum. Hopefully, that’s something you can help clear up during your conversations with Regex.”

      She frowned a little. “What kind of name is that? I get that they’re aliens, but seriously. Did you know that’s a computer term? It means regular expression. It’s a string of characters designed to either replace or search for another string of characters. That doesn’t mean anything in this case, but it’s weird.”

      “It’s undoubtedly a coincidence, but perhaps that will help you remember his name.”

      The two arrived at the holding area, and the Marines on duty spoke briefly with the professor before escorting them into the compartment where the meeting would take place. It was a large chamber split by a transparent divider made of clear, sturdy material with holes drilled through it that would allow a conversation. There were tables and chairs on either side.

      Once the pair had taken their seats, the Marines opened the hatch on the far side. About twenty seconds later, two aliens walked through, one male, the other female. They were humanoid, though not human. Two arms, two legs, and a head, but all shaped differently than a human’s.

      The head, in particular, was different. The alien’s eyes were large and sensitive to light—or so the doctors performing the autopsies on the dead from the wrecked ship had said—thus the violet-tinged lighting used in the compartment. The fixtures had come from the aliens’ ship, so they were suitable. Their mouths were also radically different from her own. Rather than horizontal openings in their faces, theirs were vertical and opened significantly wider than a human’s.

      She examined their arms and hands as the two beings sat at the table. The arms themselves had two segments like a human’s, but they were longer and more delicate. Also, the hands had two opposable thumbs with three fingers in between. Their legs were longer than a human’s, making them taller, but she had no idea if their feet matched their hands.

      The professor gestured toward her. “Lisa.”

      The male alien inclined his head. “Regex.” He then gestured at the female. “Pastan.” He followed up by pointing at the professor. “Alan.”

      “Yes,” the professor said. “Lisa?”

      She opened her bag and brought out one of her tablets. It would run the translation software. The aliens had a comm that could do the same, but she wanted to be able to make alterations to the code if needed. She set the tablet on the table and activated the translation program. “I’ll be working with you using a translation program. The same one you’ve been using.”

      The device immediately spat out its idea of a translation. Regex looked at the device and shook his head. “Bad.”

      She was not surprised at his assessment of the program. Based on their attempts at communicating, it would only offer vaguely related gibberish, which was still impressive considering the short time she’d been working on it. Still, it would never get better if she didn’t refine the algorithms.

      “I know. We need to make it better.”

      “I learn speak.”

      “Good,” she said. “Say that in your language.”

      He said something in the sibilant alien language. Her translation program ventured a guess. “Me yell good.”

      Yeah, it needed a lot of work.

      “We’ve definitely got a way to go. I’m sure you speak our language better than my program can work with yours, so if you’d say what you want in both languages, that would be helpful.”

      She had absolutely no idea how that would come across, so she’d be ready to ask him to repeat anything he said in both languages. It would be hard in the beginning, but it wasn’t impossible. Just tedious.

      The professor stood up. “I’ll leave you to speak without me. I have a meeting I should attend, even though I wasn’t invited. Good luck.”

      Once he’d left the room, Regex leaned forward. “What luck?”

      How to explain that? “Favorable chance. When circumstances help you.”

      The translation made the alien shake his head. “Who you?” He then said something in the alien language that the translator read “who are you?”

      “I made the translating machine,” she said as she hefted the tablet.

      The being shook his head again. “No. Not Lisa. All you.”

      “Do you mean humans? Alan and I are humans.”

      “Yes. Who humans?”

      That was an expansive concept, and she wasn’t sure how to approach it for a moment. The aliens knew they’d have a name for themselves, so he wasn’t looking for a basic explanation. Was he implying they hadn’t expected to find humans here? That was stupid since they’d undoubtedly gotten reports from the Locusts they’d sent to invade.

      “You attacked us,” she said. “This is our space.”

      Regex looked at the woman at his side, and they spoke rapidly in the alien language. It all came out as gibberish on her tablet, so she ignored the output. If they spoke at any kind of speed, the program broke down. She’d try slowing it down later. For the moment, she let them control what they were saying without trying to pick it apart.

      After they’d spoken for a minute, Regex refocused his attention on Lisa. “No one here.”

      “That’s not correct. Why did you attack us?”

      “No fight. Not want fight.”

      She considered what he’d said and wanted to argue with him, but they didn’t have enough of a common language to do so effectively. Maybe she should just let the facts speak for themselves.

      Lisa dug through her bag and pulled out another tablet. She’d been researching the Locusts and had archival footage from the first invasion. She cued some of that up and put it out so the aliens could see the drones and motherships attacking the old Confederation Navy ships over some world that she didn’t know the name of.

      The aliens seemed mesmerized by the video for a second, then recoiled. They didn’t say anything, though. They just continued watching as the mechanical warships attacked and were destroyed. After another fifteen or twenty seconds, the woman waved her hand.

      “Stop,” Regex said. “No understand.”

      “You said you don’t want to fight, but that is what you did,” Lisa said, surprised to find herself a bit angry. “Not only now, but long ago.”

      The alien’s head tilted slightly to the side, blinking rapidly. “Must speak better. No understand. Need understand.”

      “We do need to understand one another, so we’ll need to put in a lot of time to improve your understanding of our language and my translation program. Are you willing to do that?”

      “Help speak.” He gestured at his female companion and himself. “Tardan. Like human. Tardan no fight. Bad.”

      “Yet here we are,” Lisa said, opening her hands to encompass everything around them. “Your ships have killed many of our people, and you are on our planets, killing our people.”

      That was much more accusatory than she’d intended to get, but so be it. They were the invaders, and she wouldn’t apologize for being pissed off at their actions.

      “They tell us no fight,” Regex insisted. “They not say humans.”

      Lisa had no idea who “they” were, but if she’d understood correctly, he was claiming someone had pulled the wool over their eyes, so to speak. Personally, she had her doubts, but it wasn’t her job to verify the authenticity of anything they said. That was somebody else’s problem.

      “If they told you that, they lied. Millions of my people died during the first invasion. Millions more will die during this one. We need to be able to talk to one another so that we can understand. Are you ready to help me?”

      “Yes. We talk better. We talk long. Long long.”

      She smiled a little. “That’s good. If you need some food or drink, now is a good time to get it. When you return, we’ll look at some pictures and see if we can compare words.”

      “Talk now.”

      “Fine. Then let’s get to it.”
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      Derek Calvo stood outside the briefing room hatch and nodded to the other officers as they proceeded inside. His skin felt a little clammy, and his heart was racing. It was almost as if he were about to go into battle. He supposed that wasn’t necessarily a stretch, either. There was definitely danger ahead.

      His tension ratcheted up when he saw Commodore Romanoff coming down the corridor. This was where things could go sideways. He again considered letting things go and putting off the trouble for another day, but that wouldn’t make things easier. In fact, it would make them a lot harder, so he might as well just confess and get this over with. Whatever would happen would happen.

      “Derek,” his commander said with a smile. “Just the man I was hoping to see. I don’t want to drop any surprises too early, but there’s something coming up that I think is right up your alley. If you agree, we’ll work out the details, but I wanted you to know up-front that there is no shame in turning the mission down. It’ll be dangerous, and this is a volunteer job.”

      He smiled at the older man, trying to keep his expression from mirroring the nervousness he felt. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, sir. If you’ve got a minute, there is something I need to discuss with you. In private.”

      The officer’s left eyebrow rose slightly, gesturing up the corridor toward his office. “We don’t have much time, but we can take care of it right now if it’s important.”

      “I think it’s something we should address immediately, sir,” he said, his throat tight.

      “Very well. After you.”

      The two of them went into the commodore’s huge office, and Romanoff turned to face him with a curious expression when he closed the hatch behind them. “Is there a problem?”

      Derek nodded. “Potentially, sir. I need to tell you about something that happened last night. Something between Amanda and me.”

      The senior officer pursed his lips, and his eyes narrowed slightly. “That could be relevant in a couple of ways. What kind of incident are we talking about without delving too deeply into the details? Did you have a confrontation?”

      “Sort of the opposite, sir.” Derek could feel his face heating and knew the other officer wouldn’t be able to miss the blush creeping up his cheeks.

      “Ah,” Romanoff said with a sudden smile. “Then you’ve got nothing to worry about. Once again, I don’t need to know the details of your personal life, but you and Amanda are in different departments, and your rank isn’t grossly divergent. If the two of you choose to have a romantic relationship—or merely something physical—that’s none of my concern. You’re both adults, and I know you can keep any issues you may have from interfering with your duties.”

      “But there are times you put me in charge of the bridge, sir. Doesn’t that introduce a level of command influence?”

      “Only just a bit. Even on regular Navy vessels, it’s not uncommon for the commanding officer to select a junior to head a watch to give that person the experience they’ll need later in their career. The regulations don’t cover that specific set of circumstances because it happens rarely enough, but you and Amanda should be able to navigate those waters without trouble. You’re both bright, dedicated officers, and I don’t believe you’ll let personal considerations cloud your judgment.”

      Derek let out the breath he’d been holding. “I have to say that’s a relief, sir. I expected you to tear a strip off of me. Can I ask what mission you have for me?”

      The older man shook his head. “We’ll talk about it in the meeting. I suspect you’ll get a good chance to see senior officers disagreeing once I present it to the rest. Use that as a learning moment. Now, if that’s all, we need to get to the briefing room because it’s not fair to keep everyone else waiting.”

      The commodore led Derek out of his office and into the briefing room, nodding at the gathered officers as he headed for his seat. “Sorry for the delay. I just had to take care of something.”

      Derek settled into his seat and smiled at Amanda on the other side of the table. She raised an eyebrow, and the corner of her mouth quirked upward just the slightest bit. She’d told him this wouldn’t be an issue, but he’d felt the need to make sure. She’d been right.

      He shrugged just the slightest bit. “Before we get rolling, I have some administrative matters. Amanda, come here, please.”

      That made his lover’s— girlfriend’s?—eyes widen, but she stood and walked to the head of the table. “Yes, sir?”

      “I wanted to take a moment to commend you on yesterday’s fight. Your skills turned the tide and saved many lives. While there will be many commendations going around, there’s one reward I wanted to make certain was delivered to you promptly.”

      He reached into his greatcoat and pulled out a pair of lieutenant’s tabs. “You’ve more than earned these, Lieutenant. Congratulations on your promotion.”

      The gathered officers stood and began clapping, and Derek joined them with a grin on his face as Romanoff removed Amanda’s rank tabs and replaced them with the new ones. She looked as dumbfounded as Derek had felt when he’d been promoted out of the blue.

      Once everyone had congratulated Amanda, they all sat back down, and the meeting started. The commodore recapped the situation for everyone. They’d destroyed the Locusts outside New Copenhagen’s atmosphere, but they’d lost the quantum drive and had no easy way to fix that problem.

      Unfortunately, that meant the Locusts would eventually find and defeat them. It might be six months or even longer, but the end result wasn’t in doubt. They were in the crosshairs and needed to regain their mobility before the Locusts came swarming back.

      The situation on the planet was more convoluted. The Locusts had built two facilities and laid waste to the metropolitan areas nearest them. They’d killed far too many people and kidnapped others for purposes unknown. There were rumors about what the aliens were doing, and none were good. It was wise that the Marines had their prisoners under heavy guard.

      Lieutenant Colonel Mac Turner would lead the fight on the planet’s surface. He wasn’t at the meeting because he had far more important things on his plate, but the commodore wanted to be sure they understood his situation.

      The extinct volcano had collapsed on the nuclear weapons storage facility. They’d brought another ten thousand missiles that could be refurbished on the journey to New Copenhagen, but they weren’t nearly as effective without warheads. They needed to get into that facility.

      “And that brings us to the last problem on our plate,” Romanoff said. “The fact that we can’t leave this system without repairing our independent quantum drive. I spoke with Kelly Danek, and she said it wasn’t repairable. Even if we get parts manufactured on New Copenhagen, it won’t work. We need to come up with a different solution, which means doing something more dangerous than I suspect many of us would prefer.”

      That made Derek perk up. Was this the mission the commodore had mentioned earlier? What could it be?

      Before Romanoff could say anything more, the hatch opened, and Professor Prescott walked in, hobbling on his cane. He smiled and took a seat without saying a word.

      “It’s a good thing you’re here, Professor,” Romanoff said. “I was about to mention something that will include you, so getting your point of view will be helpful. The only way we’ll be able to get to Port Royale is if we can use our purloined hyperdrive. The large unit we salvaged from the wrecked Locust vessel is intact, as are the computers that supposedly run it, so we’ll need to use it.”

      “Would this be a good time to point out that we know nothing about the drive or how to use it?” MacKinnon asked. “Even if we believed anything the aliens said about it, we can’t even talk to the prisoners at this point, can we?”

      Prescott shrugged. “We can get simple concepts across, and Lisa is down there right now working on increasing our vocabulary and ability to communicate. All that said, the drive was not made for Hunter. We have no idea if it can take that much mass into hyperspace. Even if it can, figuring out how to do so safely will be fraught with danger.”

      Romanoff nodded. “All true, and it’s one of the reasons why we’re going to use the mothership Doctor Wilson salvaged as a test bed. I’ve instructed Kelly to install controls and some basic life support aboard it. Once that’s done, we’ll need a pilot willing to risk serious injury or death to test the hyperdrive and see what it does.”

      “That’s too dangerous,” MacKinnon argued. “I assume that’s why you spoke with Derek earlier, and I have to register my objections, sir. There are so many things that could go wrong with something like that that I can’t begin to list them all. The chances of him ending up injured or killed are unreasonably high.”

      Derek started to speak, but Romanoff smoothly cut him off. “Everything you’ve said is true, but it doesn’t change anything. If we don’t do something, we’ll die, and the rest of the cluster will be enslaved by the Locusts. There are no other options. The people from Port Royale can’t get us the repair parts we need without us setting up a gate, which we cannot do. No matter how dangerous this might be, it’s our only course of action.”

      “I volunteer for the mission, sir, ma’am,” Derek said. “I understand the dangers involved, but there’s no other choice.”

      “That’s not exactly true,” Amanda said, looking at Romanoff rather than him. “There are other people that have training with small craft, and any of them should be able to start working on a test bed like this, shouldn’t they? Not to inflate Derek’s ego any more than it already is, but he’s one of the few people that can take us from system to system with the independent quantum drive. Should he be the one we risk with this?”

      Derek felt his eyes narrow as he tried to figure out if she was saying that because they were in a relationship or because she genuinely believed it. After a moment’s consideration, he rejected the idea she was speaking up because it was him. She was a naval officer and knew the risks of what they were doing just as well as he did. He had to believe this was a general comment. If not, they were going to have their first fight.

      “That would be true if we weren’t going to engage the hyperdrive,” Romanoff said. “I understand that we don’t know what hyperspace is like, but at least for the beginning, we need to assume its use will require a better grasp of interstellar travel than most small craft pilots have. There are risks, but Derek is the best choice for this initial flight.”

      “I still think it’s a bad idea,” MacKinnon said, “but I suppose you’re right. We lack options at this point. What can we do to increase his odds of survival?”

      “I can work with Lisa to pin our prisoners down about how safe such an endeavor would be,” the professor said. “There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to get the concepts across to them cleanly or that they’ll know what we’re trying to do, but it can’t hurt to try. How soon are we looking to make this happen?”

      Romanoff shrugged. “Kelly seemed to think it would take a few days to get everything rigged up, but the process should be straightforward. I suspect they’ll rip the controls out of a defunct small craft and wedge them into the mothership. Once they install some life support and run control cables to the hyperdrive and fusion drives, the craft should be functional enough to start the test flights. Understanding the severity of our situation, does anyone have a ‘stop this right now’ objection?”

      MacKinnon looked like she wanted to argue, but she shook her head. No one else said anything, though Amanda didn’t look pleased that he’d be the one doing the flying.

      “Then I think we’ve settled everything we can. The next big push will be down on New Copenhagen, so let’s hope Colonel Turner and the Planetary Defense Forces can figure out how to turn the trick. Dismissed.”

      Derek stood and walked around the table as the room emptied. “Amanda, can we have a word?”

      Being a tactical officer, she must’ve suspected something because her eyes narrowed. “Sure. Here?”

      “Here works.”

      Derek waited until everyone had left the briefing room and then closed the hatch. If they were about to fight, it was better to have a little privacy. He did keep Commodore Romanoff’s advice in mind, though.

      “You didn’t look pleased when I volunteered for this mission,” he opened, keeping his tone calm and even. “To be clear, I didn’t know about it before the commodore mentioned it. I realize it’s dangerous, and I’d like to ask why you were putting forward other options to replace me.”

      Amanda grimaced. “I was surprised, and that came out wrong. Am I worried about you doing it? Yes. Do I think I should try to stop you or sabotage your ability to do it? No. I’m not sure you’re the right person because your skills are so unique, but I wasn’t trying to change the commodore’s mind for personal reasons. Mostly.”

      She rubbed her face with one hand. “Being diplomatic has never been my strong suit. You may have noticed that I tend to be aggressive and push the ideas I think are best, and that may have just bit me in the ass. The last thing I want is for you to think I’m trying to be protective of you when it comes to your duty.”

      “I care about you, but what we do for a living is dangerous, and we’re all in a real bind here.”

      She nodded. “I get it. We’re Navy officers, and we’ll do what our duty requires of us. Then she smiled. “So, I take it the conversation with the commodore came out okay?”

      “Just like you predicted,” he confirmed, “but I feel better having it out in the open. I don’t want to hide what we have.”

      “Me either. Now, if you have some free time in your schedule, it turns out I have something to celebrate.” She tapped her new rank tabs. “If you’ve got a spare hour or so, I’d like to invite you back to my quarters so we can give this moment the attention it deserves.”

      He felt himself blushing again, but he matched her grin and gestured toward the hatch. “After you, Lieutenant.”

      Even though part of him was already imagining what she had in mind , another part was already thinking about the mission to come. He’d have to keep that part of himself firmly under wraps and focus on Amanda, but he already knew this would be one of those all-consuming duties when he finally got started.

      The idea of going into hyperspace was thrilling. It would be dangerous, but he was willing to take some risks to save his friends and humanity. And Amanda, of course.

      He’d unreservedly savor the next hour because those memories would be indelibly engraved into his brain for many years to come.
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      Mac looked over at Captain Sylvaine Dufaux when she cleared her throat. “Yes?”

      “Do you think this will work?” she asked as they watched one of his Marines install an alien device into one of the ground attack vehicles they’d brought down from Hunter.

      He shrugged. “The only way we’ll find out is if we give it a try.”

      As neutral as his words had been, he doubted this would work, but nothing ventured, nothing gained. They’d salvaged what they thought was an identify friend or foe transponder from one of the war machines. The six-legged ground fighters seemed to be a cross between what he’d call civilian manufacture and an improvised weapon. If he was correct, this was how they kept themselves from firing on one another.

      The trick would be whether they kept the alien weapons from targeting human-built vehicles. If they did, the mission to scout the area around the alien facility at the capital would become possible, though not easy. If not, they were back to square one.

      His companion, a senior officer in the Planetary Defense Forces on New Copenhagen, seemed unconvinced. “What happens if it doesn’t work?”

      “Then we send people in to work their way around the mechanicals and get into position to observe the buildings underneath the space elevators. Even if this does work, we have to assume the aliens can override the targeting capabilities of their fighting machines. If they discover what we’re doing, they can probably get their machines to fire on us despite the IFF transponders.”

      “And you’re sure that’s what that is?” the woman asked, crossing her arms and looking skeptically at the device being mounted near the vehicle’s power plant. “You’re risking an awful lot for a guess.”

      “War is about calculated risks,” he said as he turned to face her. “This will teach us something about how the enemy fights. The more we know, the less danger we have to put our people in going forward.”

      “Are you sure you have the power requirements right? It’s not as if we can test this out before we give it a try. The thing might not even work.”

      “Professor Prescott has experience powering Locust equipment. The IFF transponder had a little plate that he could decipher. We should be good, but if we’re not, that’s also part of the testing. Honestly, we won’t be able to figure out what went wrong if this doesn’t work. We’ll just know that it failed.”

      She didn’t look satisfied with his answer, and he didn’t blame her. The mission was risky, and the volunteers would put their lives on the line to test a theory that could very well be proven disastrously wrong.

      Truthfully, that’s what he expected. One always planned for things to go badly. At least he did. He worked out the circumstances he thought would go sour and then planned on that being the case. If this worked—even if only partly—it would be a huge success.

      Since the battle at the nuclear weapons storage facility, they hadn’t seen any signs of enemy aircraft. They might have some stashed away for emergency purposes, but the Locusts weren’t flying anywhere they could detect. That’s what had tempted him to make this incursion.

      They only needed to interact with one or two war machines. If this worked, they could begin outfitting other vehicles with the IFF transponders and send scouts to observe the space elevator facilities.

      “You’re not planning on going yourself, are you?” Dufaux asked.

      He shook his head. “As much as I’d like to, that would be needlessly risky. I’ve got a couple of volunteers who will take the vehicle in. Depending on what they see and how the Locusts react, they’ve got a set of predefined orders, so we don’t have to send communications back and forth and risk an intercept.”

      The technicians came out of the vehicle, and one nodded in his direction. “Everything is ready, Colonel. You are go to proceed.”

      “Thanks.” He gestured toward the man and woman who’d volunteered to take the ground attack vehicle in. One would be driving while the other operated the weapons. They were supposed to avoid conflict, but no plan survived contact with the enemy.

      That wasn’t to say they would be unobserved. He’d have a pair of drones they’d borrowed from the Planetary Defense Forces circling the area. It was always possible the war machines would notice those, but it was a risk they’d have to take. They needed intelligence, and this was the only way to get it.

      “Let’s go over the ground rules again,” he told the Marines. “Only proceed until you encounter one of the war machines. Observe how it reacts to you without taking any aggressive actions. If it proves hostile, blow it up and get the hell out of there. If not, proceed until you encounter at least one more and verify that the first encounter wasn’t a fluke. Clear?”

      “Clear, sir,” they said in unison.

      “Then get to it. Good luck.”

      Once the Marines had backed the ground attack vehicle out of the pinnace, they started toward the ruined city. They’d landed about ten kilometers out in a wooded area, so they had cover if the Locusts sent scouts in their direction. It meant the Marines would have a rough trip, but that was nothing new.

      Once they were out of sight, he turned his attention to the control area they’d set up in the rear of the pinnace. They had a good view of the test vehicle dodging trees and hills as it sped across the terrain. It was still early, so the sun was just above the horizon, and the shadows were long. There was a lot of smoke on the horizon. The Locusts had set much of the city afire, and it was still smoldering.

      The sight of that enraged him. Those monsters had killed a lot of people and ruined so many lives. He wanted to shoot every last one of them, but that wasn’t in the cards. He had his orders.

      The goal was—correctly—to rescue the people the Locusts had captured and get their hands on as many aliens as possible. They needed intelligence about what the Locusts were up to inside the cluster and could best get it from living prisoners. That didn’t mean he couldn’t blow up their damned war machines, though.

      They didn’t know how far the war machines were roaming from the alien facility, but he suspected they infested the city. They were still looking for people and making sure no one snuck into the area. For that matter, they might be searching for technology and intelligence of their own. In their shoes, that’s what he’d be doing.

      The ground attack vehicle’s progress was good. They didn’t see any war machines until they reached the suburbs. Then, one popped out from between two homes, almost directly in front of them.

      To their credit, they didn’t even alter their speed, continuing toward the war machine just the way they’d been going, though he could see the turret turn to face the thing. If it twitched, they’d blow it into little bitty pieces.

      Only it didn’t twitch. It didn’t even slow down as it continued across the street and between two houses. It had to have seen the Marine vehicle, but it didn’t pay it the slightest mind. It looked like the IFF transponder was working.

      The real question was how the machines would behave if his forces engaged them. Would they still be prevented from firing on vehicles protected by the transponders? If it was him designing the system, the answer would be no. The problem was that these were aliens, and one couldn’t readily determine how they thought.

      His people had their orders, so they continued into the suburb, looking for more of the war machines. So long as they ran across a couple more and got the same reaction, that would be sufficient information, and they could turn around and head back. The possibility of the incursion not drawing a hostile response made him hope things would work out.

      So, of course, that’s when everything went off the rails.

      The next war machine they came across ignored them just as thoroughly as the first, but the attack vehicle itself drew a response from one of the houses. The front door opened just as the war machine came into view, and half a dozen people raced toward his Marines. Two men, three women, and a child of indeterminate gender, all filthy and filled with desperation.

      Though his Marines had not drawn a response from the war machine, the unprotected people did. A single shot blew one of the men off his feet, and it looked like they would be massacred right in front of everyone.

      That’s when the Marine manning the turret inside the attack vehicle fired on the war machine, blowing a massive divot out of the side of the device with a high explosive shot. The thing crashed over sideways and rolled into a house. It was partly visible, and though it was twitching, it did not rise.

      “Oh, crap,” Dufaux muttered.

      He didn’t disagree with that sentiment.

      The back of the ground vehicle dropped, and the female Marine raced outside to gesture hurriedly for everyone to climb into the vehicle. When they attempted to pick up the fallen man’s body, she shouted something, and they reluctantly left him where he’d fallen. It was the right call because he was obviously dead. One more tragedy amidst a disaster of unimaginable proportions.

      Seeing the grief of the people forced to abandon their friend or loved one tore at his heart, but there was no time to spare for the dead. They were on the clock, and time was running out for his Marines.

      She barely got the civilians into the vehicle, and had it buttoned back up before the next war machine raced into view. It turned from right to left, looking for something to shoot, and Mac more than half expected it to attack the Marines and their new charges, but it didn’t.

      It ignored the ground attack vehicle and moved past it, looking for threats. Even when the Marines began driving away, it didn’t turn toward them. The war machine that had recently passed popped out from between two homes and also started quartering the area, looking for whatever had destroyed its compatriot, but the Marines were seemingly invisible.

      Mac expected the Marines to continue exfiltrating the area, but they surprised him by opening fire on one of the two war machines. It was looking in the other direction and never had a chance to avoid the high explosive rounds, which blew it apart despite its armor.

      The remaining war machine pivoted to face the ground attack vehicle even as the turret turned to engage it. There was half a second where the Locust device could have opened fire, but it didn’t. In fact, it was still looking from left to right, trying to determine where the threat was when the Marines blew it apart. Then, showing belated wisdom, the Marines raced out of the area and headed back toward the pinnace.

      “That may have been the bravest—yet stupidest—thing I’ve ever seen,” Dufaux said. “Even so, I think you gathered more information on how those machines work than you expected.”

      He nodded. “Rest assured, they’ll hear my thoughts when they get back, but I already know what their excuse will be. They were saving people, and it’s hard to blame them for that. That’s not going to save their asses—not completely—but I can sure as hell understand it.”

      He watched the extraction with interest and noted how they crossed paths with a couple of war machines headed toward the combat zone. Those also ignored the vehicle and cemented the fact that the damned things were idiots. Whoever had programmed the IFF transponders was relying solely on the signal. Apparently, there were no recognition algorithms built into the sensors to tell the war machines that something completely and utterly strange was pretending to be one of them.

      That made him wonder if the aliens had their own version of an IFF transponder that they wore so the war machines didn’t think they were human. The things were attracted by motion and resistance, but they didn’t seem smart enough to tell the difference between something friendly or something foreign.

      To answer those questions, he’d have to get his hands on some of the aliens, preferably while they were out exploring the city. He wasn’t sure they’d even come out to examine the area they were conquering at this point, but he’d know more shortly. Now that he was certain they could send scouts into the city, he’d get people to watch those facilities. If the aliens did come out, he’d have a fun little surprise waiting for them.

      If there were transponders that protected their people, his Marines could get right up to the facility itself. It wouldn’t be safe, but it might give them the edge they needed to infiltrate the space elevator facility and start looking for the captured humans.

      The thought made him smile. These bastards had rained death and destruction down on the humans of this world with impunity for far too long. It was time for payback, and he was just the man to kick their asses.
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      Jack followed India into her office, knowing they weren’t done yet.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Jack?” she asked, dropping into one of the chairs off to the side of her desk and gesturing for him to join her.

      He lowered himself into the other seat. “We don’t have a choice. We’ve got to get the hyperdrive working if we want any chance of getting a replacement quantum drive. If I had other options, I wouldn’t push this.”

      She sighed, took off her hat, and tossed it toward the hat rack at the door. It missed by at least a meter. “I’m going to have to work on that. These uniforms are damned uncomfortable. I should’ve taken off the greatcoat when I came in. I can’t imagine how you wear it all the time.”

      “It grows on you. What would you do differently if you were in command?”

      “I don’t know,” she said in a tired tone. “You’re right that we need mobility, and while the hyperdrive can get us from system to system—if we figure out how to use it—it’s slow. We need a functional independent quantum drive. Hell, we need all kinds of things from the depot. We only just found it, and now we’ve lost it again. Without what it can provide, we’re totally and utterly screwed.”

      The two of them sat in silence for a couple of minutes before she spoke again. “You’ll also need to talk with Derek and Amanda about their budding relationship. They think they’re playing it cool, but everyone can see the eyes they’re making at one another. We can’t afford to have trouble with that, so they need to understand how to mind their manners.”

      “You’re right. I’ll talk to him.”

      “And that brings us around to just how dangerous this idea of yours is. We’re putting one of the only officers that can fly Hunter at serious risk. Is that really the right thing to do?”

      “Right or wrong, I think it’s our only choice. What happens if the hyperdrive activates and takes him far enough away that he has to figure out where New Copenhagen is? He’s got the training to make that happen, whereas a less skilled small craft pilot might be lost in the void. There’s no guarantee that he won’t be committed for some minimum amount of time once he triggers the drive. As you said, we know nothing about how it works.”

      India rose, struggled out of her greatcoat, hung it on the rack, and then retrieved her hat to put it up before returning to her chair. “What do we do if he leaves and never comes back? Do we still attempt to use the big hyperdrive to move Hunter?”

      Jack shook his head. “We couldn’t afford the risk. Lisa is trying to work out a better form of communication with the aliens, but we don’t know that any of them understand the specifics of using a hyperdrive. Just because they were in pods near engineering doesn’t mean they’re engineers. In fact, considering that none of the other aliens had symbiotes, I suspect they were the watchers assigned to the hosts.”

      “Why did they have so many hosts without symbiotes implanted?” she asked with a frown. “The engineers all had them, and while we haven’t checked the new prisoners, I suspect we’ll find something similar there. And why do the old prisoners hate the new ones? If they were in some type of cold sleep, they couldn’t be aware of the specifics of the ship’s destruction. There has to be something else at play.”

      “So far as I know, nobody’s told them what happened to their ship,” he said. “Whatever the difference of opinion between the two groups, its origins come from before they arrived. Are they different nationalities? I suppose that’s possible. It’s one of the things Lisa will have to figure out as she refines the translation algorithm and works on communicating with the one alien that seems to have a grasp of our language.”

      “Just how well is he able to speak?”

      Jack shrugged. “I didn’t ask for specifics, but they said the exchange was extremely basic. My guess is that he’s like a toddler learning to speak, though the alien will have the advantage of a grown mind to choose how to implement the words he understands. It’s not going to be an easy process to increase the level of comprehension for both sides, but Lisa seems very talented when it comes to computers, and if anyone can make a translation program work, it’s her.”

      “Even if the alien learns to speak our language, it’s something we need,” India said. “We’ll get our hands on other aliens that can’t speak our language, and we want to know what they’re saying without having to go through an interpreter that might be inclined to change the meaning of what was said. That includes the ones we already have since the two groups aren’t friendly. I suppose they can speak to one another because they understood what each was saying.”

      “Or they speak different languages but can understand one another,” Jack agreed. “I’m also hoping we get good news from Colonel Turner about his attempt to probe the capital. If the IFF transponders work out, he’ll be able to get people into position much more easily.”

      Jack stood and walked over to her wet bar. He wasn’t looking for alcohol, but that was where the coffee maker sat. He started them some fresh brew after raising an eyebrow in her direction and getting her assent.

      To his amusement, the coffee wasn’t as good as what he’d had in engineering the last time he’d visited Kelly. He wasn’t sure why that was and made a mental note to inquire.

      Once he resumed his seat and sipped on the adequate brew, he broached the next subject of conversation. “The hit we took put a massive divot in the stern, and it needs to be repaired. The cracks extend into engineering itself, and the debris from that is what destroyed our independent quantum drive. We need to get that fixed before putting on any real thrust.”

      India grimaced. “How many fusion drives are we going to get back?”

      “Probably eight by the time everything is done, though some of them will be at less than full capacity. With assistance from some of the manufactories on New Copenhagen, it’s possible we could get more online. We’ve got templates in the computer to manufacture the needed parts, and we can do it ourselves, but time is in short supply.”

      “And to make that happen, we’ve got to take control of the metropolitan areas before even starting the process,” she finished. “It seems like each of our problems is interconnected, and having somebody shooting at us only complicates things further.”

      That made him chuckle. “I can’t disagree with your assessment. We need to move Hunter to the asteroid belt, find a suitable nickel-iron asteroid, and run cables to it from our fusion plants. I have no idea what Kelly intends to do then, but she believes she can melt a relatively small asteroid and get the liquid metal pumped in to reinforce the damaged areas.”

      India thought about his words for a few moments with pursed lips. “How does one pump liquid metal?”

      “I have no idea,” he admitted. “It must be possible, or she wouldn’t have suggested it.”

      “What about the relative strength of the repairs?” she asked. “Would the area be as strong as it was before?”

      “From what she said, yes. She’ll also run power into the area we’re filling in and compressing the new material and melting it into the existing hull. Everything should mix together and become one solid piece. Its strength comes from its composition and thickness. As long as it’s one piece, that should suffice.”

      “That sounds straightforward,” she said. “Since we’ve secured the system, I suppose we can do it at any time—barring the need for any specialized equipment—but I’m a bit nervous about leaving Mac and his people unsupported on the surface.”

      “What can we do from up here?” he asked with a grimace. “We can provide arms and materials, but once that’s done, all we can do is watch. None of our weapons are effective from orbit. Now that we’ve eliminated the threat of  any more massed flights of Locust aircraft, he should be able to outmaneuver them if need be.”

      “And you’ve run this past him already?”

      Jack nodded. “He should be able to ferry everything he needs down to the surface over the next twelve hours. They’re using the nuclear weapons storage facility as their base for bringing things down from orbit. Once they’re on the surface, they’ll move everything closer to the area of operations, assuming they’re successful in penetrating the zone of control around the metropolitan areas.”

      Now it was time to trot out his idea and see how much resistance he’d get. India was a conscientious officer, and she wouldn’t be happy with what he was about to suggest.

      “And that brings us to the next thing we’re going to fight about,” he said with a grin. “When the time comes, I think you should take Hunter out for the repairs while I stay here and work with New Copenhagen’s government.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she set her coffee cup on the small table between the chairs. “You’ve been setting this up the entire time, haven’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, though I expected trouble. This is one of those political things where I need to be at hand, and with the Locusts restricted to the area around the space elevators, it shouldn’t be difficult to keep me safe.”

      She crossed her arms and shot him a mild glare. “I believe you know the regulations as well as I do, and you shouldn’t be leaving the ship in a combat zone, no matter how safe it seems. You’d be taking a risk, so I’ll do the right thing and suggest that I should go in your stead.”

      He’d expected that argument and was even willing to let her win if she made a good enough show of it. Still, he didn’t believe that would be the best use of his time.

      “There are a couple of reasons I think you’d be better suited for the repair work. For one, you haven’t had enough time running a ship. Yes, you’ve been doing the duties of the executive officer—and very well, I might add—but you need time in command.”

      She nodded slightly. “I can’t argue with that, but you’re going to need to do better if you want to convince me you’re the right one to go down to the surface. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but between the two of us, I think I’m the more diplomatic.”

      That made him smile because it was true. “This is one of those delicate situations where having the commanding officer do the talking is best. If things get tense between Connor and President Scazzosi, I’m the best choice to defuse the situation. I’m also going to be speaking for the Confederation. That would be better coming from me than you.”

      That was his trump card. He was committing the Confederation Council and the Navy to various things they’d object to if they knew about them, so he was the only one that could perform that function. All the outrage would fall on his head, and he’d shield India and the rest of his crew from the consequences of his actions. If he let her make any deals, that cover was weakened.

      She shifted in her seat and gave him a shrewd look. “Do you really think the Confederation Council will raise hell about that kind of thing if you win the war? This will come out one of two ways. First, we win, and you’ll be walking on water. Or, we lose, and it doesn’t matter what they think about you or your actions because we won’t be around to hear them bitch.”

      That made him chuckle. “All true. Nevertheless, this is one of those things I’m better suited for. Since we’re not directly in combat, and I’m not putting myself in a location where combat is likely to occur, I think it’s safe enough. The locals made sure to put their emergency bunkers far away from the metropolitan areas, and the Locusts never even looked for them. I should be perfectly safe.”

      “And those are the kinds of words that people find on tombstones. ‘What could possibly go wrong?’ Jack, you know this is risky. In the end, I won’t be able to talk you out of it, so I’ll advise you to be careful. Because Colonel Turner would insist, you’ll be taking a squad of Marines along to act as a protective detail. If they feel the situation is dangerous, they’ll get your ass out of there and fly you back to the volcano. Clear?”

      Jack held his hands up in surrender. “Perfectly clear. I’m not crazy enough to ask what could go wrong because we’ve had enough go wrong already. I will say that I think this splits the two of us so that we can both take care of critical tasks. Not only will you be looking over the repairs to the ship, but you’ve also still got those ten thousand missiles to get into functional order in case we can recover their warheads from under the volcano. You’ll have plenty on your plate, and it’s all important.”

      “True,” she admitted. “And in any case, we’re not ready to start the repairs to the hull yet. Mac will need to secure any specialized equipment we need, and I’ll have to work out the details with Kelly. My worries won’t start until Hunter has to leave orbit.”

      His comm went off before she could respond. “Romanoff.”

      “This is Colonel Turner, sir. I have good news.”

      He listened to the report and smiled. “That’s excellent, Mac. You’re a go for the next stage of the operation. Also, as a heads up, I’m coming down to the surface to continue negotiations with President Scazzosi. I understand you’ll have some concerns, but you can rest assured that Captain MacKinnon has already run them up the flagpole. I’ll take a squad of Marines with me, and they’ll take their orders about how to act from you. Are you going to fight me about that?”

      “Me, sir? I would never do anything like that. If you and Captain MacKinnon feel that’s the appropriate course of action, I will, of course, do whatever I can to support your mission. Thankfully, the government bunker is a long way from the combat zone and should be well hidden. We’ll make it work.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, Colonel. I’ll let you go so you can take care of business.”

      “Yes, sir. Turner out.”

      Jack smiled at India. “I know you’re not happy, but I appreciate you giving me free rein to do what I need to. Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” she warned. “You haven’t heard what I’m going to want in return.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I think I’ll hold that marker for when I really need something. Now, why don’t we freshen our coffee and talk about less momentous things? Since I’m going to be in temporary command, there are a few items I want to go over to make sure I understand how they work.”

      Jack nodded and went to get them more coffee. There was still a tremendous amount of work that needed doing, but one couldn’t run at full speed forever. There was time to take a few minutes for himself.
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      Lisa drank her fourth cup of coffee and stared blearily at the monitor in her borrowed quarters aboard the battleship. She’d worked on the translation program’s algorithms all night and was somewhat pleased with her progress. The improvement was incremental, but every step in the right direction brought them closer to mutual understanding.

      And to getting that bonus she’d been promised.

      She’d only planned to spend a couple of hours speaking with the aliens yesterday, but it ended up being a marathon session, and she’d collected hours’ worth of data to go over. Virtually all of it was simplistic words, but they’d gone through the learning program, and Regex had spent a significant amount of time giving her the alien phrases he thought best equated to what he was seeing.

      She knew the results weren’t entirely accurate because the alien’s understanding of their language was questionable, but considering she couldn’t speak his at all, she wasn’t in a position to judge. He was clearly intelligent and seemed dedicated to making this happen.

      The reaction of the two aliens to the combat footage from the first invasion had been striking yet confusing. They’d rejected responsibility for what the Locusts had done, yet the machines were obviously theirs.

      Or were they? Everybody assumed that since they’d found more of the aliens on the ship that had been acting as a space elevator, they were, in fact, in control of the machines that had invaded. What if that wasn’t the case? It seemed unlikely, but Lisa wasn’t willing to reject the concept out of hand.

      After running everything they’d discussed through the translation program, slowing down any of the conversations between the aliens that had been too fast, she was still uncertain what the answer was.

      The only thing she could say with any degree of confidence was that the female alien was Regex’s social superior. The translation program couldn’t pin down precisely what made her think that, but there was a degree of deference in the way Regex spoke to Pastan. And in return, her instructions to him were framed as directives, not requests.

      The longest exchange between the aliens had involved Regex explaining what Lisa was saying to the best of his understanding, while Pastan gave him directions on questions he should ask. There was minimal discussion over the content of the questions once the woman made up her mind. To Lisa, that was the most telling moment in her understanding of their relationship.

      Once she’d finished running her haul through the translation program, she’d spent the next several hours modifying the code and shaping the algorithms so the new material was fully incorporated. That done, she was ready to see if she could deepen her understanding during their next session.

      To do that, she needed an outside perspective. No one understood the aliens, so no one could provide her with any direct insights, but there were people trained to see the little details she was curious about. People like Tina Chen.

      She sought the woman out and found her working on one of the consoles in the operations center. For once, her husband was nowhere to be seen.

      The two of them made quite the interesting couple, visually. He was thin, dark of hair, shorter than his wife, and very much carried the Asiatic genetic heritage of his ancestors. She was markedly taller and had long, luxurious red hair, green eyes, and pale skin. The two could hardly look more different.

      On a deeper level, their closeness annoyed her somewhat. She’d tried to form relationships over the years, but none had prospered. Her intense focus on her work—her obsession, really—had killed every opportunity to form that kind of bond. More than one of her ex-lovers had pointed out that she loved computers far more than she loved them.

      Sadly, they’d been right. Computers were more interesting than men—or women—by a wide margin, though she wasn’t a complete shut-in. She occasionally craved companionship, and in Port Royale, that kind of thing could be worked out for a fee. It was enough most of the time.

      Lisa grimaced. This wasn’t the situation to be thinking about her nonexistent love life. It was far better to focus on what needed doing. She walked over to the console where Tina was working and cleared her throat.

      The other woman looked up and smiled. “Lisa. I didn’t expect to see you today. What’s going on?”

      “Do you mind if I join you? I’d like to run a couple of issues past you and see if you can point me in a different mental direction than I’m going.”

      Tina gestured to the chair beside her. “Be my guest, though I must warn you that if you’re looking to bounce technical ideas off someone, I’m not your girl.”

      Lisa sat and shook her head with a wry smile. “I’m having trouble with the societal framework I’m trying to construct in my mind for the aliens. Nobody understands them—and I don’t expect you to either—but certain patterns are starting to emerge, and I want to make sure I don’t focus on what I think I’m seeing instead of what might really be there. Does that make any sense?”

      “Sort of,” Tina said as she turned to face her and leaned back in the chair. “Why don’t you explain the problem, and I’ll put some of the pattern recognition skills I’ve got tucked away to use.”

      “That would be great. The problem with dealing with the Tardans—that’s what they call themselves—is that their grasp of our language is limited, and the computer program I’ve built to translate theirs is so flawed that we can’t trust what it says at this point. Just when I think I understand something, I find out that’s not really what they meant.”

      “What kind of misunderstandings have you run into?”

      “When I showed them the battle footage from the first invasion, they reacted very strongly. They seemed to reject the notion that they’d sent the Locusts to attack us. In fact, it’s possible they told me that they had no idea humans were even here.”

      Tina said nothing for a few moments, frowning in thought. “I find that difficult to believe. Either—as you suspect—your understanding is flawed, or there’s context you haven’t uncovered yet. Have you delved into the hostilities between the first group and the second? Have you told them the condition of their ship and who attacked them?”

      “No, and one other thing. We’re assuming that these are the people that built the Locusts. I think there are a lot of reasons why that’s a good assumption, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be true. What if a different group of aliens built the Locusts and these others are subservient to them?”

      The woman opened her mouth to respond and then closed it again. “I suppose we don’t have any evidence one way or another. Just because they use the same technology doesn’t necessarily mean the Tardans are the ones that built everything. Jesse Romanoff did say the humanoid brains were exceptionally basic and perhaps even incapable of higher-level cognition without the symbiote. By the way, the appropriate term for conjoined beings in a symbiotic relationship is symbiont. I had to look it up.”

      That was interesting, though only tangentially relevant. “So if these humanoids weren’t capable of higher-level thought, how did they get to the point where someone figured it would be a good idea to implant one of those things inside them? Do we have a name for the symbiote by themselves? Are they the Tardans?”

      “If they are the driver behind the intelligence, probably. Whatever we call them, they don’t look like they can survive outside the body, so that’s a point against them occurring naturally. In fact, based on their genetic makeup, they’re not even from the same biosphere as the humanoids. Someone brought the symbiotes into contact with the humanoids. Maybe that’s the superior race you were proposing.”

      “Maybe,” Lisa agreed. “The problem is that I can’t pin things down well enough to ask them detailed questions. Even once I get to the level of understanding where I can, there will still be levels and shades of understanding that the program misses. People are more complex than programs. I know that sounds horrifying, but it’s true.”

      Tina laughed. “You never cease to surprise me. Well, the only way we can understand these aliens is to ask questions about who they are and why they’re here. I’m willing to give you a hand when I have time. In fact, that would dovetail nicely with trying to figure out what they’re up to.”

      “Thanks. I’m not expecting you to help me improve the translation software, but asking better questions and gauging their responses might be better in your wheelhouse than mine. My interpersonal skills are questionable with humans, so don’t expect me to understand what the aliens are trying to tell me through body language and subtlety. That’s not going to happen.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Tina said as she locked her console and stood, stretching. “One doesn’t get to be skilled at any task without understanding how other people work.”

      “Have you met Professor Prescott? I’m sure Christine had to bang him on the top of his head with one of her drones before he figured out she was interested. Not that I understand the attraction, mind you. He’s a nice enough guy, but he’s my father’s age. Maybe my grandfather.”

      “Different strokes for different folks,” Tina said with a smile. “As long as the two of them are happy, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. Personally, I think they fill a need the other wasn’t aware they even had. Are you ready?”

      “What are we going to do?” Lisa asked as she stood. “Go talk to them now?”

      “Do you have anything better to do?”

      “I was thinking of getting some sleep, but I suppose we can go talk to them. If it drags on longer than I think I can stay awake for, we can either cut it short, or I can leave you there to ask some questions on your own. Would that be creepy?”

      “I’ll be perfectly safe,” Tina assured her. “I’ve seen that big barrier between where we’d be sitting and where the aliens are. None of them will get to me, and words won’t be a problem.”

      The two of them went down to the holding facility, and Lisa let the guards know what they intended to do. It took a few minutes to get themselves seated, and only then did she realize that she hadn’t brought any of her equipment. Oh well. Everything was recorded, so she could always run it through the translation software later. It was better to focus on the details Tina could pull out of the aliens. The Tardans had a translation comm if she needed them to get it.

      The hatch on the other side opened up, and it took almost a minute before someone stuck their head in and saw the two women. That person then went away and returned with Regex a couple of minutes later. This was taking significantly longer than the last time, and she wondered if they’d come during the aliens’ sleep cycle.

      It was interesting that Pastan wasn’t with him. This was the first time she’d seen him alone, and she wondered what that meant.

      Once they were all seated, she gestured toward Tina. “This is Tina.”

      The alien inclined his head slightly. “Regex. Hello.”

      Tina blinked. “Hello. How are you doing today?”

      It was Lisa’s turn to blink. That wasn’t what she’d expected the other woman to ask. This was more like small talk than an interrogation. She repressed a shudder.

      “Alive,” the alien responded. “Tired. Isolated. Captive.”

      That was a lot more on point than the alien had been the day before. Those were complex concepts, even if simply stated. The alien had made tremendous progress since the last time they’d spoken, which had only been overnight. Then again, he’d learned the rudiments of their language in a week. That kind of thing typically took a lot longer, so maybe he had a knack for languages.

      Or maybe his symbiotic nature gave him some kind of edge with processing power, and he was able to take everything they’d learned thus far and integrate it into his current understanding more quickly. To use a term from her profession, perhaps his brain was overclocked. If so, they might be having full and frank conversations on limited topics in days rather than months. That would be refreshing and would help her mold her program to translate everything they said more effectively.

      Tina nodded slowly, making the gesture in a way that was obvious to the alien. “Understandable. You are a prisoner of war. Do you know what war is?”

      “Fighting. We no fight. No. We do not fight.”

      A chill ran down Lisa’s back. He was starting to get the syntax of how their sentences worked. This was even more momentous than she’d thought.

      If his prodigy bothered Tina, her expression showed no sign of it. “And yet, you do fight. Lisa showed you what your machines did.”

      Regex held up a hand, rose from where he sat, and returned to the holding area. He came back a minute later with the comm they were using as a translator. He set it on the table and made a gesture with his hand going up and down with the palm facing toward the ceiling. Tina repeated what she’d said.

      Once the translation software had given him its best interpretation of Tina’s words, the alien seemed to shrink down in his chair, pulling his shoulders in. “No.”

      “Are those your machines?” Tina asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you are responsible for what they do.”

      Now the alien shook his head in an exaggerated motion. Lisa had the feeling he was mimicking the human gesture.

      “No. They responsible. They are responsible.” He pointed a finger between the two women toward where the other prisoners were being held.

      “Who are they?” Lisa asked.

      “Hard say. No words.”

      “You’re saying it’s difficult to explain because you don’t know the right words?” Tina asked. “Those people are part of your race. Your race is responsible for what your machines do.”

      The alien again shook his head vehemently. “No. I no fight. They fight.”

      “So you say. We don’t know you, and you’ll have to explain better. Do you know what happened to your ship?”

      “No.”

      Tina leaned forward, her expression grave. “Your machines attacked your ship. Everyone in the room behind you survived. No one else lived.”

      It was like she’d slapped the alien because he staggered out of his chair and to his feet. He shouted something the translation software didn’t even try to make understandable.

      Lisa sat calmly as the other aliens came in, and they were then quickly talking among themselves, which riled up everyone. It was a good thing they had the barrier up because the Tardans looked ready to riot.

      It was concerning enough that the hatch beside Lisa opened, and a couple of Marines rushed in and ordered the two women out of the compartment. It looked like today’s session was done.

      Once they were in the corridor and the Marines had begun relaxing, Tina raised an eyebrow and smiled slightly. “I think I may have ruined their day. You know, he speaks our language better than I expected.”

      “He’s making astounding progress,” Lisa admitted. “If I understood what he intended, he meant that the other group is their military or something very much like it. I suppose that makes sense.”

      “I wouldn’t get hung up with terminology at this point,” the intelligence operative advised. “We can’t even determine if what they’re saying is accurate. All we’re doing is gathering data. We’ll figure out what’s true when we get a little further along in the process. Sometimes it’s best to let the other side tell you whatever they want so that you can catch them in a lie later.”

      Lisa cocked her head. “You think he’s lying?”

      “Whatever he’s saying, it looks like he believes it. They all do. If he caught the meaning of what I was saying, he believes the other group is responsible for attacking his ship. If they were, that will predispose him to cooperate.”

      Lisa nodded. “Maybe I should have you with me the next time I question them, probably this afternoon. Would you mind giving me a hand?”

      “I’d love to. Are you planning on meeting with the other group anytime soon?”

      “No. Why?”

      “When you get to the point where you’re ready, you should take the recordings of what the other group says and feed it to the first group. As antagonistic as they seem to one another, that would be useful in driving them to our side. I’m not saying they’d be allies, but they’d be more likely to give us information they’d otherwise keep to themselves.”

      “Bringing you along was obviously the right choice.”

      “Obviously,” the other woman said with a wink. “Now, you need to get some sleep, and I need to go in search of something to eat. Would you care to join me for breakfast and then take a nap?”

      “Breakfast then a nap,” Lisa decided. “Let’s do this before I fall over.”

      As the two walked toward the nearest lift, Lisa reflected on the interrogation session and marveled. This was going better than she’d hoped, and they might actually get some helpful information shortly. Any understanding they could get of what the Tardans were after would be a boon to Commodore Romanoff, which might just give them an edge in what was to come.

      But she could think about that after she had some pancakes. And coffee, of course. She couldn’t have breakfast without coffee, could she? Of course not. Life wouldn’t be worth living without the dark nectar of the gods.
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      Derek woke when his comm alarm went off, and he scrambled to silence it. He sat up, put his feet on the floor, and blinked in confusion when none of the furnishings seemed right. What was going on?

      And then a soft groan from behind him reminded him of where he was: Amanda Harris’s quarters.

      He twisted and found his lover sprawled across about two-thirds of the bed, face down. Her blond hair was in wild disarray, and the sheet only came up to her hips, exposing her smooth back.

      Derek barely managed to stop his hand from running down her spine. While that would undoubtedly have kicked off a very enjoyable sequence of events, he had things to do today, and being late would be unprofessional.

      The thought made him sigh with regret. Well, there was always this evening.

      He rose as quietly as he could and began hunting for his uniform. As he’d expected, it was scattered around her quarters leading toward the front hatch. He began picking up his undergarments to dress on his way toward the front door and took care that he was picking up his uniform rather than hers because that would be awkward.

      “Where are you going?” she mumbled without raising her head. “Come back to bed.”

      “Can’t. I’m supposed to meet Commander Danek in small craft bay two in about forty-five minutes. I’ve got just enough time to get back to my quarters, shower, stuff a food bar in my mouth, and drink some coffee before I have to be there.”

      She raised herself off the bed, giving him a delightful view before wrapping the sheet around herself, and staggered to her feet. “I didn’t get enough sleep. Somebody kept me awake all night.”

      “Are you complaining?” he asked with a sly grin.

      “Not on your life,” she said as she pulled him into her embrace and kissed him deeply. “But you don’t need to go back to your quarters to take a shower. We can take one together.”

      “It sounds like the kind of trap a very talented tactical officer might arrange,” he said with a grin. “It will also make me very late.”

      “I am good at ambushes,” she agreed with a smile. “Nevertheless, I promise to resist your manly charms. Let’s get cleaned up, grab some coffee, and eat a couple of food bars. Then I can go with you. I’m not on watch for a few hours.”

      He considered whether she was supposed to know about the specifics of his work and decided that since she knew the project was happening and what he was doing, it didn’t matter. Besides, he really wanted to take a shower with her.

      To his shock, they arrived in small craft bay two almost on time, showered, and dressed in the correct uniforms, partially caffeinated and fully fed. It was a minor miracle.

      When they entered the bay, he found everything still set up just the way Doctor Wilson and her people had left it. Sitting in the bay outside the lab was a partially disassembled pinnace. It looked like someone was removing the control area and some life-support equipment. Probably the avionics as well.

      The Marines guarding the place let him in and accepted Amanda without any qualms. They found an engineering team busy working on the mothership, smoothing out the edges of the metal where a laser had punched through it centuries ago. Others were mapping out power lines and control interfaces. While the Locust vessel still had a power plant and fusion drives, there was nothing to control them since the computer core had been vaporized.

      Kelly Danek and Charlie Ferrero were waiting. “Took you long enough,” Danek grumbled. “We’ve got a lot to do here, and I expected you to be early rather than on time. You’ll have to work on that.”

      “I’m sorry, Commander,” he said. “I’ll try to do better in the future.”

      The brown-haired woman stared at him with a flat expression that slowly broke into a wicked, knowing smile. “Don’t be so serious, Derek. I’m teasing. I know where you were last night.”

      He felt his face flush with heat. He’d thought he and Amanda were being low-key, but apparently not. He glanced at his lover and found her just as red-faced as he was.

      “Don’t let her tease you like that,” Ferrero advised. “I don’t think anyone in that meeting had any doubts about your relationship status. Just keep things under control, and you’ll be fine.”

      “So, what are we doing?” Amanda asked, changing the subject.

      “Who is this ‘we’ you speak of?” Danek asked with a raised eyebrow. “How are you involved in this, Lieutenant Harris?”

      “I’m not sure I am, but I am fully trained if you need a copilot. Not just in small craft, but even in moving battleships like Hunter. I’m not as good as Derek at it, but who is? He’s top tier tournament grade, just like I am at tactical.”

      That made the chief engineer frown at Derek. “Should you take a copilot? That’ll cut your life-support range in half. It’s doable as we’d only have to add another acceleration couch, but I thought this was a single pilot deal.”

      Derek weighed the benefits of having a copilot and pursed his lips. “We’re not trying to get to another system right now. Having reduced life-support capacity shouldn’t be a showstopper, and if we run into trouble during the test flight, having a second pair of eyes might be worthwhile.”

      He looked over at Amanda. “It’s above my pay grade to decide who my copilot is, though. That would be up to Commodore Romanoff or Captain MacKinnon.”

      “Why?” Ferrero asked. “This is your mission, Derek. If she’s got the skills, and you think she’s the right call, just roll with it.”

      He looked back at Amanda and nodded. “I’ve seen her with small craft and large ship operations, and she has what it takes. If I get knocked out by something, she’ll be able to figure out where the mothership ended up and get it back here if need be.”

      “So be it,” Danek said, settling the matter. “We should have the new controls installed shortly, and we’re running some control and power cables. As you saw, we’re pulling the controls out of a pinnace, and we’ll seal everything back up with hull metal taken from a mothership wreck we recovered from Hunter’s surface. It might make a difference in how the hyperdrive works, and we don’t want to compromise your safety by doing something half-assed.”

      “What kind of time frame before it’s ready for a test flight?” he asked as he started walking around the mothership.

      “Less than you’d think. We should have it ready early tomorrow. That doesn’t include any test flights to ensure the controls work the way we intend and make any adjustments.”

      “What are our plans?” Amanda asked. “If we’re testing the hyperdrive, we’ll need to go outside the jump limit and head for deep space. How far out do we intend to go before we come back? Are we looking for anything specific? Maybe we jump from place to place, making sure the controls take us in the direction we think we’re going? This all seems pretty vague.”

      Derek nodded. “We’ve got to make sure we understand what’s going on with the hyperdrive. We’ll be taking a risk by going into hyperspace without knowing what’s waiting for us. It could be inimical to life, and we could die as soon as we hit the button. I suspect that’s a low order probability, but we can’t rule it out.”

      “You’ve got a great recruiting speech,” Amanda assured him. “Don’t change a thing.”

      He laughed. “I don’t think it will be nearly that dangerous. The risks will come when we try to move Hunter.”

      Danek nodded. “That’s probably right. We don’t know if the drive is big enough. If anything goes wrong, it could destroy the ship. Since the hyperdrive you’ll be using was made for this vessel, it’ll be safer. That said, there may be some type of initiation sequence we’re unaware of. While this is dangerous, I suspect the worst that would happen is that we fry the hyperdrive. If that happens, I suppose that’s useful information too.”

      They spent the next hour walking around the mothership and examining various pieces of hardware as the engineering crews brought everything in that they’d need to fly it. Personally, Derek didn’t think the controls would work correctly the first time. Or the second. Maybe not even the third.

      While the engineering crew worked, he climbed aboard the mothership and wormed his way back into its guts. He wanted to know what was where and assess the type of equipment he’d be working with. They were installing only the most basic of controls, but if there was something else that he needed, they’d try to make it functional.

      Like the sensors. The mothership didn’t come with passive sensors, only active ones. He had zero confidence that the information pulled in by those would be in an understandable format, but if they didn’t start trying to make sense of it, they’d never be able to use it.

      For any comparison, they needed the sensors from the pinnace, which the engineers were installing. Using both might give him more information to work off of, and it was always possible that since they used hyperspace regularly, the Locust sensors might reveal something his own might not.

      Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

      He cornered Charlie Ferraro and explained what he was thinking. The older man frowned as he thought about it but slowly nodded. “The output will be problematic, but I suppose I can set up a second set of screens for the Locust sensors. I have no idea what the quality will be for your readings, but you can always try fine-tuning it and see what the system can pick up.”

      “Thanks, Commander. I appreciate it. Do you really think you’ll be able to get the hyperdrive aboard Hunter working?”

      The man considered him for a few moments before shaking his head. “Don’t get me wrong, I think we’ll probably make it do something, but the problem will come with the time frame. Even if we get everything working as quickly as possible, the chances of the Locusts arriving before we get Hunter repaired and ready to defend the system are high.”

      Derek sighed, but that wasn’t unexpected news. They were working under a deadline in the very strictest meaning.

      “It’s almost certain the Locusts sent for help,” Ferraro continued. “I don’t think we’ll have the hyperdrive functional enough to take us where we need to go in time.”

      “And yet we have to try,” Derek said. “It’s too bad we can’t just stick a human being in one of those cold sleep chambers and fire this mothership off to Port Royale.”

      Ferraro started to say something but stopped. Then he frowned. “I suppose that’s something to ask the doctors, but it might not be out of the question. Even so, we don’t know enough about navigation to set the mothership up to drop out of hyperspace when it reaches its destination. Even if we did, there’d have to be an automated way to wake you up when it got there, or it wouldn’t make any difference.”

      Derek looked over at where Amanda was talking with Commander Danek. Would he be willing to risk her life on such a crazy plan? Would he be willing to risk his own?

      “I think I’d need to talk to the doctor and see what she thinks before we even consider something like that, but it might be necessary,” Derek said. “You might want to set aside some space for a pair of cold sleep pods. If it comes right down to it, I suspect the mothership would drop out of hyperspace as soon as it hit a system’s jump limit. If I can work the controls well enough to set a course directly for Port Royale, that should be enough to get us there.”

      “And what would you do if it worked?” Ferraro asked. “You don’t have a way to get an independent quantum drive back here in that little bitty thing. It’s an interesting theoretical exercise, but you’ve got to consider the end goal. Either Hunter makes the trip, or the whole thing is pointless.”

      Derek smiled. “If we could get the mothership to Port Royale, that means the navigational system works. We could set the mothership to return to New Copenhagen under autopilot. That would let us rip out the life-support systems and the cold sleep pods and stuff the control modules for another quantum gate inside the mothership. With that, we could open a connection between the two systems and bring you a new independent quantum drive.”

      The older officer shook his head. “I appreciate the audacity of your plan, Derek, but it’s hideously risky. You can’t take those kinds of chances.”

      “What are my chances if our other plans don’t work out? Someone once told me that life wasn’t easy, and you had to sometimes take risks that no sane person would chance because the potential payoff is worth it. Tell me I’m wrong, sir.”

      Ferraro looked toward the ceiling. “God, save us from reckless and impetuous youth.” He put his hands on Derek’s shoulders. “Focus on what I’m saying, young man. The goal is to work with the professor and the translator to get all the information we need to get the large hyperdrive operational. If we can get her to Port Royale, it’s a simple matter to replace the independent quantum drive, and we’re back in business.”

      “True, but I think it’s better to work on multiple plans just in case one of them doesn’t work out. I’ll keep asking questions and talk to the doctor. I’d rather not do something like that, but we’ll at least know it’s feasible.”

      Ferraro looked over at Amanda. “If you’re going to risk your life like that, would you take her?”

      “That’s not my choice to make,” he answered. “I’d lay out what I intend to do, and she’d make the call.”

      “You’ve got some big brass ones, kid. Never let anyone tell you differently. I’ll start working on what we’ll need to get a couple of sleep pods into the mothership, but I won’t perform the work unless the commodore agrees. Clear?”

      “Perfectly clear, sir,” Derek said with a nod. “Thank you.”

      “I wouldn’t be so quick with your thanks. This plan might just be the death of you.”

      Derek watched Ferraro walk over to the others and considered what he’d just proposed. It was terribly dangerous, but it might be their only chance. If everything else failed, they needed a Hail Mary shot, or they’d all die.

      He checked his chronometer and saw that Amanda was due on the bridge in an hour. If he pulled her away from the chief engineer, he might be able to get some food into the two of them before he had to come back and start digging into this project. A food bar was okay, but more coffee and real breakfast would be better.

      Besides, time with Amanda might be in short supply very soon, and he wanted to enjoy every moment he could with her.
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      Mac watched the alien facility beneath the space elevator through his electronic binoculars. Using the Locust war machine IFF transponders, they’d gotten a strong team of Marines and Planetary Defense Forces personnel into position to observe the facility and take action if the opportunity presented itself.

      That wasn’t to say he’d rush in. They didn’t have the forces on hand to assault something like that place just yet. The locals were moving more people close to the ruined capital, but that would take time. Right now, this was just reconnaissance.

      “What do you think?” Dufaux asked from where she sat near him on a battered couch, looking out the shattered window of the apartment building. Their ground attack vehicle was in the parking garage under the building, but they’d come up to get a view worthy of the name. They were seated back enough that they shouldn’t be visible, but one never knew what optical capabilities the aliens could pull out of their hats.

      “We’ve seen half a dozen groups of mechanicals come and go. They’re still capturing people in the city.” He lowered the binoculars and turned to look at her. “I’d like to get my hands on some of the aliens, particularly if they have any personal IFF transponders that would make them immune to attack. It seems like they didn’t expect their opponents to be smart enough to figure that out, and that will cost them if I have anything to say about it.”

      She nodded and raised her binoculars to observe the facility without rising. “I wish we could be up on the roof, but there’s too much chance of somebody spotting us out in the open like that. Getting the rest of our forces into place once we’re ready will be challenging.”

      That was true enough. The facility wasn’t inside the city itself but just outside it. There was too much open ground—even with the devastated homes and buildings in the area—for them to get close without being spotted. The IFF transponders might be the key to their success but only if they could leverage them appropriately. When the time came to attack, it would have to be fast and hard. They couldn’t allow the aliens an opportunity to stiffen their defenses before they struck.

      He had a few ideas about making that happen, but they would be risky. Their forces didn’t have overwhelming numerical superiority, and they’d have to leverage surprise to work in their favor. The old maxim that a defender’s strength was three times their actual number because they were entrenched was accurate. It had played out in their favor on the island, but now it was his turn to play the aggressor. A role he would relish playing.

      Mac started to say something along those lines, but he spotted movement at the reinforced doors leading into the alien facility. “It looks like we’ve got some activity.”

      It was another bunch of war machines coming out, along with several of the flat-topped versions they could use to secure prisoners. Same old, same old. Then something changed. About two dozen aliens came out, followed by another tranche of war machines.

      “Looks like we’ve got some customers,” Dufaux said, excitement lighting up her voice. “Look at how they’re dressed.”

      The aliens wore long-sleeved shirts and pants tinted a dull gray. All were identical but different than what he’d seen aboard the alien ship. Those had been ship suits belonging to the crew, where these looked like uniforms.

      These aliens were armed. They wore belts festooned with equipment, including pistols on their hips. In their hands, they carried rifles. They walked along, scanning the area around them for threats.

      Well, not all. Three aliens in the center of the formation—also wearing the same uniform—showed no interest in the city around them. Instead, they were focused on talking to one another as they followed behind the machines. The other soldiers were guarding them.

      “If I had to make a guess, we’re looking at some senior officers taking a tour,” he ventured. “What do you think they’re looking for?”

      The Planetary Defense Forces officer shrugged. “No telling, but this is what we’ve been hoping for. What’s the plan now, Colonel?”

      He smiled grimly. “We see which direction they’re headed and then make their day very unpleasant.”

      The two trudged back down the echoing stairs until they were in the parking garage, where they climbed into the ground attack vehicle. They didn’t dare use radio communications, so he tagged one of his runners to use a mirror to signal observers they had in other buildings. Those scouts would pass on where the enemy forces were headed and what they were doing.

      Unfortunately, since living beings were present, he couldn’t use the trick with the Locust IFF transponders. They’d have to set up an ambush and deal with the living beings and war machines simultaneously. This was a golden opportunity to get his hands on people who knew what was happening inside the facility, and he wasn’t going to let it slip through his fingers.

      They had a direction of travel in less than five minutes, and he was poring over some photographs they’d taken from tall buildings. With all the damaged and destroyed buildings in the direction of march, he didn’t lack for potential ambush sites, though he needed to make it happen as soon as possible. No officer liked to walk far, so this would not be a lengthy excursion.

      He ended up settling on a plaza they’d have to pass through if they kept going in the direction they were moving. It was close to the alien facility, but if they could get the prisoners into a couple of ground vehicles, the mechanicals wouldn’t be able to locate them.

      “How are you going to catch the living aliens?” Dufaux asked.

      Mac grinned. “Did you ever watch any of those old nature shows that just about every planet has? You’d always see hunters doing things to disable dangerous animals without hurting them. Often that would be through drugs, but nets were also quite popular. We’re going with the latter.”

      “Nets?” she asked incredulously. “As in, we’ll have someone throw nets over them? How the hell can that work? Are you going to throw them out of the buildings and hope they land on them?”

      “Nothing so chancy. We’ve got compressed air launchers to fire nets over a wider area. They’re used for riot control, and they’ll work just fine for this too. We’ll seed people around the plaza and see if they walk into the trap. If they do, we’ll overwhelm the machines and execute an extraction before the forces in the facility can respond.”

      “Sounds risky to me,” she said with a frown. “They’ll almost certainly come out in force, not just send mechanicals. We don’t know what kind of vehicle they’ll use either. They might be out of aircraft, but that doesn’t mean they have no other options.”

      “You’re right, and that’s one of the reasons we’ll need to evacuate the area as soon as we take them into custody. This probing mission was to get information, and we’ve left passive sensor packages on several buildings overlooking the facility. We’ll keep getting information out via tight beam, so we’ll know what happens after we scoot. Stirring up the ant’s nest is probably good in the long run, as we want to see how they react when pressed.”

      Once they’d passed word of the ambush site to everyone, they moved their vehicle onto the street and ran parallel to the enemy formation. They didn’t have to walk—though they needed to avoid a direct line of sight—so they got to the ambush site more quickly than the aliens. That gave them time to position units around the plaza and verify the alien procession was still headed in their direction.

      It was always possible the enemy would change course before they got to the plaza, but there was only so much one could do without the other side’s cooperation. They’d make plans, and if the aliens changed course, they’d redirect their ambush to one of the alternate locations.

      They didn’t have to change anything. The aliens proceeded directly to the plaza like they didn’t have a care in the world. He had no idea what their ultimate destination was, but that hardly mattered at this point. If it was critical information, they’d eventually extract it from the aliens once they could interrogate them.

      Admittedly, these being soldiers, they’d be more disinclined to speak than the civilians they’d captured, but he wasn’t going to rule anything out until they gave it a shot. These aliens knew what they were doing with the humans they’d captured, and he’d get that out of them no matter how much it hurt them.

      Rather than leave any ground vehicles where they could be seen, he ordered them to pull back a few blocks and stay out of sight. The war machines were spread out around the living aliens but weren’t that far out. When the time came to act, his people in the buildings would fire on the mechanicals, and the ground attack vehicles would come in from all sides to shoot up any of the war machines they didn’t take out.

      Other designated shooters would fire the net guns and ensnare the aliens. Disarming them once they’d done so would be a challenge, but the aliens would be at a severe disadvantage resisting from inside a net. At least he hoped so.

      His tension rose as the war machines began moving into the plaza. They were looking around carefully, and if they spotted any of his people, the jig would be up. Each team was supposed to be monitoring using cameras they’d set up to watch everything while they stayed hidden in the shadows, so the likelihood of that happening was low but not impossible.

      He waited until the aliens themselves were traveling through the plaza before he gave the order to execute the ambush. His signal was relayed up into the building, where a few Marines flashed lights at the other buildings to alert everyone.

      It should’ve been invisible to the enemy, but that’s not how it turned out. Somehow, one of the war machines saw something and opened fire on one of the buildings. That kicked things off just a little quicker than Mac had hoped, but the signal had been given.

      Dedicated fireteams used heavy weapons to lay into the war machines, while others fired net guns. The snares flew through the air like gossamer toys to land across the aliens who were just beginning to react.

      That revealed an unconsidered problem with his plan. They had so many nets in the air that some interfered with the others. That meant a tiny group of aliens wasn’t caught in the tangled mass of fibers. They made a break for the facility, abandoning their comrades. It wasn’t any of the officers in the center, but they couldn’t allow word of what was happening to reach that building.

      Shots rang out, dropping the fleeing aliens in their tracks. They’d recover the bodies before they departed, but dead or alive, the aliens were coming with them.

      The ground attack vehicles came in from every side. Even though the mechanicals were looking for threats, they didn’t recognize his forces as such. In just a few seconds, all the mechanicals were smoking wrecks.

      At his signal, Marines and Planetary Defense Forces personnel raced out of the buildings and into the plaza, securing the prisoners as well as they could while avoiding being shot. That wasn’t always possible, but they certainly tried. The aliens who resisted found themselves kicked into submission, and all had their weapons taken away. The few of his people that were injured were hustled to medical care as quickly as possible.

      Other teams went from war machine to war machine, scavenging IFF transponders where possible. Those would be useful in protecting other vehicles. As long as the enemy was going to be stupid, he’d take advantage of that.

      Several fireteams recovered the dead aliens. Less than five minutes after the ambush started, his people were pulling out. They’d left cameras watching everything and would pull the data off at some later point to see exactly how the aliens reacted, but he wasn’t going to hang around and find out.

      His forces observing the facility reported a large number of war machines coming out. They’d undoubtedly flood the ambush site. None of his people would be there, but the farther away from the area they were, the better. If any living aliens sent drones to look the area over, they’d spot his ground attack craft. It would be better if that didn’t happen.

      To that end, he’d left a few surprises on the roofs of the buildings closest to the alien facility. When the inevitable drones came out and began heading for the city, the automated weapons platforms shot them down. That drew a heavy response to the buildings, but he could live with that. The enemy was wasting their ammunition and time while allowing his forces to escape.

      The withdrawal was a bit harrowing but ultimately successful. They went to one of the fallback positions and down deep into parking garages, safe from the view of any prying eyes. Only once they were there did Mac take an opportunity to relax even the slightest bit.

      “I can’t believe things went that smoothly,” Dufaux said as she stepped out of the vehicle. “What do we do next?”

      He smiled without the slightest bit of humor as he joined her. “I’m going to take a quick trip around to make sure our people aren’t too seriously injured, and once I’m sure of that, we’ll take a little jaunt to examine our new friends. We’re building up quite a collection of prisoners.”

      “It seems like you’ve got two different groups already, and this will make a third. How many players do you think we have?”

      Mac shrugged. “No clue. My objectives are straightforward. Get inside that facility and rescue the humans inside while collecting every bit of useful intelligence we can get our hands on. These aliens can give us a clue about what we need to do there. We’ll have to use our translator on the ship and hope for the best, but that part is outside our control.”

      He was pleased to find that while they had a couple of seriously injured people, they’d recover. No one had been killed, making for the best kind of operation.

      They had eighteen prisoners and three dead aliens. His Marines had extracted the aliens from the nets, stripped them down until they were naked, and put them into one of the rooms available to hold them.

      Mac looked over one of the aliens his snipers had taken out. He didn’t feel bad about shooting them. They hadn’t surrendered, so they were valid targets. It would’ve been a different story if they’d dropped their weapons and given up. It wasn’t as if the aliens had held back from executing every human in space, so too damned bad for them.

      They wore military-style uniforms, though they weren’t meant to blend in. Each was identical except for some emblems along the shoulders. Those were probably rank or unit insignia.

      The belts held weapons and other tactical gear, including what he was sure was a portable IFF meant to protect the aliens from their own weapons. That would be hair-raising to test, but someone would volunteer to try them. He’d hold his breath and hope for the best, but they needed to know if these would protect a scratch force that could break into the facility.

      There would be automated weapons inside, of that he had no doubt. These IFF transponders might protect his people when they finally made an incursion, hopefully getting them into places the aliens would rather deny them access to.

      He turned to Dufaux with a cold smile. “I think we’re in good shape. Once we get more of your people in the city, we’ll set ourselves up and go in. We’ll send the prisoners to the ship and hope they can get information out of them. The more we know about what we’re going into, the better.”

      “And what are we going to do about the war machines in the city?”

      “We’ll draw them away from the facility. These things love to fight, and if we show some resistance elsewhere, they’ll all come running. That kind of diversion is perfect for creating an opening we can exploit. Get your people ready for that push as soon as possible. It’s time to liberate New Copenhagen.”
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      Jack flew his cutter around the extinct volcano and stared at its smoking ruin. He may not have seen this particular landmark before, but he knew how it was supposed to look. It should’ve been a massive cone jutting up into the sky, but instead, it was mostly collapsed. Only a single giant finger of stone shot into the sky in an almost offensive gesture. Fitting, he supposed.

      “It’s quite the mess, isn’t it?” Francesco Scazzosi asked from the copilot’s seat. “The Locusts did a number on this facility, though I hope the weapons are still salvageable.”

      “So do I,” Jack said grimly as he watched half a dozen pinnaces hovering just off to the side of the remaining portion of the volcano. “Do you think this will work?”

      “If not, we’ll hardly be any worse off than before,” the planetary president said. “If this madcap plan succeeds, we’ll keep many tons of rock from being dumped on an area we already have to clear. We can’t work with that hanging over everyone’s heads, so we have to try.”

      The two of them were in the cutter Commodore Nastasi had planned on using during the operation to bring Vice Admiral Suzanne LaChasse to justice. The original plan had been to drop her off with his father when they found LaChasse, but everything went to hell, and she’d been forced to come with them into the cluster.

      On the positive side, that gave them one cutter he knew how to fly. He was making progress learning the flight procedures for the old-style cutters and pinnaces, but he wasn’t there yet. With his schedule, it might be a while before he satisfied their instructors and picked up his certification.

      Massive cables ran from the remaining volcanic structure to the pinnaces, which would apply pressure in an outward direction. They didn’t intend to pull the spur of rock over by themselves. Oh, no. That would take explosives. Lots of explosives.

      A series of shaped explosive charges had been planted inside the volcano to blast the base of the spur. There were additional, much larger explosives on the exterior slope but lower down. As they’d been drilled deep into the rock, it wasn’t expected they’d launch any projectiles capable of damaging the pinnaces, but this was still a chancy endeavor.

      He’d decided to watch the explosion in person. The original plan had been for him to join President Scazzosi at their secret command facility, but the planetary defense forces had made the call to relocate that to the volcano. Even though the facilities here had suffered damage, they were still more extensive than what was in the bunker and more modern, too.

      The facility was meant to house security personnel. Some levels had collapsed, but the engineers had determined that the outermost portions were intact and had the integrity to safely house people. How they were able to determine that, Jack didn’t know, but he hoped they were right.

      The remaining portions of the upper facility had been on the volcano’s slopes. Those had housed missile launchers and guns that had helped shoot down Locust aircraft as they attacked, saving many of his Marines. Unfortunately, all that had been lost when the Locusts took out the volcano, killing virtually all its defenders.

      There were many levels underneath the volcano that housed the nuclear weapons themselves, too, but those were inaccessible at the moment. At the base of all that, there was at least one fusion plant that had provided power for everything. It was offline now, but Jack hoped it was repairable. The Planetary Defense Forces were clearing debris from the stairwells where it was safe to do so.

      Scazzosi looked at his chronometer. “We’re thirty seconds from detonation, so you might want to pull a little farther away. It would suck if a piece of rock took us down, don’t you think?”

      “Agreed,” Jack said as he widened the circle he was making around the volcano. They were off to the side, so the chances of a piece of rock striking them were lower than one hitting a pinnace. This job was risky, but it might save them quite a bit of time clearing the debris, so he was willing to risk it, as had the volunteer pilots.

      While he didn’t have a timer running himself, the explosions happened right about when he’d anticipated, showering rock down the volcano’s slope. At the same time, the pinnaces pulled against the cables. One of those promptly snapped, briefly endangering the cutter but not causing any other damage.

      It didn’t look like the effort had made any difference for a moment, but the stone pillar began tilting outward. The cutters dumped their cables and accelerated away, getting themselves out of danger.

      Jack and Scazzosi watched as tons of stone fell hard upon the island, sending a monstrous plume of dust into the air. Now that it was gone, the cone was no more. All that was left was a rough hill with a debris-filled hole in the center.

      He supposed that storms and other inclement weather  would smooth out the roughness over time. While that would look more pleasant, what he saw was pretty enough. The path to getting into the nuclear weapons facility and recovering what they needed to fight was ready to be opened.

      With the pinnaces clear, Jack took them over the remains of the volcano itself and tilted the cutter so they could look down into the ruined crater. There was a lot of loose stone, including rocks as big as frigates. Those would be a pain in the ass to move. Then again, the many tons of loose debris might be even more difficult.

      “Any idea what the plan is to get all that crap out of the way?” he asked as he leveled the cutter out and circled to land in front of the facility.

      Scazzosi shrugged. “Not really. That’s what we’ve got professionals for. If they have strong enough cables, they can lift the bigger pieces of stone and drop them into the ocean. They’ll have to break them up if they’re too heavy. I’d prefer they didn’t drop them on land because we need to keep the fields of fire clear for the new defenses we’ll be emplacing. When we land and go inside, we can ask Ben Stern. He’s the expert.”

      Jack had already met Benjamin Stern, the grizzled construction expert whose people would excavate the volcano’s interior. He’d sounded confident that he and his people could do the work but warned that it might take a while.

      If, as Jack expected, the internal lift system was wrecked, they’d have to do something to either replace or bypass it, which would take even longer. This was a Herculean task.

      Without saying anything in response to the president’s comment, Jack spun the cutter in a slow circle circumnavigating the island before landing in the cleared spot they’d set up for Navy small craft. There was a separate area for atmospheric craft capable of vertical landing and takeoff.

      As soon as he had the cutter shut down, Jack made his way with Scazzosi out into the blustery wind coming off the freezing water. Jack wore a jacket, but it wasn’t enough to keep the chill out. With that in mind, he headed directly for the hatch leading into the facility.

      Only once they were out of the wind did he slow down. With the power off, that meant the heat wasn’t working, but it was marginally warmer than the outside.

      Someone had strung emergency lights, so they could see where they were going. They stuck to the outermost portions of the facility and made their way to the area the president had set aside for government use. Functionaries and military personnel went to and fro on duties no one could guess, but that were probably important.

      The one person not doing anything was Mark Connor. The former smuggler was lounging in one of the chairs, seemingly waiting on them. He’d somehow managed to find a bottle of booze, which shouldn’t have surprised Jack in the slightest. At least it looked like he hadn’t had much. Small favors.

      “Hope we didn’t keep you waiting long,” Jack asked with a wry smile.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say it’s been a long time, but I’ve developed a mighty thirst waiting for you. Did everything go alright?”

      “As well as can be expected,” Scazzosi said as he gestured for the two men to come into his new office, before grabbing the bottle without even looking at Connor. “At least we don’t have to worry about the damned rock falling on our heads anymore. I can’t offer much in the way of snacks, but I do have some prepackaged meals. The military swears they’re very nutritious. I also have coffee.”

      He pointedly didn’t mention the booze, which went into a desk drawer.

      Connor made a show of shuddering. “Gods, save me from survival rations. I suppose I’ll have to eat something sooner or later, but I’ll put it off as long as possible.”

      Once Scazzosi made coffee, the three of them sat. There were no windows, so they had to do with the emergency lights to see.

      “So, where does this leave us?” Connor asked after drinking some of his purloined alcohol. “What’s the next thing we need to do?”

      “The local contractors will begin removing the debris from the caldera immediately,” Scazzosi said. “Stern wouldn’t even guess at how long it might take, but it won’t be a quick process. At best, we’re talking a couple of weeks to get down to what we want.”

      Jack sighed. “That’s not the best news, but I suppose it’s understandable. What about the stairways leading down? Haven’t a couple of those been cleared?”

      “Almost,” the president clarified. “We should have safe access to at least one stairwell sometime today. Your computer expert showed my people how she bypassed the security, so we’re hopeful that will help us get to the power plant at the base of the facility. Odds are heavy that at least some of the interior has collapsed, but we won’t know for sure until we get into the topmost levels and work our way in. Nevertheless, the power plant is probably intact.”

      “Then why don’t we have power?” Connor asked. “If everything is intact, shouldn’t we still be running?”

      “Damned if I know,” Scazzosi grunted. “I’m glad to have some of your engineers to look everything over, Commodore. I hope there was a power surge that only blew out a circuit breaker or something like that. That would make our lives so much simpler.”

      It certainly would, which was why Jack couldn’t count on that outcome. “Colonel Turner captured some live aliens at the capital. He should be here with them within the hour, and he’ll get them up to Hunter as quickly as possible. We want them under lock and key so we can begin questioning them as soon as our translation program works the way we want it.”

      Scazzosi leaned forward. “I’m going to have to insist that at least some of the prisoners remain here. I understand you want to question them from a central location, but I’ve got some people that want a crack at them too. We deserve an opportunity to find out what they’ve been doing with our people. Besides, having two groups do the work doubles our chances of success, don’t you think?”

      Jack wasn’t sure about that, but he decided not to argue. “I’ll tell Mac to leave some of them here, but as we’ve got the better translation software, I want what he’s identified as their leadership sent up. Well, at least two of the three. His people will retain physical custody of the ones left here because we all need to make sure they don’t have something unfortunate happen to them. Tensions are understandably high, and this isn’t the time for payback.”

      Scazzosi looked like he wanted to argue but just nodded with a grunt. “Probably best, I suppose. We’ve got some linguistics people that want to give this a shot, and I’m inclined to give them that chance. The odds of them deciphering an alien language are extremely low, but with the information you’ve provided thus far, we’ve got a program we can start with. Some of our computer experts will be working on refining the algorithms, so we’ll have two different projects working in parallel to get the translation software functional. Once we’re done, we can compare outputs and decide which is best.”

      “Do you think we only have a matter of months before the Locusts show up?” Connor asked. “With your ship damaged, that puts us in an awkward position.”

      Jack nodded. “If the Locusts sent forces as soon as the Navy blew the gates, they might be here in a bit more than two months. I think the odds of that are fairly low. Chances are that the Locusts in New Copenhagen sent someone for help when we crossed through that first time. That would put the response closer to six months out, so that’s the most likely outcome, though I want to prepare for the first just in case.”

      The former smuggler shook his head and tossed back his drink. “Two months is all well and good as a marker, but will you even have your drive functional in that short a time? We’re between a rock and a hard place, Navy.”

      “We are,” Jack agreed. “Things could hardly be more desperate than they are right now. Our best hope is to get the alien hyperdrive working and to get Hunter back to Port Royale. If we can fix the independent quantum drive there, it’s a simple matter of jumping right back.”

      “Is there going to be enough time to make that work?” Scazzosi asked. “I seem to recall the alien hyperdrive doesn’t move a ship that quickly. Two months is not a lot of time, Commodore.”

      “No, it’s not. If we’re looking at two months, then we’re screwed. It will take at least three months to get from New Copenhagen to Port Royale through hyperspace. Call it at least a week to repair the quantum drive and get the ship back.”

      Scazzosi grimaced. “I certainly hope your most pessimistic estimation isn’t accurate. Six months would be a lot better for all of us.”

      “Then that’s what we should hope for,” Connor agreed. “We can worry about the shorter time frame, but it won’t do us any good to moan and wail. We can’t construct anything that can save us in that amount of time. Even if we get access to the nuclear weapons, you’ve only got ten thousand missiles to shoot. If it’s a probe, we can win. If it’s not, we’re dead.”

      “Commander Danek has some ideas for dragging asteroids into orbit to mount missile launchers on,” Jack offered. “We can strip a number of them off Hunter. Rigging magazines for them will be a little tougher, but it’s not impossible. With two months to work with, we should be able to get something in orbit to help protect the planet. Honestly, that’s the best we can manage.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you’ve got a bad habit of staggering from crisis to crisis, Navy?” Connor asked.

      “It has been mentioned. I’ll be happier when we have less drama in our lives, but until then, we’re just going to have to work with the crises we have and hope nothing new gets dumped on our heads.”

      Jack prayed they’d catch a break, but he wasn’t going to hold his breath. As Connor had said, his luck hadn’t been good in that respect lately. They’d solve the problems they could, hope for the best, and prepare for the worst.
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      Lisa took a sip of her coffee. It was very good. “So, what’s on the schedule for today?”

      “Something risky,” Tina admitted from where she sat across from her. “We’re going to watch the new prisoners arrive with Regex and see what his response is. I think that it will help get him on our side.”

      The two of them were just wrapping up breakfast, so they were sitting in the dining room in Tina’s quarters just off the massive dining hall the commodore never used. It was enormous and very ornate. Knowing Commodore Romanoff the way she did, Lisa suspected he’d never use it.

      “I know about the new prisoners, but how will they get Regex on our side?” Lisa asked as she drank her post-breakfast coffee. “He seems willing to work with us, but he knows he’s a prisoner.”

      “Since he had such a negative reaction to the people we pulled off the space elevator ship, I think he’ll have an even worse opinion of their military. We’ll parade them into the same quarters as that other group, and he’ll sit with us while that happens.”

      “And the Marines think that’s safe?” Lisa asked with a raised eyebrow. “That sounds dangerous. What if he does something?” He seemed a levelheaded sort, but this was a risk.

      “The Marines in the compartment will subdue him if they have to,” Tina said, wrapping up her coffee and setting the mug aside. “I don’t expect that to be a problem, though. He’s not angry with us. Besides, we’re not going to be as alone as you think. Not counting the Marines they put in the compartment with us, I’ve invited Derek Calvo along for the ride.”

      “He seems nice enough, but what does he bring to the party?”

      “He’ll be flying the mothership, and I’m sure he has questions about the hyperdrive. It’s an opportunity to introduce him to Regex and start getting the two of them familiar with one another. I don’t know whether he will cooperate to that extent, but it can’t hurt to ask.”

      “I suppose not,” Lisa said as she helped Tina stack her plates into the washer. When she was done, she gestured toward the exit. “Well, if we’re going to get this started, we should get to work. Does Derek know to meet us there?”

      “I’ll give him a call now. If I understand the schedule correctly, we’ve got about forty minutes before the Marines bring the new prisoners in. I’m glad we went with compartments large enough to hold everybody, because otherwise it would be hard to talk to them. What if their military isn’t on friendly relations with the people we recovered from the space elevator ship?”

      “Then the Marines will figure it out,” Lisa said as they walked through the massive dining room and into the ship’s corridor. “They’re responsible for our security, so we’ll follow their advice. Everything will be fine.”

      They found Derek waiting for them when they got to the holding area. He was seated at one of the tables in the Marine area, reviewing something on a tablet. When he saw them come in, he put the tablet away, smiled, and rose. “Good morning.”

      “You’re looking chipper,” Tina said with a wide smile. “Did you sleep well? Or, did you not sleep much at all?”

      The young officer turned a little red. “A bit of both. So what is our plan of attack?”

      Lisa considered Derek and pursed her lips. Sometimes picking up on social cues was hard for her, but Tina was obviously teasing him, so it was probably a woman. “We’ll introduce you to Regex. There will be a couple of Marines in the compartment with us, so just step clear and let them handle any trouble. He’s been peaceable thus far, and I don’t anticipate that changing, so you don’t need to be overly concerned about what’s happening. That said, we’re bringing some new captives in shortly, and we think that will piss Regex off. We hope he’ll be more amenable to working with us after that.”

      The young officer crossed his arms and frowned. “That seems dangerous, don’t you think?”

      “It’s a calculated risk,” Tina admitted. “And I’m not sure I need to be lectured about how dangerous something is by a man about to take a Locust mothership out for a hyperdrive test flight.”

      “Point to you,” he conceded. “Then again, that’s a professional risk. Neither of you are in the military, so I’m not sure you should be risking your lives to score points with one of our prisoners. What makes him so special?”

      Lisa shrugged. “I’m not sure. He’s a quick learner when it comes to our language, but we don’t know that much about him otherwise. He was one of the few survivors pulled out of the ship with all the sleep pods, so there must be something special about him. Maybe once we can speak his language better—or he can speak ours—we’ll be able to figure it out.”

      “The speed at which he’s been able to pick up our language indicates that he’s brilliant,” Tina said. “Since he’s a symbiont—two or more creatures living together—we don’t really understand what he’s capable of. According to Doctor Romanoff, the symbiote is dense with something akin to brain matter. It may be that it’s the primary mover of the alien’s body, or perhaps the two are working together in some manner that we don’t quite understand yet. In any case, he’s one smart cookie, and having him on our side would be a real boon to both your mission and ours.”

      “I’ll take your word about that,” the young man said. “How do we handle this?”

      Lisa was glad he wasn’t going to cause trouble. This was complex enough without bickering.

      “We’ll go into the prisoners’ side of the interrogation room, and once everything is ready, we’ll open the hatch and wait for him to come in,” Tina said as she gestured toward the hatch. “Once Regex is in the compartment, the Marines will close the hatch. If he doesn’t come alone, we’ll make it clear that we only want to speak to him. Lisa will do the talking, and we’ll just follow along, interjecting where it makes sense.”

      Taking that as her hint, Lisa made her way into the compartment and saw that the Marines had added several chairs and flipped the table around so the three humans would be on one side and Regex would be on the other. There wasn’t a lot of space between them, and it made her a bit nervous, but there were four Marines in the compartment. Two were armed with truncheons, while the other two had rifles.

      “Let me be absolutely clear about this,” Lisa said to the Marines. “Under no circumstances can we risk shooting the prisoner. I want those weapons out of here. Understood?”

      The Marines scowled, but they didn’t argue. In less than sixty seconds, the rifles were gone, replaced by truncheons. There was no way she’d risk all the hard work they’d put into developing a relationship with what was shaping up to be a brilliant alien.

      Once everyone was in place, Lisa gestured, and the Marines opened the hatch leading into the prisoners’ holding area. After a few moments, Regex and Pastan stepped in. Lisa waved a hand to stop them before pointing at the single chair and then at the male prisoner. “Only Regex today.”

      Pastan didn’t look pleased, but she inclined her head and retreated back into the prisoners’ area. Once she was gone, the Marines closed the hatch.

      Regex took a seat on the other side of the table and considered the three of them. Before anyone could speak, he pressed a hand to his chest and inclined his head toward Derek. “Regex.”

      “Derek,” the young lieutenant said.

      Regex turned his attention to Lisa. “What we do today?”

      Damn, but he was good at this.

      “What will we do today?” she said, correcting his grammar. “We’ll get to know one another better. Derek flies ships, and he has some questions for you. Will you answer them?”

      The alien considered her for a few moments before redirecting his attention to Derek. “Not know yet. What questions?”

      “I must confess that you speak our language much better than I expected,” Derek said.

      “Thank you. Been practicing. You fly ships? What kind?”

      Derek gestured around them. “This ship. I also fly smaller ones. I’m going to take one of your motherships out to test its hyperdrive. Do you know anything about how that works?”

      The alien considered him with what Lisa certainly thought of as a frown. “Not know mothership. What that?”

      “What is that?” Lisa said. “They are small ships that your people created to bring many drones through hyperspace. Drones are smaller ships. All are computer-controlled.”

      She wasn’t sure how much he could pick out of that. Hyperspace was definitely not one of the subjects covered by any of the learning programs. Trying to get this technical in a conversation so early in the process wasn’t going to be easy.

      Regex held up both hands and made the shape of a ship with them. It looked like a mothership to her. “Look like this?”

      “Does it look like this?” Derek said before she could make a correction. “Yes. The drones are spheres.” The young officer made a fist and showed it fitting up against another ship.

      The alien nodded. “Am familiar. Exploration vessel.”

      Derek shook his head. “Invasion vessel. Explorers come in peace. The motherships and drones came to kill.”

      That was more confrontational than Lisa had intended to get, but even though it obviously caused Regex some problems, he didn’t argue. Instead, he crossed his arms in what looked like a human gesture. She wondered what he intended it to mean.

      “There’s no need for us to fight about this right now,” she said in a conciliatory tone. “I think it would be better to wait until later to discuss the invasion. Both invasions. Right now, I want to know whether you would feel comfortable answering some questions about the small vessel’s hyperdrive, Regex.”

      “Hyperdrive something that makes ship go fast?”

      “It’s what allows your ships to go many times faster than light.”

      The alien shook his head. “Not true. Nothing go faster than light. We trick it.”

      Derek leaned forward and considered the alien. “And how do you do that?”

      “Hyperdrive move ship into other space. Not sure how to explain, but going short distance there means long distance here. When ship comes out, it has gone long way.”

      His grasp of their language was nothing short of miraculous. He’d only been working on it for a week. Just how smart was he? “Does that make any sense, Derek?”

      “Sort of. If you take a ship into another adjoining space with a higher energy state and make it go a certain distance before it comes back, if that universe is somehow proportionally smaller, then you’ve cheated the system by only traveling a certain distance while getting much more out of the deal.”

      “So what you’re saying is that this is the equivalent of plucking a ship out of our universe and sticking it into a different one,” Tina said. “While you’re there, say you travel the equivalent of going from this planet to the next one out from the star, but when you come out, you’ve traveled partway between the star and another one because the distance traveled was in another universe?”

      “More like a different dimension, I suspect,” Derek said, though he looked less than sure. “I’ve read about that kind of thing in science fiction novels but never heard any scientific basis to back up the hand waving. I’m sure a scientist somewhere knows a theory that would cover this, but that’s not me.”

      The young man refocused his attention on Regex. “Do you know anything about how the hyperdrive works?”

      The alien nodded his head and made a grumbling noise that she wasn’t entirely certain how to interpret. “I created the hyperdrive we use.”

      That made Lisa blink. He’d misunderstood the question. “It’s been almost two hundred years since the first invasion. You’re not that old. You might work on it, but you can’t have created it.”

      “Create wrong word. Took hyperdrive and made better. They say I too important to let get old. Put me in sleep pod. Annoying.”

      “Did he just say he’s a hyperdrive engineer or theorist?” Tina asked incredulously. “And that they’ve kept him asleep for hundreds of years? I think he’s pulling our leg.”

      The alien frowned. “I no understand.”

      “I don’t understand,” Tina corrected. “Your story doesn’t make sense, so we’re not certain we believe it. We think you might be lying to us.”

      The being made that same grumbling noise, which Lisa now suspected was him chuckling at them. “It not matter what you think. Truth is truth. I know about hyperdrive. I take original hyperdrive and make it work better. Among my people, I very smart. Very, very smart.”

      That was quite a bombshell to drop on them, and Lisa checked her chronometer just to be sure what the time was while she regained her composure. If what the alien was saying was true, they’d been damned lucky he hadn’t died in the attack on his ship and that he was willing to talk with them. The things he could teach them. If he wasn’t a war criminal guilty of helping incite two invasions of human space, of course.

      It was about five minutes until she’d expected the Marines to arrive with the new prisoners. Time had gone a little quicker than she’d expected.

      “We’re bringing new prisoners in to join the others,” she told Regex. “Military. Fighters.”

      He lowered his head slightly. “Dangerous. Deceitful. Treacherous.”

      Those were big words with precise meanings. He was picking up on how to use their language more effectively than she’d imagined possible.

      “They are holding humans on the planet as hostages,” Tina said. “Do you know why they might do that?”

      “Nothing good.”

      Before Lisa could interject, the hatch on the other side of the barrier opened, and Marines started flowing into the area. They were earlier than she’d expected.

      Most of them were armed with truncheons, but the ones farther in had rifles. What was with these people? Didn’t they understand those were dangerous? Why would they risk killing any of their valuable prisoners?

      There were more aliens than she’d expected, all in  strange grayish uniforms. They all clustered around a pair of other aliens. Maybe high-ranking officers?

      She was still considering them when the Marines opened the hatch on the far side of the compartment and started herding the prisoners in that direction. A glance at Regex showed him on his feet and glaring. Even though he was an alien, it was apparent that he loathed the people he was looking at.

      Lisa stood and got ready to back away, just in case. She didn’t think he’d become violent, but she didn’t want to get caught between the Marines and him if that happened.

      “There’s no need to start trouble,” she said. “We’ve got everything well in hand.”

      So, of course, that’s when all hell broke loose.

      Without warning, the prisoners on the other side of the partition attacked the Marines around them. In moments, there was a general melee where the Marines were trying to use their truncheons to subdue the prisoners, and the aliens went for every weapon they could get their hands on.

      The Marines on her side of the divider immediately began closing in to separate them from Regex and get them out of the compartment. As fast as they were, they were a lifetime too slow.

      Someone on the other side of the partition either got their hands on one of the rifles, or a Marine fired a shot that punched through the divider. She barely had eyes for that because she had a ringside seat for the bullet that struck Regex almost directly between his eyes.

      “No!” she screamed as she threw herself across the table toward the collapsing alien.

      She never reached him. Even as she dove, something struck the center of her upper back like a sledgehammer and sent her crashing to the deck. She tried to raise her arms to protect her head as she fell, but they didn’t work. Her head slammed into the deck, stunning her. She tried to roll over onto her back, but nothing seemed to work. Her eyesight dimmed even as Tina put her face next to hers.

      “Don’t move,” Tina said. “We’ll get some help.”

      “I can’t move.” She’d tried to say the words but had no idea if she’d succeeded.

      Even as Tina shouted for a medic, the temperature in the compartment seemed to plummet. It was so cold. What was happening? Darkness overwhelmed her before she could make any sense of it. Was this death? If so, it took her.
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      Derek tried to pull his companions to safety when the fighting broke out, but he wasn’t quick enough. Even as Regex went down, Lisa threw herself across the table toward the alien and out of his reach. That didn’t stop him from yanking Tina down and putting himself between her and the shooting on the other side of the divider, and he could only watch in horror as the scene played out.

      Almost as if in slow motion, Lisa took a bullet in the middle of her upper back and tumbled off the table in a heap. She ended up face down on the deck, unmoving.

      Tina jerked herself free and raced to Lisa, ignoring the danger. He did the same, putting a hand on Tina’s back when it looked like she would try to move the injured woman.

      “Don’t,” he warned. “She might have damage to her neck or spine.”

      While Tina spoke with Lisa, who seemed to be losing consciousness, Derek pulled his comm out and called the medical center. “Medical emergency in the prisoner detention facility. People have been shot. We need a trauma team right now.”

      “We’re on the way,” Jesse Romanoff—the commodore’s mother and the senior doctor aboard, and the woman Derek had been talking with about his trauma in killing the pirates—said. “Tell me what we’re looking at.”

      The fighting on the other side of the partition seemed to have ended, and Derek could see that at least half the prisoners were down, though they were moving. Some of the Marines were on the deck with them and being tended to by their friends, but he couldn’t assess their condition from over here.

      “Lisa Gane has been shot in the upper back,” he said. She’s unconscious now, but I think she’s still breathing. Several Marines are down, and some of the prisoners have been injured or killed. Just get a bunch of people here fast.”

      He killed the comm connection and focused his attention on Regex. Either through intent or terrible luck, the alien had taken a bullet right to the brain. That was a damned shame because it looked like he’d lost his only chance of having a discussion with someone that knew anything about the hyperdrive.

      None of the Marines on their side of the divider seemed injured and were rushing to help the Marines on the other side. He hadn’t been looking at the new prisoners when the fight broke out, so he hadn’t seen what had started it, but that must’ve been a well-planned attempt to break loose. He remembered Lisa’s words to the Marines about not having weapons with the prisoners, and it was apparent that someone on the other side hadn’t considered that.

      He took a deep breath and called Captain MacKinnon.

      “MacKinnon.”

      “Calvo here, ma’am. There’s been an incident in the prisoner detention facility. Shots have been fired, at least one of the prisoners is dead, and Lisa Gane is critically injured. There are a lot of Marines and aliens hurt. Medical is already on the way, but we need you here.”

      “I’m on my way. Keep the situation from getting any worse.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Calvo out.”

      As much as he hated leaving Lisa, Derek headed for the other side of the partition to assess what had happened. It looked like most of the injuries had been dealt by truncheons or other physical means, though at least one of the aliens had been shot. A couple of Marines had bloody faces or looked like they’d been beaten. Miraculously, no one seemed to have been killed.

      “Who’s in charge?” he demanded.

      One of the Marines, sporting a bleeding, broken nose, stepped up. It was an older man wearing sergeant’s stripes. “Sergeant Fernando Adem, sir.”

      “What the hell happened here, Sergeant? How did the prisoners get their hands on weapons?”

      “Everything seemed to be under control, and then they were everywhere. They had this planned out, and we weren’t ready for it. It doesn’t look like any of our people are dead, and neither are any of the prisoners.”

      “You’re not looking on the right side of the partition. Over in the area where I was, the alien that was cooperating with us is dead. Worse, one of our people took a bullet in the back and might die. Why were there weapons in with the prisoners, Sergeant? What the hell were you thinking?”

      The older man bristled at his tone and shoved himself into Derek’s personal space. “I’m not going to be lectured by some whelp. I did what was necessary to make sure they couldn’t get out of hand and that—”

      “How did that work out for you, Sergeant?” Derek interrupted in a low, dangerous voice. “I don’t care if you’re older than I am, and I don’t care if you’re a Marine and I’m Navy, either. You’ll show respect, or I’ll throw your ass in the brig. Fix your malfunction right now.”

      The Marine looked like he wanted to argue but instead deflated a little. “I don’t know what to say, sir. We thought everything was under control.”

      “Obviously not. We need to break up this new set of prisoners. Find other places to put them, and get them dispersed. I want the senior officers separated from the rest. Make that happen, and see that they’re examined one by one by the medical people. Post enough Marines to keep order. Truncheons only. Clear?”

      The Marine nodded. “Crystal clear, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

      Derek ached to tell the man that he was indeed a sorry piece of work, but he kept his mouth firmly shut. This was Colonel Turner’s problem, and he didn’t need to stick his oar into it any more than he already had. He imagined the Marine officer would have a more… robust conversation with the sergeant before this was done.

      “Get this taken care of and report what happened to Colonel Turner,” Derek ordered. “I’ll be making my own report, so keep that in mind. Don’t make an already bad situation worse by covering anything up, Sergeant.”

      Without waiting for a response, Derek made his way back to his side of the divider. The medical team had arrived and were examining Lisa. They had an oxygen mask over her face and were doing something to help her breathe.

      Captain MacKinnon was there, too, staring at the carnage with wide eyes and a ferocious scowl.

      He stepped over to her. “Colonel Turner’s going to have to sort out what went wrong, but the Marines obviously had weapons where they shouldn’t have. Either one of the aliens got their hands on one, or a Marine fired in an uncontrolled manner. Everything in the detention area is recorded, so it’ll be possible to figure it out. Still, no matter the answer, we can’t walk back what happened.”

      “Dammit,” she snarled. “That was the alien learning to speak our language, wasn’t it. We also lost the person doing the translation software. Well, she’s still alive, but people just don’t take shots like that and walk away.”

      Tina stepped over to join them and spoke in a low voice. “It looks like the bullet struck her spine just below her neck and shattered one of her vertebrae. There’s significant damage to her spinal cord. Hell, it might be completely severed. They won’t know until they get her to the medical center and start operating.”

      MacKinnon cursed, and Derek agreed wholeheartedly.

      Jesse Romanoff walked through the hatch, surveyed the situation, and spoke with the medical team. After a minute, they placed a brace around the injured woman’s neck and gently lifted her onto a stretcher, keeping her face down. Once they had her secured, the medical team picked it up and hurried out of the compartment.

      Jesse gestured toward Regex, and the remaining people put his body on another stretcher and took it out after Lisa. Only then did she come over to Derek, Tina, and Captain MacKinnon.

      “I’ll do what I can, but she’s going to be paralyzed from the neck down if she lives.”

      Derek didn’t say anything. Instead, he watched Tina’s face close down and all emotion drain away. It was as if she’d put a mask on and blocked her emotions off. A handy trick.

      “Surely there’s something you can do,” she said. “There’s almost nothing we can’t fix with modern medical care. Even if our medical facilities aboard Hunter aren’t up to the task, there will be someplace on New Copenhagen that can perform cutting-edge surgery. There have to be options.”

      Jesse shook her head. “Spinal injuries are one of those things that still can’t be fixed. If the damage isn’t extreme, we can probably restore some of her sensation and mobility over time, but it’s not going to be easy, painless, or complete.”

      “What about unusual treatments?” Tina demanded. “Surely, there’s something outside the box that might have a chance. Have you ever seen anyone recover from that kind of injury before?”

      The doctor shook her head and opened her mouth to say something but froze. Then she frowned. “Actually, yes, I have. I can’t say that I understand the mechanism through which it worked, but one of the dead alien engineers had suffered a severe spinal injury at some point but was up and about performing his duties.”

      “So, something in the alien medical technology can fix this?” MacKinnon asked. “We don’t have access to anything like that, and I’m not sure we’ve even found a medical center on that wreck. How does this help Lisa?”

      “I’m not sure it does. The symbiote had something to do with it. The creature connects to the spinal cord through many small filaments. Not all of them connect the place where the creature is, at least on those we examined. In the case of the injured alien, it had some of its filaments on the other side of the injury, seemingly bypassing the damage.”

      MacKinnon rubbed her face. “Even if we had any of the creatures alive and out of its host, implanting it in her would be a tremendous risk. Worse, it’s not something we can decide. That’s Lisa’s call.”

      “She’s not going to be able to make any choices about her care until we get past this crisis,” Jesse said. “My people are giving her oxygen right now and assisting with her breathing, but I’m not sure how long her body can hold out. That’s a grievous injury, and her life is on the line. Even if I fix the broken vertebra and pull out the fractured bone, I’m not sure she’ll regain consciousness. She might very well die on the table.”

      The doctor sighed. “If we act quickly, we might have one of the creatures that could do the task. That alien took a shot to the head, but the symbiote resides behind the lungs in the chest. We might be able to extract it safely and re-implant it in Lisa if we act decisively.”

      “Is that ethical?” Derek asked. “Not to be the one to rain on everyone’s parade, but both the alien and Lisa are sentient beings. Don’t you need consent from both to do this?”

      “I don’t think either one of them will be in a position to do that,” the older woman said. “We have no way to communicate with the alien, and Lisa won’t regain consciousness in time to hear the proposal, much less understand it well enough to give informed consent. There’s a chance—a risky one—that we can save both their lives, but we’ll have to do something that will almost certainly get my medical license yanked. I’m willing to chance that because it’s our only choice.”

      MacKinnon pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and finger. “Do it. It’ll be on my head if Lisa isn’t happy with the outcome. If it even works at all.”

      Jesse nodded and rushed out of the compartment. MacKinnon followed her, walking quickly, so Derek and Tina fell in beside her.

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Tina said. “It’s crazy.”

      “Would you want us to hesitate if your life was on the line?” MacKinnon asked. “I might be making the wrong decision, but it seems like she’d want to live, even under those circumstances.”

      “We don’t have a clue about how those creatures interface with their hosts, ma’am,” Derek said. “What if it takes control of her body, and she’s a prisoner in her own mind?”

      “Then we pull the damn thing back out, and Lisa recovers as best she can. We’re taking a risk, but it’s something that can be reversed if need be. I want to watch this, but there’s no reason that you have to.”

      Derek and Tina shared a look.

      “I think we’d like to be there, ma’am,” he said. “There will be two surgeries going on simultaneously: one to fix the damage to Lisa’s spine and the other to remove the alien from the dead humanoid. I’ll observe the other if you want to stay with Lisa.”

      “That sounds good to me. Tina?”

      “I’ll stay with you.”

      When they reached the medical center, Derek split off from the others and found where they had Regex’s body. Jesse must’ve already called ahead because they had him on a table and were cutting his back open.

      It was nauseating to watch, but Derek forced himself to observe as they pulled the skin and flesh away to reveal the symbiote in the chest cavity. The creature was as thick as his wrist and a foot long, almost like a dough roll. There were hundreds of tiny filaments coming away from its body and penetrating the humanoid’s spine over his entire upper back, and it seemed as if other filaments were connected to the circulatory system.

      The medical team pulled each of the filaments out by gently tugging on them until they popped loose.

      “Interesting,” one of the doctors said. “The other ones we removed had to have the filaments cut loose. I suppose this one being alive helps.”

      It took about ten minutes to clear the filaments before they lifted the symbiote out of the dead humanoid. The alien was rippling a little, so it wasn’t dead yet. Derek had no idea how long that would persist, and based on their urgency, neither did the doctors.

      He followed the medical team into the other operating theater and stopped at the door where one of the nurses made him mask up and wash his hands. Interesting that they hadn’t made him do that in the other room. Maybe because they didn’t think his germs would harm the alien?

      They already had Lisa’s back open, and seeing that was even more sickening to him because he knew her. No one should see another person’s spine, lungs, and heart.

      Jesse had put the fractured vertebra back together and locked everything in place with screws and small metal bars. The process was going much more quickly than he’d have expected. It looked as if the bullet had split a single vertebra into two substantially complete pieces.

      A few other doctors were in the room watching the procedure, and Derek sidled up next to one of them. “Does this kind of operation normally go so quickly?”

      The man shook his head. “Not usually. The damage is contained, though still catastrophic. The patient had some really bad luck. If the bullet had hit with just a little less force, it might not have broken the vertebra at all.”

      Well, Derek was sure that wouldn’t be of any consolation to Lisa. Sorry, you almost made it out of this uninjured, but you’re still screwed.

      Once the work on the spine was done, Jesse lifted the symbiote off the tray where it sat and inserted it into Lisa’s chest cavity through an incision below the rib cage.

      “I’m glad there’s enough room to make this happen,” the doctor standing next to him said. “If the damned thing had been any bigger, this wouldn’t be possible. The rest we’ve extracted are about half the diameter and length, so there’s got to be something special about this one.”

      Derek mentally reviewed what he knew of geometry and realized that was a huge increase in volume. Doubling the height and diameter meant roughly eight times the volume. Maybe that explained why Regex was a genius. He really had been a big brain.

      Once Jesse had the symbiote in place, the filaments seemed to move of their own accord, searching the flesh around them until they found the spine and circulatory system. They found locations to worm between the vertebra above and below the injury.

      “I’m going to close her up, and we’ll just have to hope for the best,” Jesse said.

      Derek took that opportunity to back out of the operating theater. He was already going to have problems with the things he’d seen today and needed to walk this off. He had no idea if Lisa would recover, but if she did, she’d be justifiably angry at having this decision made for her.

      He was glad he hadn’t had to make the call. While he might’ve done the same thing, it would’ve been hard. He hoped this saved the young woman’s life and that the symbiote didn’t do something terrible.

      Only time would tell.
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      Mac read the report and scowled. “What a goat rope. I understand that I can’t do everything myself, but dammit, it would be nice if other people thought through the consequences of their actions.”

      Beth, who sat next to him on a bench in the lobby of what had once been an upscale hotel, nodded. She’d brought him the report from their makeshift headquarters. Knowing her, she’d already done her share of cursing, so it was his turn.

      He stood, walked into one of the adjoining rooms, closed the door, and began. It wasn’t going to help, but he needed to let the stress out, and far better he yelled at furniture than people. Particularly ones that didn’t have anything to do with this damned fiasco.

      When he finally regained control of his temper, he took a deep breath and stepped back into the lobby. Beth was still sitting there. She quirked an eyebrow in his direction but didn’t say anything.

      “The report said that Lisa Gane was injured but provided no details,” he said. “How bad is it?”

      “Real bad. She’s still in surgery, but they said the bullet shattered her spine just below her neck.”

      He spat out another curse and resisted the urge to punch the wall. A broken hand wouldn’t help anyone. “How could Adem screw up this bad? Dammit, he was an instructor at the Marine Academy. He should’ve known better than to bring rifles into the presence of trained enemies, particularly in such an enclosed environment.”

      “He screwed up by the numbers, and that’s something we’ll have to live with. That’s something that Lisa will have to live with if she survives the surgery.”

      Mac slammed his palm against the wall and spat the vilest curse he knew.

      “What’s done is done,” she said. “We’ll deal with him when we get back to the ship, or sooner if you decide to have him sent down here for punishment. Personally, I recommend the latter. He’s shown some serious deficiencies, which we’ll have to address.”

      “I don’t have time to deal with him. Worse, if I have to handle it now, I’ll bust his ass back down to private.”

      “And you think I’d do anything different? He’ll get no sympathy from me. I say send him down and let him stew at the volcano for a while. When we’re done here, we can deal with him. Besides, we can’t afford to divide our attention right now. We’ve got too many irons in the fire.”

      He nodded and forced himself to put his worries about the young hacker aside. Putting her out of mind was hard, but compartmentalizing was a necessary skill for a leader. He’d deal with the situation when he could, but they had an operation underway, and it was his responsibility to see that his people came out alive.

      “Let’s go back to the command post and focus on what we can do,” he said.

      The two of them made their way to the third floor, where there was a small command post with a narrow beam link to the team they were watching. They’d taken the personal IFF transponders from the alien uniforms and were about to test if they could get them close to the war machines.

      Since they couldn’t do this under controlled circumstances, they’d have to wait for one of the mechanisms to enter the area where they’d set up an ambush. The plan was to reveal one of their people to the machine. They’d blow it into little bitty pieces if it took hostile action, but that wouldn’t save the volunteer’s life.

      They had monitors set up to view what was happening from multiple angles, all of which would be where he had snipers with heavy weapons. Right now, they showed a street intersection with no activity other than one of his Marines standing in the shadow of one of the buildings.

      To minimize the chances that the alien devices would attack, the Marine wasn’t even armed. Based on what they’d learned from the survivors, the machines often captured unarmed people by clubbing them unconscious with their legs. The Marine had a helmet, but Mac hoped it never came to that.

      Based on the activity they’d seen in the city, it wouldn’t be long before at least one of the machines came through the area. In the end, they had to wait almost half an hour before one of the war machines came into view. The Marine waited until the last moment to step into view and walked to the center of the street with his hands stretched out to his sides.

      The war machine stopped and seemed to consider him for a moment but then walked around him and continued on its way. It treated him as friendly, which boded well for their attack plan.

      The Marine in the street watched the war machine walk a good distance away before a rocket fired from one of the surrounding buildings took it in the side and blew it apart. Only then did he jog back into the building nearest him so he could exfiltrate with the rest of his squad.

      The explosion would bring more war machines into the area, but his people should be gone by then. It would be just one more unexplained attack for the aliens to figure out. For them, it was a green light to begin planning the assault on the space elevator facility.

      He left Beth to watch over the command post, went down to the parking garage, and climbed into one of the ground attack vehicles. The driver took him out onto the street before heading south, quickly leaving the city behind and entering a warehouse district.

      The vast buildings were nondescript, and they could gather a large number of people without being seen. The Planetary Defense Forces had selected half a dozen warehouses and begun assembling attack teams.

      Captain Dufaux was there, conferring with several officers and noncoms with the Planetary Defense Forces. Based on the maps spread on the table in front of them, they were looking at the best way to get close to the facility. Sadly, as it sat away from the nearest buildings, they wouldn’t be able to just sneak up on it.

      She glanced over as Mac approached and frowned at him. “Something’s wrong. Did the IFF transponder not work?”

      He shook his head. “That part worked fine. The prisoners we captured tried to escape aboard Hunter, and the hacker that helped break into the nuclear facility was badly injured.”

      The Planetary Defense Forces officer cursed. “Dammit. I hope she pulls through.”

      “Me, too. Unfortunately, there’s nothing we can do about it. Relating to our mission, it looks like the personal transponders will protect our scouts. We’ll have to send them in after dark to find the best route through the debris.”

      “And what makes you think they won’t spot our people moving into the area, even after dark? We have infrared. Why wouldn’t they?”

      “It’s a risk, but if we’re going to get into that facility, we’ll have to do some preparatory work. They’ll also need to plant explosives on the exterior of the building. We’re not going through the front door.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are we talking about attacking tonight?”

      “We’ll set it up for early tomorrow morning. We don’t know their sleep patterns, so we’ll just go when it would be inconvenient for humans and hope for the best. Will we have enough vehicles to follow up on the initial wave?”

      “We should. If we can get our vehicles close to the facility before we launch the attack, we’ll be able to use our weapons systems to knock out their defenses, which will let the secondary vehicles through without being attacked. This will be a lightning strike, and we can’t afford to dawdle once the time comes.”

      She walked over to the table and showed him how they’d made notations of where the buildings had stopped and where the facility they were going to attack was located. They’d be exposed as they crossed the open area. If the enemy spotted them, it would become a killing field.

      They studied the maps for almost an hour, going over the plans they’d put together and discarding some aspects while adding new ones that made more sense. They’d settled on the best way to put their forces into the attack by the time they finished.

      He hated rushing, but they couldn’t afford to wait. Those facilities had human prisoners, and they had no idea what the aliens were doing to them. They needed to stop whatever was happening and get the information the commodore needed to make plans for the rest of the cluster. They might be trapped here for now, but that wouldn’t last forever.

      “We’ll kick this off at 0300,” he said. “Use the extra time to get everyone into the area, prepare the equipment we can ahead of time, and get our vehicles into parking garages near the space elevator facility. Once that’s done, everyone needs to get some sleep. We’ll get one shot at this, and we can’t afford to screw it up.”

      “I’ll make that happen on my end, Colonel,” she said. “You should see about getting some sleep yourself. I can see you’re still worried about what happened to your friend, but you’ve got to put that out of your head. Focus on the mission.”

      “I’ll head back to the Marine command post and get things going on my end. I’ll let you know if I get any information that changes what we need to do. Good luck, Captain.”

      “I won’t say that we don’t need the good luck, but I’d rather count on being able to blow the hell out of the bastards. Let’s make them pay.”

      “That’s a plan I can get behind.”

      The trip back to the command post went without any problems. It was mid-afternoon local time, so they had approximately twelve hours to get everything into position for the attack. Unless the Locusts discovered them, he didn’t think they’d have too much trouble kicking it off.

      The real fun would start once they got inside the alien facility. The fighting would be sharp, and they’d be moving through unfamiliar terrain. Any resistance would be met with deadly force, and they didn’t have any medical personnel who could do more than cursory first-aid on the aliens, so if anyone had a weapon in their hands, they’d likely die.

      And to be fair, the resistance they’d run into would take even more of his people out. In exchange, it would give them the know-how to take the second facility. Maybe there was some weakness they could exploit.

      It was a bit hair-raising when he drove right past one of the war machines, but the thing ignored him. The aliens still hadn’t realized they had a weakness the humans were exploiting. With any luck, they never would.

      Once he was back inside the parking garage, he turned the ground attack vehicle over to one of the Marines and made his way up to the command post. Beth was still getting everything prepared to move. It looked to him as if she had everything under control.

      “We launch the attack at 0300,” he said. “The Planetary Defense Forces will move out from forward operating base Alpha, and we’ll take the flank from Bravo. I assume everything is in order.”

      She set her tablet on the table and turned to face him as he sat. “We’ve started moving equipment and personnel into place. We’ll have plenty of time for everyone to rack out in shifts. This is their chance to really stick it in, and they’re ready.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “They’re not the only ones. If we can capture this facility tonight, I want to redirect our forces to the other facility as soon as possible. We can’t let them figure out what we did. If we can launch a one-two punch and knock them out of the fight, we’ve secured control of New Copenhagen. I’m just worried that we’ll lose a lot of people if we try to run back-to-back raids.”

      “If it was easy, anyone could do it,” she said, repeating the mantra they all knew too damned well. “If it doesn’t look like we can carry off the second attack, we’ll reevaluate. We need to get a little downtime beforehand, and don’t bother telling me you’re good. You need to take the first shift and get at least a few hours of sleep because you won’t be able to carry through a second attack if you don’t. Don’t argue with me, Mac.”

      He considered doing precisely that but raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll take three hours while you get everything in motion. Then we’ll relocate to FOB Bravo. Once we’re in place, you get some sleep while we get everyone else rested. Deal?”

      He could see the skepticism in her gaze, but it wasn’t as if she could call him a liar. They’d both pretend they got enough rest, even though they knew that wasn’t happening. It would be a miracle if they managed to get even an hour of sleep. Otherwise, they’d be running over the attack in their minds. That’s what Marine leaders did.

      Now that they’d told each other their comfortable lies, he excused himself and found a place where he could lie down in some darkness. Sleep wouldn’t come easy, but he owed it to himself to at least try.

      Rather than the upcoming battle, his mind kept going back to what had happened to Lisa. He really hoped she pulled through. His people had been responsible for that mess, and he owed her a debt he wasn’t sure how he could possibly repay.
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      Jack walked down the umpteenth flight of stairs and stopped on a landing to rub his aching thighs. He had no idea how far underground he was. He’d stopped looking at the level indicators at one hundred, and that had been a while ago. He and a team of technical specialists were headed toward the lowest level of the nuclear weapons facility to see about restoring power.

      That wasn’t his job, but he wanted to get a sense of how large the facility was, and he needed to think. He hadn’t expected the workout, but that was okay too.

      The long, quiet walk also gave him time to think about what had happened to Lisa Gane. He only knew the bare outlines of what had gone wrong, but the consequences were devastating. She’d survived the surgery but was still unconscious. She might be that way for some time, and they wouldn’t know her actual condition until she woke up.

      Personally, he wasn’t sure he’d have made the same choices his mother and India had, but he could see the allure of the idea. Maybe they could overcome what had happened to her—at least to some degree—and they might even be able to save the alien that had been cooperating with them.

      Still, the chances of something going wrong were far too high. What if the alien took their friend over? What if it was able to dominate her persona? What if something they hadn’t even thought of happened?

      No. This was far too dangerous for him to ever have approved of, but now that it was in motion, the situation was out of his hands. The best they could do was try to reverse it if they had to. He’d hope for the best, but they’d have to be prepared for the worst.

      He’d never pegged his mother as one of the people that subscribed to the “it’s easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission” theory. At least she’d never let him get away with it. He’d make sure and trot this out a few years down the road if they made it that far.

      Meanwhile, they’d gotten some good news. They’d checked the uppermost levels and found that while the top two floors had suffered collapses, the ones below them seemed intact.

      Not that he’d trust the uppermost levels. Not until engineers declared them safe. The only thing that seemed to be holding each floor up was the fact that each compartmentalized area was built strong to keep the radiation in. Hopefully, they’d hold up.

      It took them another half hour to reach the lowest level and confirm that it was the power center. They’d tallied the levels they’d gone down, and the count was awe-inspiring. Five hundred, not counting the power center. That meant each storage level had two hundred thousand nuclear warheads, and the facility held one hundred million of the devices. That was incredible.

      It would be a nightmare to climb back up, so he hoped they could restore power and use the lifts.

      Like the levels above, this one was sealed with a security lock. Interestingly, it was just as heavily protected as the rest, even though there were probably no nuclear weapons inside. He wasn’t sure why anyone would bother, but he supposed it went with the facility’s overall security. The people who’d designed this place had been paranoid, and no doubt rightly so.

      They had someone the Planetary Defense Forces had dug up to carry on with Lisa’s work. He had no idea if the young man was as talented as the injured hacker, but he was who they had. As soon as they reached the lowest level, the young computer specialist began working to bypass the security system keeping them out of the power center.

      Almost right away, he ran into a problem. “This isn’t the same security set up as the nuclear weapons levels. I think I can get around it, but it will take a while. You may want to find a comfortable place to sit down.”

      Jack was more than happy to sit on the stairs and let his legs recover from the grueling descent. His water and the emergency rations his Marine minders had insisted he bring came in handy.

      It took the young man almost half an hour to bypass the system. Jack wondered if Lisa could’ve done it in half the time as he climbed to his feet. That was uncharitable, but the young woman had been so talented. The thought made him sad all over again.

      When the hacker triggered the hatch and it slid open, emergency lights in the interior came to life and revealed a large engineering area. Seemingly more extensive than it needed to be, even for the two fusion plants he could see.

      The engineering people went to the fusion plants and began examining them while he and a couple of officers with the Planetary Defense Forces began walking the room’s circumference. His Marine guards shadowed him, though he was undoubtedly safe here.

      The place didn’t look like it had been cleaned or maintained in a very long time. Surely someone would’ve come down here to service the fusion plants. As simple as the devices were, they needed monitoring and upkeep.

      They’d barely made it halfway around the room when one of the engineers called them over. She gestured toward the fusion plant and shook her head. “We’ve got an interesting problem, sir. This thing has been turned off for a very long time. It’s cold.”

      “Same thing over here,” the other engineer said.

      Jack put his hands on his hips and turned in a slow circle. There were no other fusion plants in the compartment. Where had the power the facility had been using come from?

      “We’re missing something,” he said. “Everyone spread out and search the room. There’s got to be something else down here.”

      He resumed going along the room’s circumference and found a security hatch on the far side. It looked identical to the main entrance. Were there more power plants in here? That seemed weird.

      “I’ve got a lift in the center of the room,” someone called out. “It goes down.”

      Jack left the mystery of the new security hatch and joined everyone else at the center of the power facility. The lift was surrounded by a sturdy railing but wasn’t enclosed. In fact, it was a relatively primitive affair, and the control panel showed it had reserve power.

      “Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Jack said. “I found another set of security doors at the back of the room. If you’ll open it up, we’ll go see what’s down here.”

      The security specialist nodded and headed for the hatch with several people. Meanwhile, Jack, the engineers, and his Marine guards entered the lift, and he pressed the button to start their descent.

      Unlike most modern lifts, this one wasn’t fast. In fact, it was one of the slowest experiences Jack had ever had moving from level to level. That made the long journey seem even longer as they went deeper into the planet’s bowels. He wasn’t willing to guess how far down they’d gone, but it felt like the temperature rose to the point where sweat was beading all over him.

      Eventually, the lift came down to a new level, but Jack had no idea what purpose all the machinery served. None of it was familiar to him.

      The engineers, on the other hand, looked around in awe. “This is a geothermal plant,” one of them said. “The facility above us must’ve been getting power from down here this entire time. To power everything up there, it must be huge.”

      “Do you think you can figure out what went wrong with it?”

      The female engineer shrugged. “Since the power went off when the volcano came down, something either cracked or shifted. It might not be fixable, or we might need some basic repairs and reset the safety systems. One way or the other, we should know pretty quick. If we can’t get this back online, we can try to get one of the fusion plants working. I suggest we work on both plans.”

      Now that the engineers had decided, Jack accompanied one of them back up to the upper level with his guards. It felt downright cool by the time they’d gotten out of the deep zone. There was probably magma below. Maybe this volcano wasn’t quite as extinct as he’d thought. That was a cheery thought.

      The engineer moved to the fusion plants to see what could be done. Based on Kelly Danek’s work on their own fusion plant, he suspected one of them would be salvageable. Maybe even both since they’d been manually shut down.

      The hacker was still working on the security door. Unlike the one they’d come through, this one seemed to resist his every attempt to break in.

      As Jack walked up, the young man turned and raised an eyebrow. “You know how I said the previous door was much more secure than everything else? Well, this one has it beat. What’s so important that it’s locked away in a disused power center? This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “If you can get the door open, we’ll be able to figure it out,” Jack said.

      “I’ll keep working on it, but I’m not making any promises. Whoever designed this system was exceptionally paranoid.”

      “Do the best you can.”

      Since he had nothing else to do, Jack wandered around the room and examined everything. There were plenty of problems he needed to solve, so he was able to lose himself in his work easily enough.

      Jack must’ve walked around the room half a dozen times before he heard the hatch the hacker was working on slide open. He made his way over and looked inside the newly revealed compartment and found himself mystified. The other side of the hatch blocked off an area the size of his office aboard Hunter. Half of it was taken up with crates stacked to the ceiling. The other half held a single computer console that seemed to be powered off. Thick dust covered everything, and it was obvious no one had come here to clean in a very, very long time.

      The air that wafted out was foul with age, and they backed off to allow time for it to clear. If it hadn’t been serviced by the life-support system, that meant this was the air that had been locked up inside the place the entire time. It was even more secure than he’d expected from the hatch. Paranoia was the right word, alright.

      “Why would someone build a place like this underneath a volcano?” the hacker asked.

      “That’s a great question,” Jack admitted. “Why don’t you see if you can find something on that console? I’ll wager it’s as well protected as everything else, so I’d go slowly if I were you. Look for booby traps.”

      “If it’s that important, I don’t want to rush this,” the young man argued. “Let me get some people down here who are more knowledgeable about this kind of system. We may only get one chance to unlock whatever’s on it, and we don’t want to waste it.”

      Jack supposed that made sense. He’d been thinking of how they’d do things if Lisa did the work. If the young man didn’t feel confident enough to make the magic happen, they needed to be slow and sure.

      “If that’s what you think needs to happen, start getting things lined up. Meanwhile, we’ll open these crates and see what’s here.”

      They got to work and had one of the crates open in a few minutes. Jack wasn’t familiar with what was inside, but one of the engineers recognized it immediately. “Holy cow. What is one of these doing down here?”

      “What is it?” Jack asked. “I’ve done my time in engineering, but I don’t recognize that.”

      The engineer turned and grinned. “I wouldn’t recognize it if I hadn’t looked at one just a few days ago. This is a quantum tuner. It goes to those brand-new gates we found at Port Royale.”

      Jack frowned as he examined the equipment. “Really? It doesn’t look like there are any gate crates here. Let’s make sure.”

      It was a simple matter to select a random number of crates and confirm that they held the same contents. There were no other exits to the room, so this was it.

      Jack scratched his head in confusion. “I don’t get it. Why would anyone stuff these things down in the basement? Second, why just the tuners? The things are useless without a gate.”

      Before anyone could come up with a theory, the main lights flickered and came on. Since no one had messed with the fusion plants, the engineers below must’ve gotten the geothermal plant back into operation. That was good news.

      “Is there a way we can change the security codes on this hatch so I can access it?” Jack asked the hacker.

      The young man nodded. “Now that I’m inside, it won’t be any trouble. Let me set things up, and you can enter a brand-new code. I suggest you share it with a few people in case something happens to you, or at least write it down and have it locked away. This wasn’t easy to get into.”

      Then he grinned. “You might also want to see about having the security protocols updated. It seems vulnerable to hacking.”

      That made everyone chuckle, but Jack took what he’d said seriously. They’d need to figure out why these devices were down here and what purpose they served. He’d need to see an expert about updating the security protocols.

      The thought of his expert being critically injured dragged at his good humor. He hadn’t known Lisa Gane long, but she’d made an impact on their lives, and she’d have been his immediate go-to person to take care of this problem. Now he’d have to talk with the professor and see what he could work out.

      He wasn’t going to hold his breath. As brilliant as Prescott was, that wasn’t his area of expertise.

      “I’ll do what I can, but we may have to settle for posting guards for now,” Jack said. “I don’t know why someone would put quantum tuners down here, but it seems important. Something’s going on that we’re not aware of, and we need to figure it out.”

      He pointed at the console. “I want you to get into that and start going through the data, so get some experts to help you. Something in there will tell us what these are here for, and I need to know about it as soon as possible. Take every precaution and make certain you duplicate the data in case you trip any hidden security protocols. We can’t afford to have anything erased. Understood?”

      The young man nodded. “I’ll take care of it, Commodore.”

      “Excellent. Let me know as soon as you have anything.”

      Jack headed for the lift. Now that they had power, he should be able to take a lift most of the way up. It was probably unsafe at the very top, but walking up three or four flights of stairs beat walking up five hundred. That was good since he intended to order the quantum tuners moved to somewhere more accessible. Then they’d need to start a search to see if there were more quantum gates around here somewhere.

      Not that having any made getting his ship out of here possible. They were still in a deep bind.

      He checked his chronometer. The next scheduled event was the attack on the Locust facility overnight. Mac didn’t want him anywhere near the fighting, but he’d have someone monitoring the situation.

      It was dinnertime here but already night in the capital. He might as well get something to eat and borrow a desk to get some work done while he waited for word of the raid and for the computer specialist to solve the mystery of the quantum tuners.

      And maybe he’d get some good news about Lisa. He wasn’t holding out much hope, but miracles still sometimes happened.
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      Lisa seemed to be drifting along in a mental haze that was both strange and impossible. Numbers and snippets of code wove through brilliant green clouds overhead. She wasn’t walking. Instead, she swam in what felt and looked like honey. It was bizarre.

      That’s when she realized this had to be a dream. She’d had a few of those rare waking moments inside one before, though she’d never been able to control them as some had claimed. All the realization meant for her was that she could appreciate what was happening in a different way, and that’s what she proceeded to do.

      She wasn’t sure how long she swam through the haze and admired the beauty of the code and mathematics floating around her, but she eventually felt herself being pulled away, and the light in front of her—the light she hadn’t realized she was moving toward—got brighter. Too bright. That’s when she realized someone was looking into her eyes with a very, very strong light.

      “That hurts,” she said, shocked at how weak and dry her voice sounded. What was going on?

      She pushed the light away and blinked in relief as the after images faded. It didn’t take a genius to realize she was lying in one of the beds in the medical center. These kinds of places always had the same look and smell to them. Had she been hurt? She couldn’t remember.

      The overhead light slowly dimmed until the room was more comfortable. Then she saw who’d been holding the light. It was Jesse Romanoff, and she was smiling. “How are you feeling? Is there any pain?”

      She wasn’t feeling any sharp pain, but there was a deep ache in the center of her back just above her shoulder blades. It was odd, and she’d never felt anything like it. It wasn’t a muscle ache, and she didn’t feel as if she had pulled something or torn a tendon.

      “There’s something going on with my back,” she said. “What happened? Was I hurt?”

      The doctor stepped closer to the bed. “We’ll get to that in just a moment, but I want to test a few things first. I’m pleased to see you were able to push my light away, but I’ll still need to look at your pupils.”

      The doctor brought out the bright light again. It was still oddly painful to look at. Bright lights were never pleasant, but this brought an almost physical pain. Only, it didn’t hurt. Maybe it was like a memory of pain. It was the oddest sensation.

      She bit her lower lip and tolerated the uncomfortable sensations. Within seconds, the doctor had finished examining her eyes and turned off that hideous searchlight she’d been shining into her face.

      “Your eyes look good, and there’s no sign of a concussion,” Jesse said. “You reached up and pushed my hand away, which is excellent, but can you raise your other hand and do the same?”

      Lisa lifted her other hand and pushed the light away. It was a simple gesture, but it felt strange. There was just a hint of hesitancy as she began the motion, and she felt unsteady about how she was doing it. She was glad she didn’t have to try to do anything ridiculous like juggling eggs because it felt like her hands weren’t quite connected to her brain.

      “Most excellent,” the doctor said. “Now, let’s see you wiggle some toes.”

      She couldn’t see her own feet because of how she was lying, but she moved her feet and felt her toes moving. She tapped her feet together for good measure and was pleased that the sensation felt almost normal. She wasn’t sure why that made her happy, but it did.

      Over the next several minutes, Jesse tapped and poked various body parts while asking what she felt. This was the strangest physical examination she’d ever had. What purpose did it serve?

      Eventually, the doctor finished and sat next to the bed. She took Lisa’s hand in hers and squeezed it. “What do you remember?”

      “About how I got here? Nothing. I was talking with the alien prisoner in the detention area. Derek was with me, and so was Tina. I’m not sure what happened. It’s like the memory just cuts off, and I don’t remember anything after that moment. Was there an explosion? Was I hurt? What about everyone else? Please tell me they’re okay.”

      “Derek and Tina are just fine,” Jesse said soothingly. “The Marines brought in some new prisoners. There was an incident, and you were injured. That’s why we’re going through this examination, and I’m not quite done yet. I have other things to ask that are going to seem unusual. Just play along and accept that there’s a reason for me to be asking. Okay?”

      “Whatever you need to ask, go for it.”

      “Are you feeling odd? Are you experiencing anything strange that you just can’t explain?”

      Lisa felt her lips purse. “There’s a strange hiccup when I move my hands and feet. It’s like I’m telling them to move, and there’s just the slightest hesitation before they do what I said. I figured I must’ve gotten hit in the head and was just feeling strange. Is that bad?”

      “Not necessarily. Right now, we’re just building up a baseline. You’re a computer programmer, so I assume there are complex things you have to think about every once in a while. Pick something that would be challenging, and try to work your way through it step by step. If it feels strange or something doesn’t work right, I want you to tell me, even if you can’t find the right words for it to make sense.”

      Lisa blinked and stared at the woman, unsure how that would help. She closed her eyes and focused on the process she’d gone through to break into the nuclear weapons facility. It involved the clever use of numerous programs and technical skills to find a gap in the security measures. It was one of the most technically challenging things she’d done, and even though thinking about it wasn’t the same thing as doing it, she could walk herself through the process.

      She started at the beginning and worked her way through everything. It went exactly how she’d expected a walk-through to go, right up until she’d decided where to insert her malicious code and bypass the security measures.

      At that point, even as she wanted to do what she’d done before, something seemed to pull her attention to a different part of the code. She didn’t have any of it memorized, but this demanded her attention.

      “Is something wrong?” Jesse asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Lisa said as she opened her eyes. “I was going through the process I used to break into the nuclear weapons vault, and something in part of the other code I didn’t examine closely caught my attention. It’s like it wants me to look at it even though I don’t have it memorized. I’m not sure what that means. What are you looking for?”

      Before Jesse could respond, Lisa felt a change inside her. She couldn’t describe exactly how it felt, but she closed her eyes and focused on it, and it was suddenly as if she were looking at her computer screen. The code that had caught her attention was laid out before her, and she could see it clearly. Far too clearly. Her memory of what was in that section should’ve been hazy at best, but this seemed like a word-for-word display. That shouldn’t be possible since she didn’t have an eidetic memory. Yet, there it was.

      Perhaps even worse from her point of view, a section of the code began blinking. Even though she was gobsmacked, she read it and realized it was another security vulnerability she hadn’t even seen. It might have been an even better choice than the vulnerability she’d used to get into the security program, but how had she known that? Had her subconscious simply pulled it out of the air?

      “Lisa?” Jesse asked, squeezing her hand again. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m baffled,” Lisa said as she opened her eyes and stared at the doctor. “I just saw some of the code I was working with down on the planet. I don’t have a perfect memory—not even close—but it looked real. How is that possible? Did my injury somehow mess with my ability to recall things? What exactly happened to me?”

      The doctor took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “What I’m going to tell you will be upsetting, and I want you to focus on the fact that you’re whole and hale right now. Okay? Whatever bumps you hit on the road to a full recovery can be overcome. Will you do that for me?”

      “You’re frightening me,” Lisa said, feeling a cold chill run up her spine. “What happened?”

      Jesse started to speak but then grimaced and shook her head. She took a deep breath and started again. “First, I need to make absolutely clear that if you’re going to be angry at someone, it should be me. I did what I thought best and took liberties that a doctor shouldn’t take. There was no way to ask your permission, so all I can do now is beg your forgiveness after the fact.”

      Lisa didn’t know what the doctor had done, but it sounded really, really bad. “Just tell me.”

      “There was a fight in the detention center, and someone fired a rifle. One of the bullets struck you in the back and damaged your spine. You were paralyzed, unconscious, and dying. None of the regular treatments had a ghost of a chance of helping you, so I did something that will almost certainly result in losing my medical license at some point.”

      Lisa held up her hands and looked at them. She flexed her fingers and saw that they moved just fine. Then she lifted one of her legs to the point where she could see her foot underneath the sheet. “It certainly seems like I’m not paralyzed.”

      “We’ll get right to that. Do you remember what happened to Regex?”

      “Did something happen to him?” Lisa asked, suddenly afraid that the answer would now have to be yes.

      Before the doctor could answer, a sudden flash of memory struck her like an anvil dropping on her head. The vision of Regex being shot in the head and collapsing to the deck in front of her. She saw herself diving over the table toward him and then felt a sledgehammer blow to her upper back. As quickly as that, the memory ended.

      She felt her hand come up to her mouth in horror and tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t form. She tried again, and her voice came out as a hoarse whisper. “Oh, God. He’s dead.”

      “Yes… and no. Or maybe. I’m not sure what the appropriate answer is.”

      Lisa blinked and focused her attention on Jesse. “What does that mean?”

      “The only way I could save his life is also how I bypassed the damage to your spine. I implanted him inside you to bridge the damaged spinal tissue.”

      She sat bolt upright, setting off a wave of needle-like pains in her upper back. “You did what! Oh, God, how could you do something horrible like that?”

      “It was the only option. Otherwise you’d be paralyzed from the neck down for the rest of your life.”

      “You had no right,” she said as she covered her face with her hands. “What the hell? How could you possibly think this is alright?”

      Romanoff shook her head, her bedside manner not quite covering her exasperation. “What would you have had me do? Let you die? Leave you trapped in a nonresponsive body? I made the best choice I could.”

      “You violated me! You put something monstrous inside me!”

      When the doctor made to respond, Lisa held up a hand to silence her. “This isn’t over, but I have to deal with what you did before I can let myself get that pissed off. How did you even know this would work? For that matter, how is it working?”

      Romanoff took a deep breath and seemed to let her anger flow away. Nice trick.

      “The symbiote attaches to the spinal cord,” the other woman said in an even tone. “We found one of the aliens killed on the wrecked ship had significant spinal damage, and the symbiote bridged the gap. That gave me the idea this might work. It also allowed me to try and save the alien cooperating with us.”

      Lisa swallowed hard. She couldn’t believe one of those alien things was inside her. The sense of violation was so intense it made her shiver. That thing was connected to her nervous system, which meant it had access to her brain. Was it able to listen in on what she was thinking right now? Could it control her body?

      <No. You will remain in control, though other aspects are more… complicated.>

      She twitched violently and then froze. That thought had not been her own, and she wanted to throw up. Things had just gotten a million times worse.

      “Regex?”

      <You do not need to speak for me to hear you. I can access your mind, and that thankfully makes understanding your language significantly easier. I’m uncertain if anyone has ever said so, but there is a lot of illogic and inconsistency in how you speak, though some of your programming languages are elegant. It would’ve taken me months to master this language fully, so this is a better way to communicate, though I understand the consternation my presence must cause you. I mean you no harm. In fact, the two of us are now inextricably bound together, and I will do everything I can to keep you safe. Both our lives depend on it.>

      She closed her eyes and felt her body tremble. To say she was terrified undersold the emotions she was feeling. What do you mean by inextricably?

      <My kind bond for life. It’s sometimes possible to remove one of us if the host dies but not while it lives. There’s an involuntary release of neurotransmitters that would kill the host. It happens when we die, too, so I’m afraid you’re stuck with me. As for the reverse, the sudden death of a host is traumatic and often results in our deaths. It isn’t something we prefer to risk, though I survived this time thanks to the quick action of your medical staff. I’m afraid the two of us won’t be going anywhere.>

      This just kept getting better. Not only did she have an unwanted passenger, she wasn’t ever going to be rid of him. She was terrified, outraged, and so lost that she didn’t know how she should feel.

      “Are you communicating with him?” Jesse asked.

      At least she had someone to blame for her situation: the morons that brought guns into the detention area and Doctor Jesse Romanoff. She’d be angry with Regex if he’d had any say in the matter, but he was as much a victim as she was.

      “Yes,” she said aloud. “I can hear him speaking to me in my head. The one thing you were definitely right about is not to forgive you too soon. I don’t know if I can ever forgive you for this. I might rather have died. Do us both a favor and go away.”

      Romanoff nodded without saying another word and walked out.

      <Thank you for attempting to save my life. It was far too late, but I saw how you reacted in your memories, and I appreciate the concern you felt for me. That will make this entire process easier.>

      She started to ask a question but reconsidered his comment. What process are we talking about?

      <The process where we form a symbiosis. There will have to be a give-and-take to what we do, but I give you my word that I will not force you to do something you don’t wish to do. We must live together, so we’ll have to find common ground.>

      This was going to be very complicated, and she didn’t even know where to start. She didn’t know if she even wanted to start. Acceptance of this was akin to welcoming the alien inside her.

      This isn’t very fair. If you can hear what I’m thinking, why can’t I hear what you’re thinking?

      <There is a process by which you can shield your thoughts. At this point, I’m shielding my thoughts from you because it would add a layer of confusion for you and because you have no basis to understand what is happening. We will find a balance, and I will show you what my thoughts are, though I suggest they are more pedestrian than you might imagine.>

      She didn’t believe that for a second. How much simpler her life had been when she’d just been trying to get information for Derek.

      <Derek is the one that wanted to know about the hyperdrive? I can explain anything he needs to know. He seems an intelligent youth, but there are pitfalls the uninitiated might stumble across that could prove lethal. He would be wise to speak with me before he tries to use the technology, or he may never come home.>

      We’ve got to work on these boundaries. I wasn’t trying to speak to you, so that’s spying. Can you see what I’m seeing? Hear what I’m hearing? You can obviously access my memories, or you wouldn’t have been able to show me that code. Did I actually memorize it?

      <I’m connected to your nerves, so I feel what you feel, see what you see, and hear what you hear. Your mind captured the full experience of the code, so I was able to access it. In time, it would have faded, but this was recent enough for me to work with. Your programming languages are interesting and ever so different than ours.>

      She licked her lips. What can I do to keep things to myself?

      <With appropriate training, you can shield your thoughts and memories from me. While I don’t have eyes or physical sensations that you can access, my memories can be shared if I choose. There are certainly some that would be appropriate to share when the time comes.>

      Did your previous host think this was as creepy as I do?

      <My previous host took quite some time to adjust to my presence, and he wasn’t sentient. In many ways, he was what you would call a meat puppet.>

      Lisa laughed in spite of the horrible situation she was in. That’s not a positive description. I’m not sure how you picked that up from my mind, but you don’t want to call anyone meat puppets.

      <Even so, it’s accurate. My previous host was more of an animal than a person. It had basic drives of biology and emotions but no higher thought. I was not controlling another person when I moved his body and spoke through his mouth. Think of it like your intelligence was implanted into a chimpanzee—another species I pulled from your memory earlier—and imagine how you would handle that type of situation. Mine was very similar.>

      Yeah, this was going to be very complicated.
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      Derek sat in the medical center waiting room, trying to read something on his tablet but found himself unable to focus. Doctor Romanoff had already come out and told them that Lisa was awake, as well as something about how she was communicating with Regex, who also seemed to have survived.

      The fact that the alien seemed able to communicate directly with her was both shocking and terrifying. It had barely understood their language, and now it either had a much better grasp of it, or the process by which Lisa and Regex communicated bypassed language entirely. Scary stuff. It almost sounded like telepathy, though he supposed a physical connection was a bit less mysterious and supernatural, even if only a little.

      Tina sat next to him, and they’d spoken briefly about the situation. Her concerns—other than for Lisa’s health—were intelligence related. If the thing could pick up their language from Lisa’s mind, it could know everything she knew. What would it do with that information? Could it find some way to pass it on to its brethren?

      After letting his mind bounce through the possibilities for a bit, he decided it was someone else’s problem and that he needed to focus on the things he could control. He had a mission to carry out, and if this creature knew something about how to use the hyperdrive, that was what he had to focus on.

      He was so caught up in his thoughts that he didn’t catch sight of Captain MacKinnon coming into the compartment until Tina rose to her feet. Somewhat belatedly, he shot up from the chair and put his tablet into his greatcoat.

      “At ease,” MacKinnon said with a wave of her hand. “There’s no need to be that formal, Derek. This isn’t the Academy, and you’re one of my senior officers. Doctor Romanoff said Lisa was doing well but that she needed to speak with us. Do you know anything?”

      “Just a little,” he said, relaxing a hair. “Apparently, being joined with Regex has allowed the alien to absorb our language, which brings up all kinds of other unsettling possibilities.”

      “Well, that’s not creepy,” the executive officer muttered with a visible shiver. “I can see where that would be disturbing because I’m uncomfortable just thinking about it. We can’t assume that just because he wanted to cooperate with us earlier means he’s a willing collaborator now. He has his own goals, and we can’t forget he’s part of the race that has invaded the Confederation twice now.”

      “We still have no clue why they invaded us, and it would be helpful to figure that out,” Tina said. “This is obviously some kind of colonization effort, but we don’t know the scope or reason for it. Also, there’s some conflict between different alien groups, and we need to know what they’re doing and why.”

      “How can we trust anything he says?” Derek asked. “Worse, if he can learn our language, that implies he could learn anything Lisa knows. She’s been read into our plans, which means he knows them. We can’t allow him to get that information to the other prisoners or any of the aliens on the planet. She’s become a security risk.”

      “While I’m hesitant to fully agree, there’s an element of truth to that,” Tina said. “Until we have a better idea of what’s possible, how can we be sure that Regex isn’t controlling Lisa in such a way that he could transmit the data we want to keep secret? She might not even have any say in the matter. He was in control of the humanoid, and the possibility that he can do the same with a human being can’t be discounted.”

      “We’re getting ahead of ourselves, so let’s focus on learning what we can,” MacKinnon said. “We’ll speak to Lisa and see what she has to say. Let’s not jump to the worst outcome before we talk to her.”

      Doctor Romanoff stepped into the room. “And that sounds like my cue. I’ll take you in to talk if you’re ready. I wanted to give you a warning first, though. Even though she looks like she is mostly uninjured, she’s still suffered a great trauma, so I’m going to limit the time you can speak with her and set strict guidelines on your behavior. If I believe she’s getting tired or stressed, I’ll kick you out. Clear?”

      “Quite clear, Doctor,” MacKinnon said. “But I have a few rules of my own. There will be a couple of Marines posted outside her hatch at all times. That will be both for her safety and for the safety of everyone else. We have no idea how the alien works with her body. It could potentially seize control of her actions and pretend to be her. To minimize the chances of something like that happening, she’ll be restricted to that compartment for the time being. No exceptions.”

      “Unacceptable,” Romanoff said firmly. “There will be times when I’ll need to image her spine and the area where the symbiote is. Other medical procedures may require me to take her out of that room, and I’ll be the judge of when that’s necessary, not you or your Marines.”

      Derek watched MacKinnon’s eyes narrow, but the executive officer didn’t immediately overrule the doctor. Instead, she seemed to think about it for a moment before slowly nodding. “Understanding how the symbiote works is important, and we want to make sure that Lisa stays well, but I want you to notify the Marines before performing any of those procedures so they can summon backup to ensure that everything stays safe and secure.”

      “And what are they going to do if she tries something?” Romanoff demanded. “She’s an injured woman, and fighting with her could paralyze her for life. Is that what we want?”

      “I’ll have that conversation with Regex through her, and I’ll make clear what the limits are,” MacKinnon said. “I don’t want you to feel like I’m trying to intrude upon your prerogatives, but this involves the safety of our ship and crew. For that matter, the safety of humanity inside the cluster. She’s become a risk and opportunity all wrapped together, and we’ll treat her with the respect she deserves and the caution Regex warrants. They are now one, so accommodations must be made.”

      Romanoff looked like she wanted to argue but settled for a shrug and gestured toward the hatch. “There are certain limits I have to live with as a doctor aboard a military vessel, and I suppose that’s one of them now. If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to her room, and we’ll see how this plays out. Remember that I am the ultimate arbiter of when you’ll be leaving. Don’t argue if I say it’s time to go.”

      MacKinnon smiled slightly. “I’ll behave. This is a fact-finding mission, and we need to settle the ground rules. I don’t intend to put her under any stress that she’s not already dealing with. I can’t imagine having that thing inside of her is reassuring.”

      “No, I suppose it’s not. Still, her vital signs are under control, and I believe she’s handling it as well as possible under the circumstances. She’s utterly furious with me, so I won’t say much. I’ll monitor her as things proceed, and if I think we’re edging into grounds that are causing her distress, I’ll let you know.”

      “That works for me. Let’s go.”

      Derek followed the rest as they exited the waiting room and went into a side corridor that led to private rooms for patients requiring extended care. When they entered Lisa’s compartment, he saw her lying on her side in a bed. She looked surprisingly good for someone who’d been shot in the back just hours ago.

      Her expression soured as she saw everyone come in. “I knew this moment had to come, but I can’t say I’m looking forward to an interrogation. Let’s get this over with.”

      MacKinnon smiled wryly. “All we want to do is find out about your new situation. Can Regex hear us?”

      “He can. He says he could even answer directly if I allowed him to, but I’m not ready to do that. I don’t want someone else controlling my body.”

      “So he could control your body?”

      “Yes, but not my face. If he tries something, the people around me will be able to tell something is wrong.”

      “How sure are you?” Tina asked. “In his metaphorical shoes, it might be a useful subterfuge.”

      Lisa shrugged one shoulder. “I suppose I won’t know for sure unless he does something. The one thing I can’t control is that he can see what’s happening around me and even read the memories right out of my brain. Everything I know, you have to assume he knows.”

      MacKinnon nodded. “We had that particular discussion earlier. I’m afraid I’ll have to keep you isolated from the other aliens, for the time being, so he can’t pass any information along. Our situation is sketchy, and I don’t want to risk something happening that puts us in more danger. I’m sorry, but that means limiting what you can do. Marine guards will be posted outside your hatch and at your side if you have to leave. He needs to know that you will be restrained if you object. No one wants to risk injuring you, and that won’t happen if he behaves.”

      “I get it,” Lisa said. “I really do, and he claims he does, too. For the time being, I’m not going to argue. Besides, even though I can move my arms and legs, Doctor Romanoff doesn’t want me walking around. Too much chance I’ll injure myself just overdoing things.”

      The hacker’s eyes narrowed. “Did you sign off on putting this thing inside me?”

      “I did,” MacKinnon said with flinching.

      “Then we’re going to have words at some point.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “Leaving blame aside, do you feel like you could walk if need be?” Doctor Romanoff asked.

      Lisa nodded. “I feel almost normal. It has to be something Regex is doing to bypass the pain I should be feeling.” Her eyes unfocused for a moment. “Yes, he says that’s what he’s doing. He also says he has no intention of sharing our secrets with our enemies because he suspects they’re also working against him and his people. He says he’ll tell us everything he knows, though he can only guess at their reasons for invading us.”

      “I’ll be interested in hearing what he has to say,” MacKinnon said.

      “He also says that he needs to have a long conversation with Derek because using the hyperdrive is dangerous if one doesn’t understand its limitations. Fair warning, he could be lying because I can’t read his memories. He says he’ll show me some and teach me how to block his ability to read mine soon. Once again, I’m not sure how far I’d trust that.”

      Derek wasn’t sure he wanted to interject himself into the conversation, but he needed to know at least a couple of pieces of information, and this was the right time to ask some of his questions. “Not to derail what we’re doing, but what kind of danger are we talking about with the hyperdrive? The mothership will be ready for test flights shortly, and I don’t want to do something that’s going to be dangerous.”

      Lisa’s eyes unfocused for just a few moments, and she grimaced. “He says the hyperdrive takes a ship into a different dimension that is inimical to life. Larger ships have the mass to protect their passengers for a long while, but smaller vessels can only do so for a limited time. If you try to use the hyperdrive to go more than a few days without taking some time back in normal space, you’ll get a lethal dose of whatever that other space does to a biological being.”

      Well, that was chilling. “So we’re talking about radiation? There’s a slow buildup until we reach some type of tipping point where the damage is too great to deal with? It sounds like even risking a single day would be too dangerous.”

      “Not exactly. Apparently, hyperspace behaves a little differently in that there’s no damage up until the point where you receive all the damage. If you risked traveling more than two days without taking at least a few hours in normal space, there would be some kind of discharge from the hyperdrive that would fry you.”

      Derek crossed his arms and considered that. “So it’s like a static discharge? Whatever happens builds up inside the hyperdrive until it’s released catastrophically? Being in normal space forces it to drain whatever that negative force is, and it becomes safe to use again? You say that’s not a problem with larger vessels? Why?”

      Once again, Lisa shrugged her shoulder. “He says he could explain it but isn’t certain you’d understand the answer. I told him that’s insulting. You’re not stupid. You just don’t have the in-depth knowledge he does.”

      “And speaking of knowledge,” Tina said, “maybe he could explain why his people are invading the Confederation. What are their goals? Why are they collecting humans on New Copenhagen and presumably in the rest of the cluster?”

      “He says he doesn’t know what their military is doing because he was never briefed on anything like an invasion,” Lisa said after a minute of staring into space. “This was supposed to be an emergency colonization effort into an area of space that didn’t have anyone else there. He claims he was unaware of the first invasion and that it was supposed to be a scouting mission. If they ran into someone, they were supposed to pick a different area of space.”

      “Well, it didn’t play out that way,” MacKinnon said dryly. “Does he have any idea why his colony ship was attacked? He knows something based on his animosity toward the other set of prisoners.”

      This time Lisa was quiet longer. “He was asleep when the attack occurred, so he has no idea why it happened, but it wasn’t a colony ship. Not exactly, anyway. It was a transport to bring hosts for unbonded symbiote young. Those would have a better chance of not being missed, though later waves of colony ships were to bring everyone else. There were just a few pods with people like him stacked in the back. He suspects the military ordered the destruction of his ship to get rid of the hosts, though he’s uncertain why since they can’t act without them.”

      Tina shook her head. “You’re living proof that’s not true. There’s every reason to believe they came to the same conclusion that Doctor Romanoff did and that humans would make acceptable hosts. The real question is what makes us different from the original hosts and why their military might decide we would make better rides than they did.”

      “Honestly, the only significant difference between the original hosts and a human being is the quality of the brain matter,” Doctor Romanoff said. “Could the fact that we’re more neurologically advanced provide them some advantage?”

      “He says no,” Lisa said after shooting Romaoff a very sour look. “He claims they can’t override the host’s command of their own body, though I have no proof that’s true. I think there’s something more to what’s happening, but we’ll only find out if we can speak to the new prisoners and get information out of them. Unfortunately, they’ve already proven themselves violently hostile, and I’m not sure how we could make that work. I can’t speak their language, even though I could get him to translate what they’re saying, so what would be the purpose?”

      “You said you could allow him to control your body, though you didn’t want to,” MacKinnon said slowly. “For something like that, as distasteful as it might be, you might need to make an exception. We have a singular opportunity to get information from those monsters—and I’m talking about those specific individuals rather than his species as a whole. I’m not going to order you to do something like that, but I’d like you to at least consider it.”

      Lisa’s face twisted, but she nodded. “I’ll think about it. It’s a lot to ask, and I don’t know if I’m up to doing something like that.”

      “And I think this is a good place to call a halt to this conversation,” Doctor Romanoff interjected smoothly. “You can talk again once Lisa has rested. Even though she’s not feeling the pain, it’s there, and her body needs an opportunity to heal.”

      MacKinnon stepped toward the hatch. “Get what sleep you can, and we’ll speak again. Time is tight, but not so bad that we can’t let you heal.”

      “Wait,” Lisa said, her eyes widening. “He just told me something that changes everything! I know we’ve been thinking we’d have months before any of the Locusts came here, but he said there’s another fleet on its way. Not just to the cluster, but to this exact system.”

      That stopped MacKinnon in her tracks. “How far away are they?”

      Lisa shrugged one shoulder. “He doesn’t understand our way of measuring time, but his best guess is a matter of weeks, at most. Probably less. Maybe much less since he didn’t know the exact schedule.”

      “That tears it,” Derek said. “Even if I could use the tech without frying myself, there’s no way I could get to Port Royale before they get here. If it’s a big wave of military vessels, we’re screwed.”

      “He said he doesn’t know the precise makeup of this fleet but that most of it will be ships similar to the one he was on. His ship was meant to be one of the precursors to this wave. There will be military vessels attached to watch over them, but not as many as we fear, perhaps.”

      “That gives us a lot to think about,” MacKinnon said. “Get as much information from Regex as you can about what this fleet might look like, and we’ll talk again soon.”

      And with that, she exited the compartment. Derek followed along with the others. Once the hatch was closed, MacKinnon turned to look at him. “We can’t trust that what he’s saying is accurate, so I want you to continue working on the project. Keep his warning in mind, and we’ll treat it as if it were true, but cut the time he said you might have in half. I’d prefer we only use it for hours at a time, but the hard limit is now a single day. We may be able to figure out some way of computer controlling the thing to send it out for a couple of days and bring it back once we understand how the controls work. If we put some sensors aboard, that should give us data that might either back up or refute what he’s saying.”

      “I’ll see to it, ma’am,” Derek said. “All I’m doing today is taking it out and ensuring we can control the fusion drives. That and making sure the life-support system works, and our new control area doesn’t fall out of the ship.”

      “Keep me informed and bump the schedule up if you can do so safely.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      With such a blatant dismissal, he inclined his head toward Tina and the doctor before heading toward the small craft bay where the mothership waited. He’d want the professor to look everything over because they wouldn’t get a second shot at this. His people needed him to succeed, and it was always possible he could use the mothership as a scout to mix in with the alien fleet and get critical data without being detected.

      That particular plan wouldn’t be well received, but they had to consider all the options. If Hunter hid from the invasion fleet, they’d need someone with active sensors to tally the numbers in the alien fleet and figure out their intentions. To him, that sounded like what he’d be doing next, and he had to be ready.
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      Mac watched his scouts start into the open area between the ruined city and the alien facility beneath the space elevator. They moved through the dark, dodging from one piece of concealment to another, trying to keep themselves from being seen.

      Each of them wore one of the IFF transponders they’d captured. If the plan worked out, that would get them close to the building without being fired upon, but he wasn’t counting on it. They had a number of ground attack vehicles waiting to rush in and open fire on the building, but that would ruin the surprise, so he’d hold them in reserve for as long as he could.

      They started the attack at 0300, but it would take at least an hour to get to the building at the rate his people were moving. That couldn’t be avoided. They still didn’t know the aliens’ sleep patterns, though he was sure there was a sizable force on guard in case of an attack.

      The tension in the command center ratcheted up with every minute as Beth, Captain Dufaux, and he watched their forces worming their way ever closer to the building. As much as he wanted to be in the lead wave, that wasn’t his job anymore. His people would have to do the breaching while he worried about them.

      They had their orders, and they’d do their best to keep everyone they encountered—both human and alien—alive, but anything with a weapon in its hand would get shot. They didn’t have enough force in this initial wave to be confident of taking the defenders out, so they had to create a solid bridgehead until his main force could arrive.

      Timing would be critical, and he could only hope everything went according to plan. If it didn’t, this would turn into a bloodbath.

      “Lead elements are approaching the building,” one of the Marine observers said. “Still no indication that anyone has spotted them. Estimate three minutes until they’re in the shadow of the building itself.”

      Those were metaphorical shadows because it was still very early in the morning, but if they were going to be spotted, it would be now. There were no obstacles close enough to the facility to provide cover or concealment, so his people were now crossing bare ground like ants in the dark.

      Every second seemed to drag out, and he waited for the weapons on top of the building to open fire. His heart thudded in his chest, and he could swear that he heard his pulse in his ears. It took every bit of self-control not to give in to any of his nervous tics. This was the time to show utter confidence.

      Inside, he felt like he was melting. It was one thing when he risked his life in the line of fire. It was quite another sending his people without him. He didn’t care for commanding from behind, but he wouldn’t be able to lecture Commodore Romanoff about doing the same if he couldn’t keep himself in line.

      “Lead elements have reached the building,” the observer said.

      Slowly, carefully, Mac let out the breath he’d been holding. If the enemy had been going to spot them, they’d have already done so. Barring any last-minute surprises, his people would be able to plant their explosive charges in a minute.

      The intrusion plan was basic and straightforward. The second wave would consist of ground attack vehicles bearing the IFF transponders. If they also reached the building without response, they’d be the lead attack elements through the breaches. If not, they’d engage the weapons on the facility while the lead element breached the facility.

      A third wave would come, but only after the exterior weapons were taken out. He wasn’t going to send his people into the killing fields if he could avoid it.

      “Start the second wave,” he ordered.

      The ground attack vehicles began tracing the same path as the lead elements. They’d use whatever debris and clumps of destroyed buildings they could as cover. Their weapons systems would be trained on the facility, and they wouldn’t need orders to return fire.

      Which turned out to be a good thing because large Gauss guns on the rooftop opened fire on the ground attack vehicles about the time they reached the three-quarter mark. Their response was instantaneous as they began dodging and returning fire with rockets.

      The side of the building closest to them was lit up by explosions as the lead element blew the breaching charges. In all the chaos, he couldn’t see them rushing in, but he knew they were now pushing the assault into the building itself.

      “Take those weapons systems out and kick off the general assault,” he ordered. “Go. Go. Go.”

      With that order given, he hefted his rifle and headed for the stairs.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Beth demanded. “You’ve got an attack to command.”

      “What do you think I’m doing? We need someone to decide where to go and what to do from the inside. You’ve got command of the overall assault, but I’m going in one of the follow-up waves.”

      So much for keeping out of the fight. He was weak. He just had to admit that to himself.

      Thankfully, Beth understood his nature better than he did because a ground attack vehicle was waiting for him in the parking garage. He joined the squad that was standing by, and it took off. Once out in the open, it dodged the debris and incoming fire as it raced toward the alien facility.

      Rockets pounded the alien building. The other ground attack vehicles were leveraging their weapons systems to reduce the incoming fire.

      That didn’t mean there were no casualties on his side. He could see several burning vehicles and knew there must be dead men and women on the ground around them, though he couldn’t see them in the dark. Once again, it was the price his people would pay for every meter of ground they took away from the Locusts. He only hoped it was worth it.

      Whatever weapons were on the roof of the alien facility were not up to the task of defending from an all-out attack, particularly when a number of his weapons systems were at point-blank range. His people had to use indirect fire to lob grenades onto the roof, but the big guns fell silent before his vehicle came into primary attack range.

      Seeing so many of his vehicles racing around the building, looking for any response, was reassuring. They’d have already dropped off their Marines. When his vehicle stopped to release the squad with him, he could hear fighting inside.

      With his rifle in hand, he followed the squad into the dark interior, past the wreckage of machinery that he couldn’t identify. There were also bodies, both alien and human. In addition, he passed a couple of Marines watching over a cluster of aliens kneeling on the floor with their hands on their heads. Prisoners that would be extracted for later questioning. At least they’d be questioned if they could ever figure out how to speak their language.

      The fighting was more ferocious deeper into the building, and he was picking up indications through the command network that they’d found stairs and lifts going up and down. He decided that the most likely area of interest would be underground. He figured he had a fifty-fifty chance, so if he guessed wrong, he could always turn around and head in the other direction.

      As he was on his way down, he heard a heavy firefight below. The Planetary Defense Forces personnel and Marines attacking the area had to force their way through before the aliens could strengthen their lines, so they’d use maximum ferocity. Mac arrived on the scene moments after the shooting had died down.

      It only took a glance to realize this was a prison. The guards hadn’t been arrayed to keep his people out but to keep someone else in. That meant they’d found where the aliens were keeping the humans they’d captured.

      He hoped they weren’t about to find an atrocity, but he walked through the carnage with a stone-cold face, determined to free the people the aliens had seized. If they’d done anything to them, there would be trials and punishment.

      It took his people a minute to figure out how to unlock the security doors, and when he went through them, Mac found himself in a series of long corridors with holding cells to either side. Each of those cells was stuffed with people, far too many to be comfortable in such tight spaces, and all were housed in filthy conditions.

      When the prisoners saw them, there was shouting and crying. He found his people the center of attention, with men, women, and children desperately wanting to be rescued. He had no idea how many people were down in this maze, but it had to be in the thousands. Perhaps even more. It depended on how deep the prison went.

      Rather than answering any of the questions and demands, he turned to the junior officer at his side. “As soon as we’ve cleared this facility of hostiles, we’ll need to get these people out of here. That means we’ve got to set up a perimeter to destroy any of the war machines before they become a problem. We’ll have to do it expeditiously too.”

      The young officer nodded. “We should be able to use ground attack vehicles to ferry people. It won’t be fast, but we can triage the most in need to send first. We’ll have to contact the Planetary Defense Forces to set up some type of refugee camp in a safe area.”

      “Do the best you can, and do it fast.”

      A noncommissioned officer with the Planetary Defense Forces jogged up. “Sir, we’ve found something you’ll want to see.”

      Mac followed the young woman without saying anything until they reached an internal set of stairs and went down three levels. What he found there made his gut tighten. It was a laboratory of some kind. There were tables where humans had been cut apart. Their bodies still lay in the almost freezing room.

      It was horrifying. He hoped these had been corpses before they’d had anything done to them, but he had his doubts based on the lack of gunshot wounds. The sight filled him with rage.

      “I want this area locked down,” he grated between clenched teeth. “Document everything, and as soon as we have this facility under control, we’re going to have scientists and doctors down here to figure out what they were doing.”

      “I think it’s pretty clear what they were doing, sir,” the noncom said in a voice as cold as the void of space. “They’ve been butchering people to see what makes them tick.”

      “We’re not going to jump to any conclusions, Sergeant. We’ll fight this war by the book, and if we find out they’ve committed crimes against humanity, we’ll make them pay. This is already bad enough, so let’s not make it any worse. Clear?”

      “Reluctantly clear, sir.”

      He walked through the lab, forcing himself to look at each body. There was a notable focus on the heads and spines of the victims. Considering that these aliens had symbiotes, that lent an air of certainty to the theory that they were looking at how easily humans would be able to host them. That was one of the worst-case scenarios they’d considered, and it looked like it was coming true.

      Why did they feel the need to change hosts? Were the humanoids they’d been using not suitable in some way? Were humans just better? Something didn’t make sense, and he wanted to get to the bottom of it.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t going to be doing that today. Nor would it be him that did the digging. This was a task best served by scientists rather than soldiers. He was more suited to shooting the enemy than determining what their plans were.

      And, truthfully, he wanted to shoot a few of them right now.

      “Sir,” the young officer with his squad said. “The teams taking the uppermost floors report they’ve overcome all the resistance. We still have search and cleanup to do, but it looks like we’ve got the upper hand.”

      They’d taken the facility, and now they had to figure out how to get the people out of it or shut down the war machines. Only then could they start bringing people in to start figuring out what was happening.

      What they’d found here was monstrous, highlighting how badly they needed to take the fight to the enemy. It was time to call Beth and bump up the attack on the second facility.
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      Jack exited the ground attack vehicle directly next to the armored door that had failed to protect the alien facility and waited for his mother and Professor Prescott to exit into the weak light of dawn before leading the way inside.

      Mac Turner had initially refused to allow him here before things were more settled, but Jack had overruled him. It was all fine and good for his subordinates to do their duty, but he was the one that made the final decisions, and he needed to know what the aliens were doing.

      According to the colonel, the building had been searched from top to bottom multiple times, and all the aliens gathered in one section while the humans they’d rescued were being extracted from the dungeons underneath.

      Dungeons. Now there’s a term he never thought he’d hear used for anything in modern times, yet from every aspect of how the prisoners had been housed, he didn’t disagree with its use.

      They’d recovered roughly five thousand humans from underneath the facility and were still finding more tucked away in various nooks and crannies. The aliens built like ants, going deep into the ground and making winding tunnels that twisted around themselves.

      Mac had sent pictures of what they’d been doing in their dissection labs. Honestly, Jack didn’t want to see that in person, but he wasn’t going to turn away from the ugly things he needed to know. Maybe they’d find out what the aliens were trying to do, though he thought it would only confirm what he already suspected.

      He’d barely gotten into the building when a Marine escort met him with the man of the hour at its head. Mac’s expression was grim. “Commodore, Professor, Doctor. I wish you hadn’t come, but now that you’re here, I suppose you might as well see what we’ve found. It’s not pretty, and if you confirm what I’m thinking, I believe it gives us a solid clue what the aliens are up to.”

      “I don’t even need to see the bodies to tell what they’re trying to do,” his mother said, her expression matching his. “They’re exploring the viability of implanting symbiotes into human beings. They’re cutting people’s heads open because they don’t understand how our brains work.”

      He didn’t say anything, willing to let his mother and the Marine officer carry the conversation. The professor seemed to feel likewise.

      Jack frowned at Prescott as they arrived at a stairwell. “Is this something you need to see, Professor? I doubt you’re here to examine the bodies, and I don’t think the stairs would be good with your cane.”

      “I’ll be looking for the control area where they send orders to their automated minions,” the older man said. “I’d prefer to take a lift, and if you can assign someone to help me wander around until I find it, I’d be in your debt, Colonel Turner.”

      The grizzled Marine officer nodded. “Corporal Ramirez will see that you get to the area we suspect houses their control center. We don’t know how to access it or do anything with the controls, so good luck.”

      Once the Marine and the professor were gone, the rest went down the stairs. Mac led them to what looked like a combination morgue and dissection laboratory. It turned Jack’s stomach to see people laid out so callously on the metal tables.

      From the grimace on her face, his mother agreed. She walked over to one of the tables and began examining the corpse on it. The deceased woman was naked, and the aliens hadn’t cared about her dignity. It was revolting.

      “I’d have to do a more thorough examination, but it seems this woman was alive shortly before they started this procedure. You’ll note the focus on her spine and brain. They wanted to be certain a symbiote could interface with a human, and then they needed to understand how our brains work.”

      “Why is that?” Jack asked, already suspecting he knew the answer.

      “They want to be in control of the body without anyone disputing their authority,” his mother said as she turned toward him. “Lisa says Regex indicated that she had the ultimate authority over her body—at least the parts he’s not controlling for her. She’s not taking that at face value—and wisely so—but I believe the evidence around us right now may support that statement. If the aliens could override what a human host wanted to do, there would be no need to understand how our brains work. They want to be able to eliminate the personality of the host and assume full control.”

      “If they decide to go the route that Lisa fell into, they could sever the spines and have control over the bodies,” Mac said. “That wouldn’t help them speak, but they might decide it was worthwhile. Seems like a half measure, though.”

      “I suspect that would be a last resort,” his mother said. “Why settle for less than full control?”

      “Leaving aside how utterly horrible this is, is there any way to tell how successful they might have been in that research based on the people they’ve killed to conduct it?” Jack asked, looking around the room with suppressed rage. “My knowledge of how the human brain works is limited, but it doesn’t seem like shutting down someone’s personality while leaving their brain intact is easy.”

      His mother nodded as she began circling the room’s perimeter, opening cabinets and looking inside. “It wouldn’t be. In fact, I’m not certain it’s even possible. What makes us individuals is scattered throughout our brain, not bunched up in one small area. Of course, if you disable some critical portion of the brain, you can harm us, but they also need to use the brain to control the host body. At least, I think they do. Frankly, I’m not certain their ultimate goal will prove possible.”

      “So you’re saying they might’ve come all this way for nothing? I don’t think that’s going to make them very happy.”

      His mother briefly looked over at him and shook her head before continuing to examine the contents of the laboratory. “Oh, I suspect they’ll come up with something, but it’s going to be some type of chemical solution where they keep the human personality unconscious while not overly affecting the brain’s operations. That will take time to figure out and won’t be an easy process. In fact, it will kill a lot of people.”

      “That’s absolutely horrible,” Jack said as he stared at the dead people lying in the room. “Why is Lisa not having issues with this? Because Regex doesn’t want to control the body?”

      “I suspect that’s precisely the reason,” his mother said, finishing her examination of the cabinetry. “He seems content to be an observer at the moment, so they aren’t fighting for dominance. Another thing to remember is that he’s different from the other symbiotes. At twice their size, he masses eight times more than they do. If he can’t dominate her, maybe the others are even less capable. That’s not even solid enough to call a guess at this point, but it might explain some of their problems.”

      “How certain are we that they’re having problems?” Mac asked. “They could’ve solved whatever issues they were dealing with, couldn’t they?”

      “I suppose it’s possible, but I wouldn’t count on it,” his mother said. “Lisa says that the two of them are linked in a way that makes them reliant on one another. Kill the host, and the symbiote might very well die too. And, supposedly, once they join, removing the symbiote isn’t straightforward and might maim them and kill the host. They’ll want to be sure before they commit. They obviously don’t care about human life, but one has to assume they care about their own people.”

      She turned toward the lab door. “Have all the areas down here been searched? All the rooms inside the building above ground, too?”

      The Marine officer nodded. “They have. We’re still exploring some of the deep tunnels because it’s a maze down here. I don’t understand how they could build such orderly looking ships since they seem to have no sense of order once they get underground.”

      “Aliens are going to alien,” Jack said. “For the moment, it doesn’t really matter why they’re doing what they’re doing, just that they’re doing it. We need to be certain we’ve gotten our hands on all the prisoners before some of them manage to slip away. I assume you’ve got people set up to ensure the tunnels don’t connect to any of the surrounding buildings.”

      “We’re searching them now, just to be certain. It would probably help if we brought some ground imaging gear in to see what’s going on under the surface, but for the moment, I’m relatively confident nothing connects this facility to any of the buildings. That would be a huge security risk and would open them to a surprise attack somewhat like we already did to them.”

      Jack chuckled darkly. “True enough. If they ever plan to implant the symbiotes, they may have a room for it. We’ll need to look because I don’t want to assume they aren’t willing to sacrifice some of their people to achieve their goals.”

      “There’s an area nearby that might be a surgical center. I can take you there if you’d like.”

      “I’d like that very much,” his mother said.

      “Did you find any aliens in that area?” Jack asked as they started out of the laboratory.

      “We attacked late at night, and it looks like the aliens sleep during the dark like we do, so there was nobody there. We’ll eventually find their scientists, and Lisa can ask them some hard questions.”

      Jack thought that was an optimistic statement, but if Lisa could work with Regex, maybe they could make sense of this. He still didn’t know what the alien wanted. Sure, it had been dying, and the transplant to Lisa had saved its life, but it was still an alien. It had come to human-controlled space as part of an invasion, and there was more to the story than they knew.

      Even if the aliens were trying to find a way to use humanity as a new set of hosts, he didn’t understand the reason why they’d be doing it. Something was driving this, and the alien hadn’t been candid with them. He’d need to go back to Hunter and ask some pointed questions soon.

      Their group finally entered another room near where the humans were being dissected. It was a vast, deep chamber with machines along the circumference and numerous tanks between them. A series of saddle-like chairs sat in the open center.

      He walked around one of the chairs and saw where someone would sit facing the center with their back exposed. A check on the other side found restraints to bind them in place. So they did plan on putting those things into the prisoners. Maybe they already had.

      His mother had walked along with him, nodding as she went. She then checked several covered stands nearby and found what looked like surgical implements.

      “I believe we can move this from hypothetical to confirmed. Either they already have done some implantations or are intent on starting soon. I’ll want to bring a team down and thoroughly review everything. The more we learn about what they know, the better off we’ll be. If they manage to suppress a human host, we’ll want a way to help the person recover control of their own body without killing them. It will be much more difficult if we don’t know what they’ve done.”

      “When we head back up, I’ll make sure you have everything you need to take this place apart,” Jack said grimly. “Do a thorough job because I’ll need details as you go. Regex has a lot of questions to answer, and I want to make sure I have the ammunition for that fight.”

      “Do you think he’s going to fight you?” Mac asked. “He seems like he’s been cooperative thus far.”

      “Considering that he’s stuck inside one of our people, we’ve got him in something of a bind. Even so, these are his people, and he’s not going to want to utterly betray them. He might not like his military, but not everybody involved in this will be part of that organization.”

      Jack turned toward the machines and tanks along the sides of the room. “What do these things do?”

      The three of them walked over and looked at the machinery. The tanks had clear covers across the top, and when Mac pulled a flashlight off his belt and shone the light inside, it was filled with liquid. Floating in the depths were indistinct lumps that seemed to be swirling slowly in a circle around the center of the tank.

      “I think those are symbiotes,” his mother said. “I can’t tell you how many are in there, but it looks like we’ve found at least some of those that would’ve been carried along on this colonization effort.”

      Jack nodded. Killing off the hosts would keep people from objecting too strenuously. If they wanted to live, they’d have to do what the military said.

      He counted the tanks and frowned. “There were a lot of humanoids aboard that ship. I doubt there are enough symbiotes in here to fill those hosts. There will be more of them around here somewhere, and we need to figure out where.”

      “Now that we know what we’re looking for,” Mac said, “I’ll have my people go through the facility with a fine-toothed comb. If there’s another storage area, we’ll find it. They might be in the other facility if they’re not here.”

      The Marine officer glanced at his chronometer. “I’ll have to leave you to your exploration. We’ve got a lot of things to wrap up if we’re going to make an assault on the other facility before they prepare for us. They know we’re in here by now, and Beth is gathering up our forces to begin infiltrating the other city. They’re going to be on their guard, but it won’t help them. You have my word on that.”

      Jack clapped the other man on his shoulder. “I won’t keep you from your duty then. Good luck.”

      Once Mac had departed, leaving the squad of Marines so they didn’t wander off and find something dangerous, Jack frowned at his mother. “This seems just about as horrible as it could possibly be. Will they be able to suspend a person’s consciousness, or potentially even wipe it out?”

      She grimaced. “I hope not. Based on what I find here, I might be able to have a more detailed answer for you shortly.”

      “I’ll leave you to it then. I need to talk with Lisa and Regex. One way or the other, we’ll get the answers we need.”

      He only hoped they could get them soon. Humanity was counting on them.
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      Lisa moved slowly between the upright bars, her grip white-knuckled on the metal as she walked. She didn’t feel weak, but she was paranoid that she’d fall without warning. After all, she’d had her spine destroyed, and her nervous impulses were being transmitted through an alien being implanted inside her body.

      The thought still made her shudder. Even now, Regex was probably listening to what she was thinking. In fact, since she hadn’t learned how to shield her thoughts—if that were truly possible—he didn’t have a choice. If he wanted to hear what she was saying to him, he had to be listening.

      Speaking was something of a misnomer, though. It was more like focused thinking. She knew he could hear her general thoughts because she couldn’t seal them away, but if what he’d said was true, she should be able to mask her general thoughts and only send focused ones.

      That made her wonder what he’d had to do to communicate with the humanoid body he’d once had. If they weren’t sentient, how could they talk with him? Well, there was only one way to find out.

      How did you communicate with the humanoid body?

      <There wasn’t much communication involved because there was no intelligence on the other end. There is an art and science to learning how to manipulate another’s form, but without an intelligence controlling their body, it is possible to make them believe the action they wish to take is their own idea. Over time, they accept those as commands and simply do as instructed.>

      That’s unethical.

      <Obviously, my kind sees things differently. Looking through your thoughts, I find the situation might better be represented by a human being riding a horse. You control its movements, and it benefits from your guidance. The same is true of the hosts my people use. It takes a short time for them to adapt, but they are better fed than in the wild and live longer and more productive lives.>

      That sounds like you’re trying to make an unreasonable situation sound reasonable. Even if we consider those hosts to be animals, suppressing their desires and turning them into your bodies against their will isn’t right.

      There was a twinge of something in her mind that she couldn’t quite interpret. Something like an emotion, or maybe a mental gesture, but she didn’t have any frame of reference to guess what it might mean. If it was even real.

      <I accept that your people see things differently, but this relationship has been going on for a very long time. It simply is. In a blatant attempt to change the subject, how do you feel? Is my suppression of your pain making you more comfortable? You seem able to move effectively, so the retransmission of your nervous impulses is working acceptably well.>

      Lisa reached the end of the bar and nodded at the medical technician standing by in case she started to collapse. The man helped her turn around to face the other direction. Not that she needed his help. So far as she could tell, her body was responding as it should, barring a short beat for her thoughts to translate into actions.

      She was still considering her new circumstances when the hatch leading out of the medical center opened and Commodore Romanoff came in. He spotted her and walked over. “I’m so sorry for what happened. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m furious with your mother and India MacKinnon. Did you know about this?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I’d have still authorized it, so feel free to blame me. Honestly, the buck stops at my desk.”

      Lisa wanted to blame him for what had been done to her, but the fact he hadn’t ordered it made that hard. She sighed and put that aside. “I won’t say this is pleasant, but it could be a lot worse. I’m still getting used to having an uninvited houseguest, and we’re trying to figure out the necessary accommodations so we can live together. I don’t want to be a paraplegic, and he’d prefer to have a body. There’s a compromise in there somewhere, and I suppose we’ll find it. For now, we’ll just have to make do.”

      He considered her for several seconds before nodding. “That makes sense, but it also means that until we trust him, we can’t trust you. I’m very sorry for that as well. How much more time do you need to spend doing physical therapy before you can move around on your own?”

      She released the bars and walked out from between the supports, smiling at the scowling therapist. “I’m doing physical therapy because your mother insisted, but I don’t seem to have any impairment. To be clear, I’m sending the instructions to my body, and Regex is retransmitting the signals on the other side of the damaged area. How he knows what to do, I have no clue. There’s a little lag, but I’m getting used to that.”

      “And your pain level? It has to be significant. How is he holding up to that?”

      That thought made her frown. Does it hurt you?

      <In a manner of speaking, it does, but those sensations are blocked off to a part of me that does not cause me personal discomfort. It’s a manageable issue that will become easier to deal with as you heal. You’ll still want to take all the necessary precautions the doctor ordered because the injury to your spine was severe, and you need to allow time for it to heal.>

      “So, are the two of you talking silently?” Romanoff asked. “That has to be creepy.”

      “It’s surprisingly easy to get used to once you accept the fact that someone is sharing your thoughts. Fair warning, he’s had complete access to my memories, so he may know everything I do.”

      Romanoff nodded and gestured toward the hatch. “If you can walk, I’d like you to come to my office. I’ll have someone bring us something to eat, but I need to talk to you privately about this entire situation. Having Regex inside your body grants us an opportunity and presents us with a challenge. I need to know how cooperative he’s willing to be because there are aspects of our situation that he’s been silent about. It’s time to get some answers.”

      Lisa couldn’t agree more. “I am kind of hungry, but we’ll have to cheat. They want to keep me on a restricted diet while they figure out everything that’s going on inside me, but if you want my full cooperation, you’re going to have to help me circumvent that.”

      He chuckled. “I think we can find a healthy compromise in there somewhere. I’m not sure you’re up to enchiladas like back on Port Royale, but I believe we can get something delivered that will satisfy you without getting my mother angry with me.”

      “I’ll also have to use a wheelchair. Doctor’s orders.” That last sentence came out with a bit of a snarl as she nodded toward the transport sitting nearby before walking over and sitting in it.

      Romanoff gestured for one of her Marine guards to push her. She half expected the man to object, but he pushed her out into the corridor without comment.

      As they left the medical center, the remaining Marines fell in around them, and they made their way to the commodore’s office. She’d been there before, but it was still a lot to take in.

      “Isn’t this just a little over the top?” she asked once the hatch had closed, sealing them and two Marines inside. “You could do with a smaller office space, you know.”

      “So I’ve been told. Let’s sit over to the side where we can be comfortable, and we’ll have someone deliver something for us. Sandwiches and tea?”

      “That works for me. They can put everything on it, and I’ll be good. Almost dying gives one a hunger.”

      At the commodore’s gesture, one of the Marine guards pulled out his comm and made a call. She had no idea what was on the menu, but whatever it was would be fine.

      She briefly wondered if Regex would like what was delivered. His tastes might be different than hers, and that would be awkward. Well, too damned bad.

      Once Romanoff sat down and crossed his legs, he gave her a speculative look. “Exactly how much talking have the two of you done? Has he explained more about this prospective colonization effort?”

      “I’ve asked questions, but he claims he only has general knowledge of the exodus. His group was supposed to be the advance party.”

      “While that might be true, I think he knows more than he’s letting on. He’s got to be more up-front, so I need to push. I know that’s awkward because you have to be in the middle. Nevertheless, here we are. Since I can’t get answers from him directly, you’ll have to vocalize what he tells you. Rest assured that any annoyance you hear isn’t directed at you.”

      Well?

      < I know very little about the colonization effort since I’ve been buried in a laboratory working on scaling our hyperdrives to propel our colony ships. Other than the fact that we were moving, I don’t know the specifics of how that was meant to play out. Sadly, that fell to the military, and to say they’ve been dishonest would be an understatement.>

      You’re going to tell me that you didn’t hear any rumors about the process itself? Or, for that matter, that you didn’t know the reason for the colonization effort. This is a significant mobilization, and there has to be something behind it. Don’t bullshit us. It’s time to be honest if you’re looking to find a home here.

      <You aren’t making this easy, are you? Of course I know why the colonization effort was taking place. We decided to relocate to a new region of space because of our oppressive overlords. My people were created to serve a more powerful race. They refer to themselves as Novarites. They placed us on the world we came from after creating us. They took many of us back to their home world every few years to act as servants. Perhaps slavery would be a better model based on your history, but the correlation isn’t quite the same. It’s difficult to describe in just a few words.>

      And what specifically caused you to relocate? Better yet, how did you have the technological means to do so?

      <Many of the tasks we performed to support them involve technology. They are a warrior race and started a war that proved more challenging than they’d expected. It’s been going on for centuries because the two sides are evenly matched. While their proverbial backs were turned, we took the resources they expected us to devote to building smaller warships for them and built colony vessels instead. The process of moving our people would have taken decades, but all should be on the way at this point if they were able to conceal the exodus from the Novarites.>

      And if they found out?

      <Then only the people who escaped will arrive. There were plans to conceal the population drop until the final push, but I don’t know what they were. There was no need for me to know. If Pastan knows, she never told me.>

      What were the first few waves supposed to look like? Your ship had young Tardans and hosts. Why? And what will the next few waves look like?

      <We anticipated only needing general labor at first. There were enough experienced personnel to construct the space elevators. The rest were meant to clear land and prepare the planet for more people. The youngest of us that were ready to bond should have been perfect. We didn’t plan on a war because the military was supposed to avoid other species entirely.>

      That certainly didn’t work out the way you expected.

      <No, it did not. The follow-up waves would have bonded Tardans to construct a technological base and build cities. To recreate our civilization, as it were. Then the subsequent waves would step into a world ready for them.>

      And how many of your people are coming?

      <Ten billion, eventually. Considering population growth before departure, maybe more. An entire world of people.>

      She pursed her lips. While that sounded good, there were some holes in his explanation that didn’t make a lot of sense to her. That was an awful lot of freedom to grant a slave race, even if that wasn’t what they called themselves.

      Why would someone with their proverbial boots on your necks give you the kind of resources you need to build warships? That seems an awful lot like giving someone the tools they need for an uprising.

      <The Novarites are arrogant. They didn’t believe we had what it took to fight them, and they weren’t wrong. Besides which, we were one planet to their many. If we had raised a hand against them, our people would’ve been exterminated. No. Our only choice was to flee when the opportunity presented itself.>

      She took a moment to order her thoughts and spelled out what Regex had said to Romanoff. His expression showed he had difficulty buying into the story, just like she had.

      “Why did they need so many warships to do their scouting? And, before he argues, the motherships were definitely meant for fighting. They are armed to the teeth, and so are the drones they carry. Worse, they were programmed to kill anything they came across.”

      <The commodore can choose to disbelieve me if he desires, but as far as the scientific community I was part of was aware, the motherships were armed only for self-defense. The drones weren’t supposed to be armed at all. In any case, we didn’t build them. The military did. That was obviously a mistake on our leadership’s part.>

      Do you expect the motherships and drones to do the same thing they did with your ship when the next wave gets here? Why did they attack your ship anyway?

      <The military doesn’t like our host bodies. The humanoids are ill-suited to fighting, though they have good hands for technical work. I suspect that something about humanity struck a chord with them. If they believe the human body is more capable, perhaps that brought them to this area of space and might also explain why they felt the need to slaughter the host bodies we brought with us. The symbiotes in storage would have no choice if they wanted to interact with the world around them. It would be humanity or nothing.>

      His words made her stomach roil. That would be even worse than what she was being forced to accept. It was horrible.

      Once again, Lisa passed everything on to Commodore Romanoff. He listened without comment and then shook his head. “While that makes sense, it can’t be the full story. There’s something else going on. We need to ask the people that actually did this. Would he be willing to talk with the crew from the ship that created the space elevators? I understand they didn’t get along. Were they military?”

      <They were not, but it’s now evident they collaborated with them. There were heated moments in that exchange where accusations were made. I’d be willing to discuss the matter with them, but I’m uncertain I could coach you well enough to speak our language.>

      What about my translation program? Perhaps you can help me refine it. There are also the military personnel we captured on the planet. We have several that seemed like high-ranking officers, and I know at least one of the facilities down on the surface has fallen. Someone there will know something.

      <Your program, while clever, will take time and effort to refine. The flaws in its understanding of our language are numerous. Worse, they’re subtle. No, if you want to discuss this with your prisoners, I’m afraid we’ll have to come to an agreement where I can speak with your voice. I’m uncertain how well I can enunciate our language using your vocal setup, but at least I should be able to do something to make myself understood. Perhaps we could start with the people from the ship and use that attempt to refine my technique before we speak with the military.>

      That wasn’t what she’d wanted to hear. Nevertheless, they needed the answers those people could provide. She’d have to hold her proverbial nose and allow it. At least she’d be able to refine her translation program to the point where they can double-check whatever Regex was translating. Eventually.

      Before we do that, you’ll have to teach me how to access portions of your memory. I want to understand what they’re saying like you can understand the humans around me. That’s only fair. Besides, I really want to know how your computers work.

      <I cannot argue with the logic of your statement, and I know a great deal about our computer technology. It may take a short while for me to open that section of my memories to you because I’ve never needed to do so with a host before. Accessing your brain is what I was designed to do.>

      Why would you be designed that way? Wouldn’t it have been easier for your creators to make something that could do the work themselves rather than being part of some secondary being? That part of this just doesn’t make sense to me.

      <As embarrassing as it is to say, my people were a failure for their original role. We were designed to be able to control other beings and access their memories. The latter proved possible, whereas the former did not. When we are implanted inside hosts with intelligence, we cannot control your actions. It was a limitation that the Novarites were unable to overcome. Thus, we were delegated to a much less influential role than they had initially envisioned for us.>

      You’ll have to teach me how to access your mind. You got to rummage around in my mind, and I think turnabout is fair play. I need to see that what you’re saying is true.

      <I find that acceptable. That said, I wouldn’t expect the process to be pleasant if I were you. I suspect you’ll find it very disorienting.>

      I suppose we’ll both have to make do. One other question. You said that you enhanced the hyperdrive. Why? It seems like your creators already had the capability.

      <They acquired it from others, though they’ve had it for a long time. As we did their non-weapons technical work, they tasked us with making it work on larger, more powerful vessels. I enhanced and upgraded the technology to do so.>

      She refocused her attention on Romanoff. “He’s willing to assist us in questioning the prisoners and will try to give me access to the portion of his memories needed for me to understand their language. I have no idea how that will work since I’m not designed to listen in on someone like him, but I’m willing to allow him to speak with my mouth to ask the questions you want.”

      Romanoff smiled a little. “I appreciate your efforts, and they won’t be forgotten. Take the rest of today to get more comfortable with your guest, and we’ll talk to the prisoners tomorrow. By that time, Colonel Turner should have the second facility locked down.”

      “I’ll use the opportunity to help Derek learn everything he needs to know about the hyperdrive,” she said. “That will give Regex and me time to work together.”

      Before Romanoff could respond, the hatch slid open, and their meal arrived. Good. She was starving and suspected she’d need every bit of energy she could scrape up over the next few days.
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      Derek walked around the Locust mothership and nodded his approval. He’d seen images of intact units, and this one looked original. He’d expected the additions to stand out, but Commander Danek had patched everything up to look like a complete mothership. That seemed like extra work to him, but it hadn’t taken her that much longer than doing a slapdash job. Based on what he knew of the woman, that fit her personality to a T.

      Once he’d given the exterior a good look—not that he knew what would stand out as bad—he went underneath and climbed up into the control area through the support stand the craft was resting on in small craft bay four. Since the control area had been pulled from a pinnace, he was well acquainted with its layout.

      He began a preflight of the controls though he had no idea whether any of the information he would get from the systems would be accurate. All they were trying to manipulate at this point were the things like sensors and fusion drives.

      As expected, several readings seemed off but might be accurate for the mothership. He wouldn’t know until he took it out for a spin to see how it behaved. Every aspect of this test flight would be risky, but it was necessary. They had to get a grip on how the controls worked if they wanted a chance at making this work.

      And by they, he meant Amanda and himself. She was late, but she’d had to go back to her quarters and get ready this morning, so he wasn’t going to hold her tardiness against her. Not that he would have in any case. Their relationship was coloring every aspect of their lives, even though it had only just begun. He now understood why it was so important that people in a relationship not work in the same command structure. That would’ve been a nightmare.

      Luckily, they understood the importance of what they were doing, and they’d had a long talk about how they needed to behave. There were limits to what each of them could say or do about work and the performance of their duties, and that was made easier by the fact that she was a tactical officer and he helmed the ship.

      The hatch behind him opened, and the woman of the hour climbed into the mothership carrying two vacuum suits. Like him, she’d ditched her hat and greatcoat.

      “How’s everything looking?” she asked as she started getting into her vacuum suit.

      “Not that I know much about the ship itself, but everything looks good enough, I suppose. The control readouts from the fusion drives aren’t calibrated for our instruments, and that makes the readings wonky. We’ll find out for sure once we start the flight. And just in case I didn’t say so, you were wonderful last night.”

      She smiled brightly. “That’s very nice of you to say, and I have no complaints about your performance, but don’t you think we should focus on the business aspects of what we’re doing right now?”

      “Probably, but since we’re alone, I figured I should tender a compliment when it’s due.”

      “You realize I can hear you, right?” Commander Danek’s voice came out of the communications unit in the console.

      Before he could get flustered, Amanda laughed. “Obviously not, or he wouldn’t have said anything. Good morning, Commander. How was your night?”

      “Nowhere near as exciting as yours, apparently. You two are lucky it’s just me listening in on the preflight while I watch over everything remotely. Here’s a clue for you. Always assume that somebody is listening when you’re on duty. Save the kissy face moments for other times. Got it?”

      “Understood, Commander,” Derek said, his face burning. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Don’t lie to yourself or me. Of course it’s going to happen again. You two are in love, or at least lust. Just remember what I said, and try to save the rest of us from having to be a party to it. If we could get to business, I’ve noted the fusion drives seem to be reading a little hot. When we head out, run the ship at a lower speed until we can get a baseline. Don’t push it because we only have this one operational mothership.”

      “I’ll run everything at the lowest speed I can until we get a better feel for how the ship acts,” he said. “We know the motherships have pretty good acceleration, and I know the maximum I’ve seen them running at. Since this mothership was from the first invasion, it won’t have sprint mode, so I know the ceiling.”

      Once Amanda had finished getting into her vacuum suit, he unstrapped and began climbing into his own. He’d practiced this process a lot over the last few weeks, so it was easy for him to get everything on and check it. The two of them then double-checked one another to make sure everything was good. That done, they strapped in.

      “We’re ready to head out, Commander,” he said.

      “We’re cutting the gravity now,” she responded, her response redirected to his helmet. “Stand by while the pinnace tows you out of the ship. Once you’re clear of everything, you can start playing around with the fusion drives. We’ll have small craft all around if you run into problems, so call for help at the first sign anything is wrong. Got it?”

      “Clear, Commander. We’re ready.”

      They didn’t have direct visuals from the control area, but the engineering team had installed a series of cameras to give them a basic view around the ship. Unlike viewports, he’d have to switch the view on the monitor at the front of the control area to see any specific vector.

      “Amanda, run the camera system so we can see what’s happening around us as we start off,” he said. “I’m going to focus on the controls.”

      “Got it. Let’s do this.”

      They watched as the people around the mothership levered it off the rack, and the cables leading to the pinnace ahead of them tightened. In microgravity, whatever momentum they acquired, they’d keep. He’d stand by in case something went off the rails, and he had to adjust their course. He hoped that didn’t happen because it was possible he’d run the mothership into a bulkhead, and that would be disastrous.

      Whoever was flying the pinnace used a light touch, tugging them just enough to start them drifting toward the massive hatch at the far end of the small craft bay. Without more than a couple of twitches of the controls, the pinnace had them drifting straight out of the ship without coming close to any obstructions. As soon as they were good, the pinnace disconnected the tow cable on his end and sped away to give them the clearance they needed.

      Derek’s only view of what was going on was through the cameras, so he was at Amanda’s mercy when she cycled through the views to look at their surroundings. Based on what he could see, they were on a course away from New Copenhagen. That was good because he didn’t want to inadvertently enter the atmosphere.

      The first test they performed was bringing up the Locust sensors to see if he could interpret anything from them. Sadly, everything was a hash because the systems weren’t compatible. He brought up the Confederation sensors the engineering team had installed with a sigh.

      If they had to use those in the presence of any Locust vessels, that would tip them off to their nature, so he’d hoped something could’ve been done with the mothership’s original systems. C’est la vie.

      Holding his breath and sending a quick prayer to whatever gods might be listening, he applied the gentlest thrust he could, taking them away from the planet. It was good that he’d used a light touch because the mothership nosedived toward the atmosphere.

      “Watch out!” Amanda said. “We’re on our way down.”

      “I can see that,” he said as he reversed the thrust to take the vessel in a different direction. He’d have expected it to pull out of the dive, but it turned to more of a right angle. Still, that was better than what they’d been doing.

      Through trial and error, he got the mothership away from New Copenhagen and out into relatively safe space. Only then did he relax even the slightest bit.

      “Well, that was closer than I’d have liked,” he said dryly. “It looks like our control setup is a little flawed, Commander. It’s going to take me a bit to reprogram everything.”

      “Take your time,” she said. “We’re on your schedule, so there’s no need to rush. Go step-by-step and do everything you think you need to do, and we’ll be on hand to pull you out if things go wrong.”

      “Where are you, Commander?” Amanda asked.

      “I’m in the pinnace that was towing you. I figured that if I needed to come aboard and make any modifications, it would make sense to have a team standing by. So far, everything seems to be working, though there are some adjustments that need to be made. Carry on.”

      Derek took the mothership through a series of maneuvers in every direction to map out what the controls were doing before he remapped the controls. Once that was done, he took the mothership through a series of maneuvers and verified everything now worked the way he expected.

      Now it was time to make sure he had control over the thrust the fusion drives were delivering. He needed to fly this thing at optimal speed without putting them in danger.

      The little craft was more maneuverable than he’d expected. Once the controls worked the way he thought they should, he was able to take the mothership into a flight pattern that would’ve looked clunky with one of their small craft. The alien ship was graceful, which was something he hadn’t expected.

      The next thing he did was push the ship to higher levels of acceleration which left their accompanying small craft trailing farther behind them.

      “Going somewhere?” Commander Danek asked. “What’s the hurry?”

      “I’m making sure we can map out exactly how much thrust I’m getting at each increment on the throttle,” he responded. “There’s no need for us to race everywhere like they seem to do, but I want to be sure that if I push this thing to the max, I don’t ask too much of the fusion drives. As you said, we can’t afford to have an accident with this ship. Don’t worry. I’m not going to get too far ahead.”

      Well, not on purpose.

      Bit by bit, he upped the thrust until they were going as fast as the motherships had demonstrated themselves capable of doing on long flights. He set that as the maximum for the throttle so they wouldn’t inadvertently exceed it and burn out one of the drives. With that accomplished, he had the normal space operations part of this down.

      “It’s time for you to take the controls,” he said to Amanda over the internal channel. “Go wherever you like, and make sure you give this thing a thorough run-through. It’s as maneuverable as hell, and you’ll need to be aware of what its capabilities are.”

      “That’ll be my pleasure. I like driving.”

      Derek smiled and turned his attention to the sensors, watching the area around them and making sure nothing was close enough to present a hazard. The small craft accompanying them were beginning to catch back up, but they were still about five minutes away from them.

      He switched to the channel Commander Danek was using. “We’re going a bit farther out, so you might not want to try to keep up with us, Commander. We need some flight time in this thing, and I don’t want to keep everyone pinned down. I think we’re in good shape as far as normal space operations go, and if not, a single pinnace should be more than enough to get us out.”

      “You’re in charge of the test flight, pilot,” she responded. “I’ll send everyone else back to Hunter, and we’ll follow you. Don’t worry about leaving us behind. We brought lunch.”

      He almost laughed at that and wished he’d had thought that far in advance.

      While he was giving most of his attention to what Amanda was doing—and doing well—he focused some attention on their surroundings. They needed a distant target to make sure that they could navigate correctly. Running through a list of objects within a few hours, he didn’t find anything more than a few minor asteroids, but if they went just a little farther out, there was the abandoned gate to Port Royale. It wasn’t working anymore, but it was still there.

      “Hey, what do you think about heading to the abandoned gate leading to Port Royale?” he asked Amanda. “It’s the only artificial structure still in the system, and even though it’s no longer functional, it might be worth the time to give it a run with our sensors so we know its condition.”

      “That sounds good to me,” she said, altering their course to head in that direction. He watched the plot as she navigated to reach that point in space and began giving her some tips she could use to refine her skills. She’d have gotten them there just fine, but she was a little rough when it came to piloting small craft. That was his specialty, so it was his chance to pass along his skills. He’d ask the same of her when it came time to toy around with the weapons systems.

      And speaking of those, the mothership was armed. Had Commander Danek connected those to the controls? A quick check indicated that the weapons systems were under his control, though they were powered off.

      “It looks like we have guns,” he said. “While you’re flying, I’ll see about bringing them online.”

      “Hold up, sport,” she said, shooting him a grin through her faceplate. “That’s my job. You take over flying for now, and I’ll experiment with the weapons systems to make sure we don’t burn anything out.”

      He took the controls and watched with half an eye as she brought the lasers online and slowly pumped energy into them. Once they were ready, she picked a random point in space ahead of them and fired.

      There was nothing around them, and no one was in danger, but he probably should’ve warned Commander Danek about what they were doing. Too late now.

      “Did you just fire the lasers?” Danek asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. We should’ve told you ahead of time. Since they’re connected, we figured we should test them.”

      “The lasers seem to be working, but the targeting systems are crap,” Amanda said. “It’s just like the helm systems. Nothing is connected quite right, and we would’ve missed what we were aiming at by a wide margin. I’m going to play around with adjusting them and try to tie everything into our sensors so I can get a more accurate lock on what we’re shooting at.”

      It took her most of an hour to fine-tune the lasers to the point where she was satisfied they would hit what they were targeting. That allowed the mothership to get a lot closer to the gate, and he handed the flight controls back to her while he played around with the weapons. He’d horsed around as a gunnery officer on Locust War Online, but he’d never been great at it. This was his chance to mess with the real thing.

      By now, the pinnace with Commander Danek was almost half an hour behind them and steadily losing ground. The fusion drives on the mothership weren’t individually more powerful than what they used aboard the pinnaces, but the mothership was a lot larger and had more drives. That gave it a lot of power to burn.

      Having worn out his interest in firing the weapons, he brought the active sensors to bear on the gate. They were still a bit away from it, but they were close enough to start pulling data. He also ran the Locust sensors again, trying to get any correlation between what the two units were picking up. That was an abject failure, but he got some decent data from the Confederation gear.

      He didn’t know a lot about quantum gates, but he brought up the scan images on his screen and studied them. He saw no indication that the fusion plants were online, so everything must’ve shut down once the connection to the other gate was lost.

      Amanda brought them to the gate and began orbiting it, slowly closing in with each pass until he got nice clean sensor readings. He had nothing to compare them to, but the gate showed no signs of damage.

      It was frustrating to be cut off from where they needed to go. Now with the new colonization wave of aliens coming, he wasn’t going to be able to use the mothership to get what they needed before they were in deep trouble.

      Rather than heading back to Hunter, he waited for the pinnace to catch up. The two vessels would head back in tandem. No need to make them trail along behind them.

      “Do you see that thing on the side of the gate?” Amanda asked. “What is it?”

      “What is what?” Derek focused his attention on what she was highlighting on the sensor readings. He’d noticed it but hadn’t realized that it might not belong there. She had sharp eyes.

      It only took him a few moments to recognize it, but he couldn’t figure out why it was on the gate. “That’s a portable airlock. Why would a gate have a portable airlock? The interior isn’t habitable.”

      The gate was structured with long segments used as structural supports and larger areas that held fusion plants or other equipment. The portable airlock was attached to one of the latter areas.

      He took the mothership around the gate and noted two other portable airlocks attached to different segments in a seemingly random sequence. That made no sense. No one needed to access those areas in shirtsleeves. They were human-built airlocks, so it wasn’t something the Locusts had done. Were they put there by the folks from Port Royale? If so, he didn’t see the purpose.

      “Commander Danek,” he said over the long-range channel. “We’ve found something unusual on the gate, and I think we should take the time to see what’s going on in more detail.”

      If nothing else, it might give them more information about what the smuggler and his people might have been doing. They were here, so they might as well use the time efficiently. Besides, a mystery deserved to be solved. This might not save their lives, but he wasn’t going to disregard the possibility that would give them some future advantage.

      And who knew? Maybe it would save their lives. The universe was a strange place, and if someone had thought getting into the gate was worthwhile, there had to be a reason for it. Now he just needed to figure out why.
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      Mac looked over the map on the table between himself and Sylvaine Dufaux. While he’d been focused on preparing for the first attack, this second assault was her baby, and they needed it to succeed.

      She’d decided to kick off the assault in the early afternoon because the aliens had to know what they’d done to the first facility by now. The longer they gave the enemy to dig in, the harder it would be to overwhelm them. This was the last Locust redoubt on the planet, and they needed to take it out fast.

      Dufaux laid out what their forces were and where they would assault from. Since it was broad daylight, he wasn’t surprised she’d decided not to use a stealth element in the attack. Anyone they sent in that way would get themselves killed. This time they had to eliminate the weapons protecting the facility the hard way and storm it with overwhelming force.

      “We’ve got roughly fifty percent more people than you had for your attack,” she said, “but we’re going in without any protection from those IFF transponders. Do you think your pinnaces will be able to make a dent in the weapons on the building itself without leveling it?”

      He nodded. “They’ll take some of them out, and our heavy weapons people on the surrounding buildings will do even more to interdict their fire. That isn’t to say it’ll be easy, and you’ve got to remember that most of my people are still at the first facility. Your people—as dedicated as they are—don’t have nearly as much combat experience as the Marines under my command, so don’t get fancy.”

      She considered him for a few seconds. “I can’t say you’re wrong, but the idea of all those people being mutilated and murdered by these aliens makes me sick. We’ve got to stop it, even if we have to put our lives at risk. You said that earlier, and you were right. Don’t back off that position just to save my people. We signed up to do what was necessary, and we’ll do it. Our planet doesn’t deserve anything less from us.”

      “I just don’t want to see your people hurt when they don’t need to be, and I certainly don’t want to see the civilians left under those bastards’ thumbs, but you have to know they’ll have some surprises in store. Just like we can’t count on the IFF transponders working this time, there’ll be some tricks up their sleeves, and we’ll lose people.”

      “As cold as this sounds, that’s sometimes the price of doing business. We’ve developed the best plan we can, and I’m going to kick things off in about ten minutes. Are you going to stay here or come with us?”

      He gestured toward the alien building through the shattered windows. “This one is yours. If necessary, I’ll send my reserve in to give you a hand. You’ve got the maps of what we found in the first facility, so that should give you an idea of what you’re facing in this one. Good luck, Sylvaine. Don’t get yourself killed.”

      “Right on the cusp of victory? Not a chance. Enjoy the show.”

      She and her staff left the command center, and he looked back over the map, allowing the worry he felt to show on his face now that he was alone. Whatever the enemy had in mind to surprise them wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience, and he hoped his new friend’s lack of experience didn’t bite her in the ass.

      It didn’t take long for the attack to begin. It started off with snipers using heavy weapons from the tops of nearby buildings. That, of course, drew return fire, but every weapons system they disabled now was one that couldn’t shoot down one of his pinnaces when they made their pass. Everything in combat was risky, and there were always trade-offs. He just hoped that the odds still favored them.

      The people firing the heavy weapons were his most experienced people. Sadly, there were very few of them left. The battle on the island had taken a toll on the Marine instructors, and now he could only count on a few dozen of them. More were injured and would recover, but not in time to help them today.

      He’d read somewhere that war was a young person’s game, and it looked like that was how things would be in this invasion, too. Far too many of them would die or be permanently maimed, but this had to be done, no matter the cost.

      The slug throwers the aliens used were more than capable of taking out the tops of buildings with enough fire, so his people had to shoot and scoot to a new firing location before the enemy pinned them down.

      That was always a hair-raising experience, and he remembered all the times he’d done it. Some of his people wouldn’t make it, but most would. The few new people they’d allowed along would gain the necessary experience to teach others what had to be done, and their collective knowledge would survive.

      Their sniper fire was too haphazard to take out all the enemy weapons systems on the distant building, but they did create a steady trickle of damage. It also provided a necessary distraction because there were long seconds where the enemy failed to respond when his pinnaces raced over the city and popped up at the last moment to drop their payloads and fire their guns.

      The bombs were smart weapons, and other Marines targeted the enemy weapons clusters with lasers to guide the warheads. The explosions had to be precise to keep from destroying the facility. This was basically a hostage rescue situation writ large, and he wanted more prisoners.

      Unfortunately, not all the pinnaces escaped unscathed. Three in the back of the wave took fire and came down in the city. He listened with half an ear as the pilots and Marines on the ground tersely communicated their situation as they made emergency landings or, in one case, crashed. The lack of audio after that impact didn’t bode well for the pilot and gunner, but there was always hope.

      Once the air attack had finished, the Planetary Defense Forces came racing in from several sides. They had their own heavy weapons firing at the building, and now that the pinnaces had decimated the defenses, they weren’t under as much pressure as they would’ve been.

      It was still a bloody affair because many of the ground attack vehicles took hits on the way in, and the ground was soon littered with burning vehicles and scattered bodies. Much like a doctor working on a patient, Mac had to compartmentalize the horror he was seeing and focus on the critical tasks that needed doing.

      In this case, he wasn’t doing the operation, but he couldn’t afford to let his emotions overwhelm him. It was a skill he’d painfully learned over the years.

      It took the Planetary Defense Forces about ten minutes to reach the building and for their fire to stop the remaining weapons from killing their people. Once that was done, they breached the building and raced into a hail of gunfire. The enemy was well prepared, and every meter of ground inside the facility would be contested. He was glad he hadn’t faced something like that this morning. If he had, very few of his Marines would’ve come home.

      Now that the exterior attack was essentially complete, he relaxed a bit. They had the numbers to go into the ground after the aliens and rescue the people held prisoner below. He knew the cost would be high, but once it was done, they’d have complete control of the planet and could begin the long process of rebuilding and trying to find the necessary facilities to get Hunter back into fighting shape.

      Mac was thinking about that when a loud bang went off lower in the building. He strode out into the hall, already unslinging his rifle. That sounded like a breaching charge. Had the aliens somehow gotten behind them? Or worse, had they concealed tunnels from detection?

      The Planetary Defense Forces had looked for tunnels, but just because they hadn’t found anything didn’t mean there was nothing to see.

      When several automatic weapons began firing below, he knew that had to be the case. He activated his comm on the Marine tactical net. “This is Hunter Marine Actual. We have a force breaching the Planetary Defense Forces command building. The aliens are trying to get out of the net we’ve drawn around them. Prepare to evacuate the area around the alien facility and regroup.”

      He then switched to the Planetary Defense Forces network and repeated the information. It wasn’t going to change their attack plan because they were committed, but they needed to know what was happening behind them.

      That done, his job changed from observing the fight to avoiding capture. With the aliens and their war machines potentially on the floors below him, that might be challenging. They were between him and his preplanned escape routes. They couldn’t have made a better countermove if they’d tried.

      Well, it was too late to complain about it now. Since the aliens had no way of knowing this was a command post, he’d just been unlucky enough to be on top of their breakout point. They wouldn’t have a lot of interest in swarming the building. Time was limited if they wanted to escape the Planetary Defense Forces, so they’d have to get out of the area before they could be contained.

      Not that he could see how that would do them any good. Without their fortress, they’d be trapped in the ruined city, and the Planetary Defense Forces would hunt them down. It didn’t matter how many war machines they had. Their days were numbered, and they had to know that.

      That thought made him frown. If they’d planned to abandon their building far enough in advance to dig tunnels and have an escape plan, that meant that Dufaux was probably walking into a trap. If they weren’t going to leave people behind to fight her, it was almost certainly rigged with explosives.

      It was a risk, but he opened a channel to her anyway. “The aliens are coming out through your command center building. If they’re not planning on holding the facility, it’s a trap. I think you should pull your people back.”

      “We can’t assume that’s what they’ve done,” she responded. “There are a lot of humans under the building, and we need to get them out. They might have only booby-trapped the building itself, so we’ll take precautions, but we’re not pulling out. Is there anything you can do to slow them down?”

      “Negative. We just don’t have enough people. It’s not going to matter in the end. What can they do? The city isn’t going to protect them any more than their facility did. This delays things, but you’ll catch up with them soon enough. I’ll leave you to what you’re doing. Good luck.”

      His warning given, he relocated to the far side of the building and peered out the window cautiously. If any of the weapons platforms saw movement, they might fire on it. Also, since he was near the stairwell, he propped the door open to hear anyone or anything coming toward his position from below.

      When he looked out at the street, he saw a stream of the weapons platforms moving out with aliens sandwiched between them. They were looking for trouble, and they found it.

      Even without specific orders, his Marines were firing on the aliens from the surrounding buildings. Mac hoped they were moving after firing because the weapons platforms were returning fire and dispatching some of their number to counterattack.

      It looked like the Marines were firing on the living aliens, which was a better bet. Sure, they needed some of the aliens to question, but they had to break the enemy’s will first, and they wouldn’t do that by destroying their machines. They’d have to bleed them first. Just the fact that they were retreating didn’t put them off-limits. Until they surrendered or were captured, they were fair game.

      He longed to open fire himself, but he was more interested in using his binoculars to observe their behavior. These looked to be more of the military types. Some might be civilians, but they would have no way of knowing until they got their hands on them, which would be a high-order priority once things settled down.

      He was scanning down the line of retreating military personnel when he caught sight of something that made him pause. There were four humans clustered together in the middle of the column. It looked like the enemy was taking some of their prisoners with them.

      Only these people weren’t restrained, and it didn’t look like they were being watched all that closely. In fact, they were dressed in the same uniforms as the military personnel.

      Mac’s blood ran cold. They’d found a way to plant some of their symbiotes into human beings, and now they were taking those people with them.

      He paid close attention to how the humans were moving and saw that their motions were a bit jerky. The aliens might have control of the bodies, but it didn’t look like they had the necessary practice to move smoothly. He was tempted to put them out of their misery, but they might still be savable.

      He’d been paying attention to the other sounds in the building and had heard the forces on the lower floors resisting whatever the war machines were doing. Only now, he didn’t hear anything. The firing had ceased.

      Was that because the aliens had pulled their mechanical minions out of the building, or had the defenders fallen? He supposed he’d find out in short order if they sent forces up the stairs.

      Listening at the door, he heard something coming up, and the sounds of metal moving told him it was the war machines. They were clearing the building since there’d been fighters here.

      Mac pulled several grenades off his belt and ran his fingers through the pins. When it came time to throw them, he didn’t want to delay things any more than he had to. This was already going to be tough.

      As soon as the first war machine reached the landing below him, he began hurling grenades. It took no more than five seconds to throw that many grenades. He hurled himself back because the explosion would be tremendous.

      In fact, the explosion was so powerful that it felt like the building was being knocked over. He staggered to his feet, not remembering how he’d ended up on the floor, and staggered to the stairwell. The stairs were gone. If there were war machines down there, they wouldn’t be coming for him.

      His ears were ringing, so trying and communicating with anyone was useless. He made his way over to the other side of the building and stared out through the ruined façade toward the alien facility. All that was left was a huge column of smoke rising into the sky.

      Things had just gotten complicated.
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      Jack listened to Kelly Danek’s report with interest. The orphaned quantum gate was far too distant to get any information in real-time, so she’d sent it as a recording, and he’d have to send any questions back.

      He hardly found it shocking that the people of Port Royale had bypassed the security measures the Navy had once thought safe from that type of behavior. That solved the mystery of why the Navy hadn’t protected the system containing the depot with the same technology they’d used in the gates that were waiting to be used. They had.

      Since the pirates weren’t around to question anymore, and Connor had had no idea this had been done—or so he’d claimed—Jack could only assume the pirates had found specialists to work on the security measures once they’d discovered the gate. After all, if someone located a secret gate, they’d want to know what was on the other end, wouldn’t they?

      Not that it was necessary at this particular moment. It didn’t matter how they’d bypassed the security measures because the gate was useless. Nevertheless, figuring out how it had been done would make sure that if they ever got to the point where they used the new gates, they could protect them.

      Still, he was sure Lisa would agree that plugging the known security issues was better than letting someone bypass them. Since she had Regex inside her, he couldn’t ask her about it without revealing the vulnerability. That would be like handing the security measures meant to protect the gates directly to the Locusts. Unless things changed drastically, he wouldn’t be able to use their most obvious source of talent.

      They still had the young hacker that had helped him at the nuclear weapons facility. He seemed talented, though nowhere in Lisa’s league. Then again, how many people would be? She seemed like a genius at what she did. Her loss was a real blow to their team.

      Would they ever be able to trust Regex? Maybe in time the alien would prove himself to them, though Jack wasn’t sure how he would manage that. It seemed unthinkable that they could trust anyone connected with the Locusts, but he wouldn’t reject the idea out of hand. The future was never known to those living in the present.

      His comm chimed, and he once again reminded himself that he needed to get himself an aide to handle basic office and scheduling tasks. He was a flag officer and needed a flag lieutenant. Surely there was some junior officer he could call upon to fulfill that duty.

      “Romanoff,” he said once he’d answered.

      “Commodore, this is Corey Goldberg.”

      The name didn’t ring any bells, but the voice was familiar. It took a few moments, but he finally placed the young hacker he’d just been thinking about. He was sure he’d heard the man’s name, but it hadn’t stuck.

      “What can I do for you, Mister Goldberg? Have you had any luck with the computer we found?”

      “As a matter of fact, I have. It’s a good thing we copied the data several times to different storage drives as there was an insidious program buried inside the computer itself. When I checked the amount of data on each target drive, it kept coming up with different values. I checked the drives against one another and the original, and discovered a series of hidden files that weren’t being copied across. The new storage media wasn’t getting a complete copy of even the files I could access either. The program was buried in the original drive’s firmware, and it’s brilliant.”

      “That’s all very interesting, Mister Goldberg,” Jack said, interrupting what was promising to be a long, profoundly technical discussion that he was in no position to understand, “but what did you end up finding?”

      “I found everything we need to know about the gate control units. It seems they were stored here because they lead to something important that the Navy didn’t want an operational gate connected to. There’s no information about what that might be, but it’s connected to the gate that leads to Port Royale. Frankly, I’m not sure what could be more important than all the battleships and a space station full of supplies meant to keep them fighting, but the Navy seemed convinced.”

      Jack held up a hand even though Goldberg couldn’t see it. “Hold on a second. You’re saying we’re supposed to swap the control units on the gate so that it takes us somewhere else? Is that even possible?”

      “I have no idea, sir. All I can say for sure is that the computer indicates that’s what’s supposed to happen. I’ll send the information I’ve pulled to your ship, but you’ll have to decide for yourself what happens to the control units themselves.”

      Jack thought about it for a second. “Even though we don’t know where they’re supposed to lead, I think it’s best to bring them up. Talk with the engineers and arrange to ship them to orbit. By the time they get here, I might even have some idea what I’m supposed to do with them.”

      “Will do, sir. Is there anything else you need me for?”

      He could hear a hint of eagerness in the man’s voice, so he likely had plans that Jack was about to ruin. “I’d like you to come up as well. There are a few things I might need your assistance with. It may turn out to be a blind alley, but if I don’t have you here, there’s nothing I can do if we run into more problems.”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as we’re on the way,” Goldberg said with a sigh. The other man disconnected without waiting for a response, which wasn’t military protocol, but he wasn’t in the military. Kids.

      Jack needed to get the professor back to the ship, too. His work at the alien facility was undoubtedly helpful, but if this was important enough for the Navy to hide under a nuclear weapons facility, they needed to know what was on the other end of that gate. Someone would have to review the data that Goldberg had recovered and find out where the gate led.

      If, of course, it connected anywhere. Whatever was on the other end might have been destroyed long ago, or the gates might not function as they were designed to. He wasn’t sure how the concept of changing destinations worked when it came to quantum gates, so he needed backup.

      Jack was reaching for his comm when it went off. This wasn’t the standard chime of an incoming call but the strident tones of an emergency alert. He tapped the button and accepted the call.

      “Romanoff.”

      “It’s Ensign Sandgren on the bridge, sir,” a young woman said. “We’ve detected a large explosion on New Copenhagen. It was centered on the Locust facility that hadn’t been captured.”

      “When you say large, what does that mean?”

      “Large enough that the fireball was detectable from orbit, sir. Judging by the amount of energy released, the facility was just destroyed.”

      “I’m on my way. Romanoff out.”

      Jack grabbed his comm and headed for the bridge. While walking, he used it to connect to the satellites they’d dropped in orbit and called the professor.

      “Prescott.”

      “It’s Jack. I need you back up here as soon as possible. I can’t go into details over an open channel—even an encrypted one—but it’s important. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “It’s no problem. I’m afraid their computers are a mystery to me even though I’ve got some experience nosing around their file systems. Tell me you have an interesting mystery for me to solve.”

      “I think you could say that. Get up here as quickly as you can.”

      “I’m on my way. Prescott out.”

      Jack hung his comm on his belt and walked between the Marines guarding the bridge hatch. The young woman sitting in the command chair stood, and he smoothly took her place.

      “We don’t have any more information on what’s going on below, sir,” she said. “We’ve tried Colonel Turner several times and not gotten a response. The Planetary Defense Forces are also non-responsive.”

      “Keep trying, and let me know when you have him on the line. Hell, tell me the moment you have anyone in that particular area on the line.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      As the engineering watch officer, that wasn’t her job, but she’d had the conn, so he’d let her keep working the issue.

      As she headed to stand behind the communications officer, he called India on the comm built into his seat. She was down in engineering, assessing what needed to happen to begin reinforcing the damaged hull.

      “MacKinnon,” she said when the call connected. “I just heard about the explosion on the surface, Jack. Do you need me on the bridge?”

      “Not right now. We don’t know any more than you do at this point, and I don’t want to pull you away from what you’re doing. Has Kelly told you about what they found out at the gate?”

      “Just that someone had been messing around with the security. My bet is on the pirates. It’s disappointing that they could get around what was supposed to be ironclad security, but I can’t say it’s a surprise. That technology is old.”

      “Well, I’ve got another surprise for you. The hacker we had working at the nuclear weapons facility got enough information from the computer to indicate those quantum gate control modules were supposed to be swapped out with the ones on this gate to make a different destination accessible. One that’s apparently got something that the Navy didn’t want anyone to find.”

      “More important than the depot? That sounds potentially ominous. Does the data have any clues about what it is?”

      “Not that I’ve heard. I’ll have the professor review the data and see if he can determine what’s supposed to be on the other side. It seems strange to not have a dedicated gate. Whoever decided this needed to be hidden didn’t want anyone finding it.”

      “Is this a bad time to bring up the fact that we don’t have a ship capable of using a quantum gate? I suppose we could use the mothership if we understood the process by which they used the gates, but since they don’t have a quantum drive, I don’t know that anyone ever decided how that worked.”

      Jack sighed and rubbed his face. “Yet one more problem we need to solve before we can figure out what’s going on. Look, I need you to speed engineering up a little. Time is marching on, and we need to be ready for whatever happens next.”

      “I’m on it,” she said. “Just keep me read in on what’s going on if you would. This would make a great video thriller.”

      “Wouldn’t it, though? Romanoff out.”

      They really did have a lot of irons in the fire. Someone in the Navy had wanted to hide something they considered important enough to stash quantum control units at the bottom of a nuclear weapons facility. Whatever it was, it was so off-the-wall that he couldn’t imagine what it could be. What was more critical than eleven battleships and their spare parts and weapons?

      While he was pondering that, Sandgren turned toward him. “Sir, we have Colonel Turner on the comm.”

      “Put him through,” Jack said, leaning forward. “What’s going on down there, Colonel?”

      “The locals walked into a trap, sir,” Mac said in a tired voice. “It looks like the aliens knew we were coming and rigged the building to blow. I’m not sure how many people it took with it because we’re still rescuing people from under where the building used to be. It’ll be some time before we have a full tally of the casualties, but the Planetary Defense Forces took a significant hit. I’m afraid Captain Dufaux is unaccounted for and might be among the dead. Worse, we have evidence that the aliens have successfully taken control of at least a few humans.”

      That was grim news.

      “What have you got?”

      “I watched as the enemy forces evacuated, and they took at least four humans with them that were dressed in their uniforms. I couldn’t see anything conclusive other than the fact that they were human. What they did to them, and whether the people still have any say in the matter, I don’t know. Nevertheless, I felt you should know.”

      “What will we have to do to hunt them down once and for all, Colonel?” Jack asked. “What do you need that we can provide?”

      “They can’t get far, sir. Without their resources, they should be easier to deal with, but they’ve got a lot of automated weapons platforms with them. It will take a while for our people to destroy their hardware and force them to surrender. If they surrender at all.”

      “Work with General Nagel and President Scazzosi to make that happen. For that matter, bring Mark Connor in on the discussions since we don’t want to leave him out, and he’s working with the government here. They need to know everything we do. Securing the humans that were suborned is a high priority.”

      “Understood, sir. We’ll make the magic happen. I can’t guarantee it will be today or even tomorrow, but as soon as it’s possible to pin them down and eliminate their support, we’ll get you everything we can.”

      “Good enough. Take care of yourself and see what you can do to save whoever’s underground.”

      “Will do, sir. Turner out.”

      Jack wasn’t waiting for Turner to capture people for them to talk to. They already had some prisoners aboard that could answer many of their questions if they could be made to talk. It was time for Lisa and Regex to chat with the high-ranking prisoners they’d already brought aboard.
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      Lisa tried not to glower as the Marines pushed her down the corridor in a wheelchair. She’d proven she could walk, but the doctor had insisted she not do so outside of physical therapy sessions. That was smart but annoying. Now she knew how Professor Prescott felt with his cane.

      She ignored the Marines trailing her. Being shadowed everywhere was even more annoying, but she couldn’t blame her associates for being cautious. After all, she wasn’t in complete control of her own body. Regex could decide to walk her wherever he chose, and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it. He was the driver that made her body work.

      Just the thought of that made her despair. She’d been crippled. Even though she didn’t suffer the worst of the effects, her life would never be the same, no matter how this turned out. She’d either be trapped in a bed and unable to care for herself or forever at the mercy of an alien whose motives she’d never understand.

      < My motives aren’t incomprehensible. Like you, I want what’s best for myself and my people. We can find ways to work together. That is, after all, what symbiosis is all about.>

      You weren’t designed to be a symbiote. You were intended to control others. If things had gone to plan, you’d be inserted into someone—like me—and utterly subjugate them. That’s not exactly a partnership.

      <Are any of us truly responsible for those who came before us and what they did? I will point out that none of my people ever performed the function for which we were designed. We were not parasites, no matter what our creators intended. In the here and now, we are responsible for only our own actions, just like you.>

      Lisa snorted. You mean like the invasion? I don’t recall you taking responsibility for that.

      <Not personally, no. From my point of view, we never intended to invade anyone. Once I can show you my memories, you will see that for yourself.>

      And how long will that take? You can draw the process out for as long as you like and maybe even create fake memories. There’s no guarantee that anything you’ve told me is true.

      <I understand your fears, but rest assured that the process starts today. I believe I will be able to share how to speak our language and potentially other skills and memories. My concern is that as you aren’t designed to interface with me in that manner, you will be flooded with information that’s unusable and possibly overwhelming.>

      Will it be dangerous?

      <I don’t believe so, but at the wrong moment, it could be disorienting. Do you want to display weakness in front of an enemy? Our military will take advantage of you if you show the slightest bit of softness. I suggest a test where you interface with the others captured with me. For example, you could speak with Pastan.>

      What exact role does she serve? Just from watching the two of you, I can tell she has a higher social position than you. Now that we can converse, who is she?

      <Pastan is a member of our leadership caste. Unlike your people, we don’t elect our leaders. Those who show a talent for leadership are elevated into the position by those who are already there. If they prove unsuitable, they are sent back to the role they came from. She was to be the leader of the initial colony that would build everything required for the follow-up waves.>

      That’s quite a responsibility.

      <I can only hope she proves steady and resourceful enough. This war—this invasion—is a perversion. My people are peaceful, no matter what our military has done. The military is only a tiny portion of our people, though they want to supplant our leaders. I will do what I must to help you fight our military and their invasion, but I need something in return. I need to know that by doing so, I am not consigning my people to death. Can you at least understand how precarious our position is?>

      Is it? Even if your military does what they want, you’ll still be here on new planets. You’ll still have hosts to work with if they ever figure out how to subjugate humans. The idea of them taking another sentient species and turning them into your slaves so that you can have bodies sickens me, but the Tardans will live.

      <Some things are worth avoiding even if the alternative is death, and I—and most of my people—do not wish to subjugate anyone. We would view what you’re thinking of as a horror, just like you. No matter what our creators wished us to do, that is not who we are. Help us save our original hosts, and we can find a way for our people to work together. Let’s find a path out of the mess we find ourselves in rather than trying to drown the other simply to survive. As symbionts, my people understand the need to work together. We can work with humans and find a solution that can help both of our people. You and I can work as one.>

      Lisa thought about that as they arrived at the prison complex holding the aliens. Did he really mean it? She’d go into this with an open mind, but she’d have to see his memories to verify things for herself. No matter how disorienting that might be. No matter how painful.

      I’ll need to understand what’s being said. I don’t trust you enough to allow you to be the sole translator. We’ll use my translation program with the military prisoners, but that will be a ruse. They would have no reason to expect that I could understand them, and if we allow both of the senior officers to be in the room at the same time, they’ll speak back and forth, and there’s no telling what juicy little bits of information they’ll let fall because they’re being incautious. Still, you’re right that we need to start with a friendly audience. I suppose that means we need to talk to Pastan. How is she going to react to our situation?

      <My assumption is that she’d be as horrified as we are by what has occurred. I can honestly tell her that we didn’t seek this, but you’re not one of the humanoids we have used for centuries. You’re a sentient creature and an unwilling host. I don’t want to guess her ultimate reaction, but her initial one will not be positive.>

      Well, it’s not like we can do anything to change our situation. Let’s deal with her and see what happens. First of all, though, I need to be able to understand your language. To do that, you said that you needed to share your memories and skills with me. I know that’s not something you’ve ever tried before, but we’ll have to make an attempt. How do we do that?

      Her Marine escort pushed her into the compartment with the divider. At her gesture, they closed the hatch and left her alone for the first time since the accident. Okay, not an accident, but she was pretty sure no one had intended to kill her. She’d been collateral damage, and so had Regex.

      She rolled her wheelchair to the table and set her translation tablet in front of her. She’d continue to utilize it because the data she gathered would help refine her program. If she could understand what the aliens were saying, that would be a tremendous help. With Regex and her working together, they would understand both sides of the translation issues and be able to smooth out any inconsistencies with ease. That would require fluency of both languages by both people, though. They were only three-quarters of the way there and had to finish the job.

      <I’ll attempt to make the memories of my language more prominent. If you can grasp them, that should make sharing other memories simpler. I don’t know if you’ll be able to understand everything all at once, and I should be clear that I did not understand your language right away. It happened quickly, but not instantaneously. The more I heard, the clearer the meaning behind the words became. Even now, I have a connection to the part of your brain that processes language, and in effect, you’re translating for me. That is what I need to do for you.>

      So that means I need to listen to your language while the process takes place? Then I suppose we’d best call your friend in and get this started.

      <I would hardly call her my friend, though that might happen in time. She is a leader of my people, and they stand separate from everyone else. Make no mistake, I’m no slave, but I don’t exist in the same social circles as she does.>

      Is that true now? You got a dozen prisoners all stuffed into the same set of compartments, and we don’t know when we’ll be able to get our hands on more of your people. I’m sure some were captured on the planet, but aren’t those most likely from the military?

      <Yes and no. For example, the people you brought in from the ship that built the space elevator. They serve the military, yet they are not part of it. I suspect many of them don’t fully share their goals. For that matter, they may be unaware of the military’s ultimate endgame. They know there was treachery, and they felt terrible about it, though not enough to reject the people they worked for. It’s a complicated situation and one that we won’t be able to unwind today.>

      If you’ve got a bunch of colony ships coming in, we don’t have much time. We’ve got a lot of work to do, so I suppose we’d best be about it.

      She looked up at the camera at the corner of the ceiling. “Open the hatch on the other side so we can summon one of the aliens to speak to.”

      A few moments later, the hatch on the other side slid open. Within fifteen seconds, the woman they wanted to speak to stepped through the hatch. She approached the table on her side and sat.

      Once again, her appearance was unsettling. She was humanoid, but definitely not human. The way her mouth worked reminded Lisa of an insect, and that almost made her shudder.

      Lisa and Pastan sat there without speaking for a few seconds. She didn’t know what the alien was thinking, but on her part, she was searching for a bit of equilibrium. She’d almost died the last time she’d been sitting in this room. That took a toll on a person.

      She supposed the situation was worse for Regex, though she hated to admit it. His host had died instantly from one of the shots. She didn’t know how long the symbiotes could live in a dead body, but it probably wasn’t long. Both of them were damaged goods now, so they’d need to figure out how to make their way through the minefields of their own emotions.

      With a sigh, Lisa activated the translation program. If communicating with the alien woman required her to hear the alien speak, it was time to get this started. She hoped the process would be relatively straightforward, though she wasn’t going to hold her breath. Nothing in life seemed to come easy.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Regex was shot and his host died,” she said. “The situation is more complicated than that, but that seems like the right place to start. He’s not dead, though.”

      The translation program spat out a series of alien phrases that seemed to hold a vague meaning. She couldn’t put her finger on precisely what the words meant, but it was more than she’d expected.

      Pastan spoke slowly and clearly, her words sounding even more nebulously familiar than the computer program’s attempt at a translation. Lisa expected Regex to translate for her, but the alien was silent. When the computer spat out its idea of what the alien had said, it was less than helpful.

      “Audible occupancy. Life. When?”

      That’s less than helpful, Regex. Are you ready to give me a hand with it?

      <It would be more useful if I didn’t, though I suppose I should give you a minimal translation. She said that she’d heard the conflict and wanted to know if I was alive.>

      I feel something, so I think whatever you’re doing might be working, but it’s not helping yet. Keep it up. Maybe try harder.

      “As I said,” Lisa continued, “he survived the attack by your military. His host body didn’t. I don’t want to give you the full story until I can speak with you more clearly, but you need to understand that he’ll help me translate what you’re saying.”

      Then she grimaced at the machine’s translation efforts and the alien’s apparent confusion. If Lisa wanted to get across any of what she’d just said, she would have to cede control of one of the few sets of muscles she could still operate on her own.

      I’ll have to bite the bullet and let you speak through me. I hate that. I understand our vocal apparatus isn’t close to the same, so I’m not sure how you’re going to make some of the noises I’m hearing, but you have my permission to try, so long as you stop when I say to.

      <I’m sure this will be less than comfortable, but I’ll try to make this as brief and straightforward as possible. If you need to speak for yourself, feel free to do so because I will not interrupt you. Once I am done speaking, you are again your own person.>

      I’m always my own person—as are you—and the sooner we get to where we both understand that the better off we’ll be. Maybe those boundaries will get a little blurrier as we get to know one another, but this isn’t that time. I’ll give you a little more access to do what you want when we start playing around with your computers. That’ll have to satisfy you because it’s all I have to give right now.

      She tried to relax but was still shocked when her mouth opened, and she began to speak in what sounded like a hideous approximation of the alien tongue. Her initial impulse was to clap her hand over her mouth, but she resisted the urge.

      The alien woman froze. Lisa had no idea if what was said had been even remotely understandable, but it was obvious she hadn’t expected to hear someone try to speak in her own language.

      The fact that Regex was both generating the speech and sharing his ability to comprehend the language with her seemed to be getting stronger, though there was still no actual effect she could put a finger on.

      <I just told her that my host was killed and that the human physicians implanted me inside your body to correct a severed spine.>

      In a gesture so human that Lisa almost laughed, Pastan’s eyes narrowed. She spoke again, slowly and enunciating clearly. Her tone indicated she didn’t believe what she was hearing, though Lisa wasn’t sure how she knew that.

      <She is skeptical. My enunciation was quite bad, though good enough for my meaning to come across.>

      I want you to think more intensely about sharing the ability to speak with me. In fact, think aloud what you’re trying to say as you’re saying it. Maybe that will help join the two things in my mind. I feel close to making a breakthrough.

      The next time he spoke, she expected the strange sensation of familiarity to grow stronger, but instead, it felt almost as if the meaning of the words were swirling around in her mind, and even as he enunciated each word, she heard its meaning from him but simultaneously grasped it on her own.

      “I speak the truth, Leader Pastan,” he said through her mouth. “The human acting as my host is attempting to access the portion of my memories relating to our language in the same way I can access hers. I am speaking with her consent.” He then translated what he’d said for her.

      This was the creepiest thing she’d ever experienced, and that was saying something. He was speaking through her, and she could understand the alien language. It took a few moments for each word and phrase to become clear, but it felt as if his mental translations were becoming redundant.

      What was more interesting was how she was able to interpret Pastan’s expression as one of shock and distaste. It looked nothing like a similar expression would on a human, but Lisa was confident she had the right emotions pegged.

      “If you are speaking truly, then something unspeakable has happened,” Pastan said. “I must talk to these aliens, and this situation must be clarified.”

      I’m going to try to say something. It’s probably not going to work but just let me try.

      Lisa took a deep breath and launched into it. “My name is Lisa Gane, and I am the human speaking to you. I don’t know if this will make any sense whatsoever, but I have to try. Your people and mine must be able to speak to one another.”

      It felt as if she was trying to twist her tongue like a drill bit in her throat, and she heard her voice speaking in the alien language while she captured the meaning in her own dialect. It was a weird kind of duality, much like living with Regex.

      If she’d thought Pastan’s eyes were narrow before, they were almost closed now. “This situation is beyond disturbing. Are you a leader among your people?”

      Lisa stopped herself from shaking her head. She knew instinctively that the gesture would not be understood by the alien woman sitting across from her. “No. I’m a scientist specializing in computers and programming.”

      “Then I must speak with one of your leaders at once. On behalf of my people, I abase myself. What has occurred to you should never have been allowed, even if you were as badly injured as Regex said. It is not our way.”

      “To be honest, we didn’t have a say in the matter. One of our doctors decided to perform the procedure after his host was killed and I was injured. If they hadn’t implanted Regex inside me, and if the two of us had not come to an arrangement, neither of us would be speaking with you today. And let me be clear. We do need to speak because there are events underway that we cannot stop without your assistance. Events that will result in the deaths of many of your people, as well as mine.”

      “That troubles me even more deeply.”

      Lisa smiled without the slightest bit of humor. “I have to say that being able to speak your language is hard for me to wrap my mind around.”

      The alien woman made a gesture, and her mouth moved into a slightly open position. Lisa interpreted that as a smile. “Your accent is horrific, though much better than your translation program. I’m afraid you’ll need to practice a great deal to smooth your delivery.”

      “I’ll get a lot of practice, and I’m certain Regex will give me some pointers. Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’ll summon our leader.”

      She pulled her comm unit off her belt and signaled Commodore Romanoff. Now things were really starting to happen.
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      Derek floated toward the quantum gate, using his thruster pack to move closer to one of the portable airlocks. He could see the pinnace attached beside it, and the engineers were already working at gaining access.

      He’d have brought the converted Locust mothership closer, but it had no means to attach to the gate’s hull. Amanda would keep the mothership circling the gate for as long as needed. She’d asked for that duty to get more flight time, so that worked out.

      He wasn’t worried about his friend being alone. She had the skills, and the solo flight time would help build her confidence. If the chief engineer took long enough, they’d switch places so she could have an opportunity to practice her extravehicular activities.

      The engineering team wanted to look at the control modules to see how the pirates had broken into the gate. That didn’t require his presence, but he wanted to see things for himself. He had a hunch and wanted to see if it panned out.

      By the time he arrived at the airlock, the engineering team had gained access to the gate, so he cycled the airlock and followed them in. The area inside wasn’t designed for long-term human occupation, but there was enough space for them to fit.

      He frowned as he used his magnetic boots to walk to where Commander Danek was examining a console. “I don’t think any of this is original,” he said over the general channel. “This entire structure was built around the control module.”

      She turned and looked at him before nodding. “They needed something for their computer people to break into the control systems, and this was how they did it. Unless they were exceptionally clever, there would be clues left in the buffers and logs. And then there’s the hardware they modified to make this work. It will all tell us something.”

      Danek directed her team to start examining the control console first. If there was data, it made sense to pull it off first. Anything they did might compromise the data. As soon as they reported that nothing was locked, Derek knew it wouldn’t take them more than a few minutes to extract every bit of data they were concerned with.

      “Do you feel comfortable with Amanda flying around by herself in that hodgepodge you call a ship?” Danek asked him while her people worked.

      “We’ve got the basic systems operational, so there’s no reason she can’t cruise around the gate to her heart’s content. She hasn’t done a lot of solo flying, and since she’s sticking to the general area, it’s great experience and a confidence builder. There aren’t enough of us trained in using the old-style small craft to have two pilots all the time, and she’ll have to learn that although the skills she learned playing Locust War Online count for something, they have to be put to use with real equipment.”

      “That seems a little lackadaisical to me,” the engineer said with a frown. “Still, it’s your call. So, is this just EVA practice for you, or did you come over here for a reason?”

      “A reason, actually. Since we found those new gates, I researched how quantum gates were used and found a series of articles on how they had to be tuned to work together. I want to see if you could pull some data out of the systems that might tell us where it goes.”

      “Port Royale, obviously.”

      “And potentially, that other location the commodore found control modules leading to,” he pointed out.

      “You think you can figure that out? What good would it do us?”

      “At this point, I’m not sure,” he admitted. “While we know the motherships can go through gates, we don’t know how they manage it. Also, these new-style gates are rigged to self-destruct if a Locust ship comes too close.”

      “They obviously bypassed that, too,” the engineer said. “Otherwise, you’d have triggered it.”

      “True, but that likely won’t be the case for the hidden destination. Let’s say we install the new control units and try to use them. The other end goes boom the moment the mothership comes out. Not exactly helpful. Honestly, this is more of an intellectual exercise than anything. I’ve got a hyperspace-capable ship that I can’t take anywhere, but I’d like to know what my options are if I can figure them out.”

      “Not to rain on your parade, but those gate controllers aren’t here,” she pointed out. “The only ones we have are the ones pointed at Port Royale, and we know where that is.”

      He smiled. “Do you think they never tested the alternate controllers? If they didn’t clean out all the data, the information might still be in there somewhere. I figure it doesn’t hurt to look. The worst we can find is nothing.”

      She shrugged and gestured toward the control console now that her people had finished. “I suppose it’s possible. You might as well take advantage of the console being linked into the gate with the security already bypassed. Or should we have a computer expert doing that?”

      “Is it possible to set up a comm link with Professor Prescott? He might be able to guide me to the files I need a lot quicker than I could do on my own.”

      Danek nodded. “I’ve got my people getting that set up so we can ensure we have a clean line of communication. I’ll let you know when everything is up and running.”

      Somewhat amused, Derek eyed the seat mounted in front of the console. It looked ridiculous in a microgravity environment, but he understood the necessity. He settled in and found the lap belt that would hold him in place.

      Since the engineering team had already accessed the data, he knew the system wasn’t locked. That allowed him to begin familiarizing himself with the controls while waiting for the communications link to come online. Everything looked about like he’d expected, though he had no knowledge of the systems themselves. All that time playing Locust War Online gave him a great deal of familiarity with how computers of the era worked.

      While he was no expert, it looked like the console had been configured to access the control modules directly. Everything was supposed to be automated on a gate, but this setup bypassed several of those features. Either someone had gotten their hands on the necessary codes to get into the system in the first place, or they’d had someone like Lisa Gane to break in for them.

      Commander Danek informed him when the comm link was up, and he sent a message back to Hunter asking for specific instructions from the professor about where he might look on a system like this to get some information on triangulating the destination. He doubted he’d find anything specific enough to locate something with pinpoint accuracy, but when you got to the level of stellar systems, you could figure it out with something relatively close.

      It took a while for his message to get to the battleship and for the professor to respond. Even once Derek had the advice, it wasn’t that helpful because no one was an expert when it came to working with quantum gates. Still, it gave him a place to start, and he might get lucky.

      The more he dug into the settings for the quantum gate, the more lost he became in the technobabble. There was a lot about gate operations he had no understanding of. The control models were linked to one another at the quantum level, and they utilized the gates themselves to create an artificial wormhole between two locations that lasted just long enough to move a ship from point A to point B.

      That was similar to how the independent quantum drive on Hunter worked, but he did all the targeting when it came to that and had to know very specific information about what was on the other end. If he got the coordinates or power levels wrong, they might end up in deep space and require another jump. That wasn’t a killer failure, but it would be embarrassing.

      Derek started off with the basic information the professor sent him and came up dry. Nothing pointed to what he was hoping for, but he did notice some fundamental similarities to the navigational setup he utilized aboard the battleship in one of the subsystems.

      He dug deeper into that, and while it gave him some information, it wasn’t as clear. It was more like a general look at where the other gate might be located. That could be useful, but since the gate might be as far as twenty light-years away, it would narrow it down enough to pinpoint which system this secret facility was located in.

      And that’s when he had to remind himself that he wasn’t looking at the data for the secret system yet. He was looking at the data required to get them to Port Royale. That system was in the general direction the gate logs were pointing toward, and he could even get the power readings required for each transit. When he went into the logs, he was able to find a history of those going back for a very long time. The timestamps indicated this gate had been in operation since shortly after the end of the last invasion.

      With that information in hand, he began scrolling through that log file, looking at each individual transit and tallying their similarities. They were almost identical except for a few hundred transits over a period of about a year, clustered about twenty years after the gate had become operational. That would make it nearly thirty years after the first invasion.

      Those readings were a lot more interesting. The focus shifted with each jump by a minuscule—but measurable—amount. The other thing that was off was the amount of power used to generate the quantum tunnel between the two gates. It was significantly lower than what was used for Port Royale, which was hard to understand since Port Royale was located in the nearest stellar system.

      The more he thought about it, the more Derek suspected someone had pulled a fast one. As he’d just been thinking, it wasn’t impossible to end up away from a star system when one executed an independent quantum jump. In fact, the battleships in Locust War Online often did something like that just to get away from possible observation.

      What if the people who’d built this secret facility had decided to put it in deep space? Or, considering the relatively high movement rate, what if it was in orbit around this system? He had no way of determining the distance from the power levels, so he’d just be guessing no matter what he did.

      As a trained navigator, he knew about orbits. He could guess at the orbital period by looking at the shift in targeting for each transit. If someone put something in the outermost reaches of this system, they probably hadn’t wanted to draw attention to it. It would be moving with the rest of the material in that area, which gave him a yardstick he could use to guess the rough location of the destination gate.

      Admittedly, this was all wild guesswork. He couldn’t give anyone a realistic estimate of where the gate was, and it really didn’t matter. Even if there was something in the outer reaches of this particular solar system, it was still beyond easy reach. The outermost known planet in the New Copenhagen system was roughly six light-hours from the star. None of their ships could move at anything close to light speed, so it would take them far too long to get there.

      Unless, of course, they used the mothership’s hyperdrive. Even if they did, that would only get them somewhere in the outer system. With all the debris out there, it would be impossible to find what they were looking for without something like a beacon—which he doubted they’d find—or exact coordinates.

      He pursed his lips and went back into the data to see how the control modules knew where to target something moving quickly. There had to be something in the hardware that drove the changes based on a timestamp.

      It took him almost an hour to find what he was looking for, during which he had to ask Amanda to hang on a little longer because he was onto something. Once he saw it, he knew no one other than a trained helmsman with experience using an independent quantum drive would have had much luck deciphering the dense navigational data. While regular quantum gates didn’t need the same precision as the independent drives, the navigational data was similar.

      Derek isolated what he was looking for, transferred it via comm unit back to Hunter, and requested one of the other navigators to run the data through the navigational system and get him some coordinates. That would take time to run and more time to get the results back to him, so he thanked Commander Danek for letting him take a look and left the gate so Amanda could pick him up.

      “What took you so long?” she asked as soon as he was back inside the control area of the modified mothership.

      He strapped himself into the pilot’s seat and grinned at her through his faceplate. “Would you believe I was hacking into the gate to pull data out of the logs about where the gate was aimed at with those new secret control modules?”

      “No. While you know a little about computers, you’re no hacker. What’s your real secret, and what did you find?”

      “I found some entries that didn’t match up with the data that leads to Port Royale. I think the other control modules may go to something in orbit beyond this system’s outermost planet.”

      She frowned. “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Because it’s moving more than it should and using a lot less power than would be required to get to Port Royale, which is in the nearest system. I sent the data back to Hunter, and I expect to get something back from one of the navigators that might tell us if we’re looking at something close by.”

      “Will that help us? It doesn’t matter how close it is if we can’t get there in time to do any good. The only thing we have that’s capable of moving faster than the speed of light is this mothership, and we don’t know anything about how to use the thing.”

      He gestured toward the controls. “Actually, we do. We know that the hyperdrive is either on or off, and we’ve isolated how the directions for controlling the fusion drives work. Their method of selecting the direction to enter hyperspace has to be in a straight line. Unlike the independent quantum drive, this will take us directly where we’re aimed. If we can get the necessary coordinates, we should be able to drop into the area we want to go.”

      Even as he spoke, the comm chimed with an incoming call. When he checked, it wasn’t voice. It was the data he’d requested. He brought the data up using the navigational plot and grinned.

      “And there it is,” he said. “It looks like the target has been orbiting about twice as far out as the outermost officially recognized planet. That puts it at about twelve light hours from the star. We have exact timestamps for when the various connections were made over about a year. That’s a relatively small window, but enough to project where the target would be today. And I see my associates have already done that.”

      He highlighted a point in space. It was about a quarter of the way around the New Copenhagen system from where it had been when the gate connected there last. If they hadn’t had the location, they’d have never found it.

      If, of course, this data meant anything.

      “Okay, it looks like you have something,” Amanda admitted. “Do you think Commodore Romanoff will authorize using the hyperdrive to check it out?”

      “We’re talking about running it for a little more than an hour. The hyperdrive runs at ten times the speed of light. That’s way under what we were warned would be dangerous. Will he go for it? I think so, but there’s only one way to find out.”
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      Mac watched the alien war machines mill around the city’s center through his binoculars. They seemed to have settled around some of the taller structures, but he wasn’t sure if that was because it gave them more ability to watch for approaching enemies or if the underground sections below the buildings gave them a chance to spread out in ways he couldn’t detect.

      Whatever the case, that wasn’t going to save them. His people had a decent count on the number of aliens and even some estimates of how many war machines they were looking at. Both would be in much shorter supply soon.

      With the Planetary Defense Forces out for blood, the attack would need to start soon. At first, it would only be harrying action to take out as many war machines as possible. Every one they eliminated meant less resistance when they made their big push.

      It had been risky, but they’d tested the IFF transponders because he’d suspected they no longer worked. He’d been right. The enemy was definitely onto them. They undoubtedly expected the attack to happen immediately, but the majority of his forces were assisting in the search and rescue operations, trying to rescue the humans that had been trapped underneath the alien facility.

      Some of the upper floors of the underground sections had collapsed, but those deeper down were intact. They were now in the process of getting everyone out. That included a lot of Planetary Defense Force personnel, including Captain Dufaux.

      She was coordinating the rescue operation while he took as many people as they could spare to make sure the Locusts didn’t get away. If he had any say in the matter, New Copenhagen would be fully under their control by dusk.

      He heard a scrape from beside him and turned his head just enough to see Beth inching up to join him at the window. She had her own binoculars out and quickly surveyed the scene in front of them. She didn’t say anything immediately, so he let her make her own assessment.

      “What do you think?” he asked after a minute.

      She didn’t answer for a couple of seconds, continuing to pan her binoculars over the area. When she spoke, she kept her tone low even though they were a good distance away from the war machines.

      “I think we need to use area denial weapons. With as many of them as we have out in the open, that would end them.”

      “If we do that, we’ll have problems with unexploded ordinance. Not every munition goes off, and then we’d have to fight our way past them.”

      She smiled at him. “You’ve got it backwards. We know where the enemy is, so we drop cluster bombs all over their war machines to get this party started. Then, we push our forces through the underground tunnels. We can push them up into the buildings, and they’d be the ones running into the fresh munitions if they ran because we’d still be dropping them until they surrendered.”

      “I think they might be better at fighting underground than we are,” he countered. “We’d be giving up the advantage of coming in from above.”

      “Is that really an advantage this time? Honestly, we’re coming against a defended position, so they’ll be ready for us no matter which way we prefer. The one thing they haven’t seen us do yet is to fight underground. We’re going to have one chance to surprise them, Mac. Let’s not waste it.”

      He rolled her plan around in his mind. It wasn’t bad, he supposed. The key would be using enough force to make it work. He’d have to call in people from the Planetary Defense Forces, and that would pull them away from rescue operations.

      Before doing that, he needed to work out some bugs, though. “What do you think they’ll do if we start bombing them? They’re just going to move to another building and try to escape the area. How do we stop that?”

      “We’ve got people down the tunnels making sure they can’t get around us. We need to reinforce those positions. We don’t want people out in the open when we start the bombardment, so we can reposition most of our forces underground to keep them encircled.”

      “I can see the appeal,” he said. “Start moving more of our people underground and get the pinnaces lined up to start dropping munitions. We don’t want to let up on the war machines until we’re ready to drop bombs. In fact, we’ll need a team of people willing to lure them even farther out of position. That’s going to take some delicate timing.”

      “I think I can work it out,” she said with a nod. “Why don’t you see about getting us some reinforcements?”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      The two of them backed away from the window and entered an interior room. From there, he used a comm linked to a narrow beam transmitter on the roof. It was best if the Locusts never figured out where their command post was because that would just provoke them into attacking. Far better to keep them stewing in their own juices until he was ready to end this.

      It took about ten minutes for him to get Dufaux on the channel.

      “How’s it going?” he asked.

      “Too slowly,” she said in a tired voice. “Thankfully, it looks like the Locusts reinforced the lower levels much more than I would have. We’re going to get most of the prisoners out alive.”

      “That’s good news. What about your people?”

      “Your warning saved a bunch of us. We got into the lower levels before the Locusts blew up the building. That doesn’t mean we didn’t lose people, but it could’ve been a lot worse. How goes your operation to take out the last of the bastards?”

      “We’ve got them penned up in the downtown area. They’ve taken shelter in a couple of the largest buildings, and your maps have proven very helpful in figuring out what we can do about that.”

      “What’s your plan? Better yet, how can my people help once we’ve got everything under control here?”

      “The plan is actually Beth’s. I’ll let her explain, and you can give us some modifications if you can think of anything that will make it run smoother. I don’t want to let these aliens on the loose longer than necessary. If we can take them down before dark, they don’t get the opportunity to scatter like roaches.”

      “We should be done with the initial rescue operations in an hour. What have you got for us?”

      “Right now, the aliens are inside the buildings themselves and using their war machines to put out a perimeter,” Beth said. “My plan is to use our pinnaces to drop cluster munitions over the entire area. That should do a real number on the mechanicals. Once we’ve taken care of them, we can force an underground entry into the areas they control. We’ve got them surrounded in the tunnels, so they can’t get away without us knowing about it. If we can drive them out of the buildings on the surface, we can drop more bombs on them.”

      There was a brief pause on the other end. “I’m not sure I’m a fan of your end game. Whatever we drop now will be something we have to clean up later. Maybe instead of a second wave of cluster bombs, we should surround the area with heavy vehicles, and if anyone tries to push out of the containment zone, they get blasted. The pinnaces could use their guns to circle the area looking for breakouts. The more we can make them feel hemmed in, the better the chances they’ll surrender.”

      Mac wasn’t sure he agreed with her assessment. These aliens didn’t seem like the surrendering types.

      “And what do we do if they don’t give up?” he asked. “They’ve got some high-value targets in there that have a lot of very important questions to answer. There are also some humans they’ve probably implanted symbiotes into.”

      “I can’t begin to tell you how much that makes me shiver,” Dufaux said. “There’s no way in hell we have collaborators willing to do the same sort of thing that your hacker was. For that matter, even she didn’t volunteer. I can’t think of a single person that would want to have an alien sharing their mind and controlling what they do. It’s horrific.”

      “You’ll get no disagreement from me. Nevertheless, we must take as many of them alive as possible. Whatever process they’ve come up with, we need to figure out how to reverse it. If it’s reversible at all.”

      “What does that mean? Do you think they might have done something to those people that killed their personality? If so, we’re in a lot of trouble.”

      Mac shrugged even though she couldn’t see the gesture. “I haven’t got the slightest idea. If I had to make a guess, we’re looking at something suppressing the brain activity of the human. Otherwise, they’ve murdered the host and taken over completely. Personally, I’ll wager that’s their ultimate goal. Whatever they’re planning, this is our best chance to make the people behind it talk. We need to carry this off as cleanly as possible and assign teams to capture the high-value targets. Beth?”

      “Right now, our snipers are taking out as many war machines as possible,” Beth said. “That gives us time to assign people to the various teams and reinforce our checkpoints in the tunnels. We’ll make several probing attacks from the surface to keep them on the defensive and prevent them from going deeper underground. Let’s set the primary attack for about two hours from now. We’ll start dropping munitions on the war machines in ninety minutes to begin softening them up.”

      “Get it all set up, and I’ll look over the plans,” Mac said. “Send them to Captain Dufaux, too.”

      There wasn’t much time to set up for an attack of this magnitude, but they had all the pieces on the board, so it was just a matter of shuffling them around until they were ready to strike. He made a few minor alterations to the basic plan, using the pinnaces to come in and fire their guns early to support the ground attacks.

      That would make the aliens less likely to think they were coming on a bombing run later. In fact, if things worked out well when they were ready to drop the cluster munitions, the aliens would send even more war machines to repel a ground attack that wasn’t coming.

      When he was finally satisfied, he gave the green light, and the operation began. The first part went as expected, with the pinnaces firing their guns at the war machine while the Marines pressed in with the ground attack vehicles, making seemingly random strikes before withdrawing.

      Once he felt they were getting the best response they could expect, they moved to the next phase of the operation. When the pinnaces came in, the war machines swarmed out to meet the anticipated charge, only there wasn’t one. Instead, cluster bombs dropped from the craft streaming overhead, and those burst on the way to the ground, sending softball-sized munitions to scatter among the enemy.

      The munitions exploded with far more force than one would expect of something of their diminutive size, but the shrapnel was more than capable of tearing its way through the war machines. The danger for later operations was that the bomblets didn’t always explode. Those that were left over would need to be located and disarmed by special teams to make the city safe once they were ready to move back into it.

      Still, that was someone else’s problem, and he needed to focus on winning this fight.

      The devastation that the cluster bombs caused drastically thinned the ranks of the mechanical warriors, but since they had no fear of death, they kept coming. The snipers kept them engaged while the pinnaces came back around for another gun run. Their focus above ground would make the aliens very sorry once the main attack started.

      And that meant he needed to leave the above-ground operations in Beth’s capable hands while he went into the tunnels. His job was to see that they pushed into enemy-held territory and took out any resistance. He wanted those high-value targets and any high-ranking officers they could get their hands on. It would be one hell of a fight, but it was the kind of thing he’d trained for. He wasn’t stupid enough to say this would be fun, but as long as he survived the experience, it would be something he would look back on with satisfaction.

      “Good luck, Mac,” Beth said. “Don’t get yourself shot.”

      “That’s the plan. Keep them busy. Once we’ve got everything lined up downstairs, I’ll let you know, and you can hit them one last time. Remember. No one escapes.”

      “We’ll keep them hemmed in. You just make sure they don’t chew you up too bad.”

      Mac nodded and headed for the stairs. This was going to be an ugly fight, but an important one. With victory, they’d secure this planet and have a base of operations that wasn’t a smuggler’s stronghold. That had to be worth something.

      Connor seemed like an alright guy, but he was a criminal. This would be a lot better, and it would be the first real step to retaking the cluster. He and his people wouldn’t fail, no matter the cost.
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      Jack stopped outside the area where the prisoners were being held and pinched the bridge of his nose as he considered the message that had just come in from Derek Calvo. This wasn’t the kind of complication he’d been looking for, and if he made the wrong decision, someone could die. Yet, they might lose a potential advantage if they didn’t act.

      The young officer wanted to take the mothership to the system’s edge using its hyperdrive and see if he could locate whatever the Navy had hidden at the other end of those special gate control modules. Jack wanted to know what was there, too, but he wasn’t sure how much risk this entailed. He needed to ask their most valuable prisoner about that, among other things.

      Or was Regex actually a prisoner? He was implanted inside one of their allies, so maybe he was half a prisoner. A distrusted guest? This was all very complicated, and he hoped to at least settle some of his misgivings during this meeting.

      With that said, he might as well get it over with. He wouldn’t give Derek an answer until he’d gotten some reassurances of his own. With two Marines trailing behind him, Jack stepped into the compartment they were using to communicate with the prisoners. Lisa was sitting in a wheelchair near the table on his side of the clear divider.

      On the other side of the divider, the alien leader called Pastan sat. She was calmly observing him with her hands together on the table in front of her. If she was disturbed at meeting a different alien—for that was what she’d see him as—for the first time, it didn’t show.

      Jack looked at the Marines and gestured toward the hatch. “If the two of you would stand guard there, I’ll be safe enough.”

      He half expected them to argue, but they took up stations next to the hatch. They had no weapons other than truncheons at their belts, so if there was trouble, Lisa was the one that would feel the pain.

      Or, since her spine had been severed, maybe not. In any case, he doubted Regex would resist at this point. He undoubtedly understood the gravity of the situation he was in and wasn’t going to cause that level of discord.

      Jack walked up to the table, turned one of the chairs around, and sat with the back in front of him. He inclined his head to the alien woman but focused on Lisa.

      “Before we get started, I need to run something past Regex. Derek wants to take the mothership out for a spin and use the hyperdrive for a bit more than an hour. I know Regex said doing so for a longer period was dangerous in a small craft. What about something that short? Would it be dangerous for Derek and Amanda? If something happened to them, I’d be furious.”

      Lisa’s eyes unfocused for just a moment, and then she shook her head. “According to him, a trip of that duration through hyperspace holds no risk. Navigation might be somewhat challenging if they have a specific goal in mind and they haven’t yet mastered the art of using the device, but the use of the hyperdrive itself will be safe. It’s only when you get to a couple of days that you risk a catastrophic release of energy that would be lethal to biological life.”

      Jack considered that and decided he didn’t have much choice. Regex was giving him specific information he claimed was accurate, and the only way to test it was to give Derek the go-ahead. He hoped that he wasn’t making a terrible mistake.

      He pulled his comm off his belt and recorded a brief authorization for the helm officer. If Derek left immediately and found something interesting on the other end, he might be back within a few hours with news of what was there. If it was more challenging to find the target gate, it might be longer, so he’d given the young man a six-hour window for travel out, a brief search, and time to return. Of course, if he decided he needed extra time, Jack would consider that, but there’d be consequences if he disagreed with the decision. He made that clear and sent the message.

      “How is this going to work?” he asked Lisa.

      “If you have no objection, I’ll act as the interpreter. Otherwise, we have to use my translation program, and it’s still junk.”

      “You can speak their language? I thought Regex was the one doing the translating.”

      “It seems that I now have access to the language centers in his brain. It’s still nebulous how this works, but I can understand what she’s saying and even speak with her directly, though I’m told my accent is atrocious. If I get something wrong, Regex will let me know.”

      “Well, I suppose that’s better than we’d hoped for. Is it causing you any discomfort?”

      She shrugged. “Surprisingly, no. That might be the case if I ever get access to any of his other memories, but we’re not trying that until I make a run at the computers controlling the hyperdrive. I figure that if we can make it operational, that would at least give us some capability to run if we’re confronted with overwhelming force. I’m betting we don’t have time to do the repairs we wanted, so we’re basically sitting ducks, aren’t we?”

      Jack smiled at the phrase. “Have you ever seen a duck?”

      “No, but my parents used the phrase. One of these days, I’ll look it up and see what it means. Are we going to be able to fight if we need to?”

      “We will,” he said. “Our ability to maneuver in normal space will be restricted, but we’ll be able to move and fire weapons. If the Locusts in this wave of ships are anything like what we’ve dealt with in the past, they’ll come to us anyway. I fear they’ll cause catastrophic damage to our stern in an uncontrolled battlespace and worsen our problems. Hopefully, I can get some answers about what we’re facing from our new friend to mitigate some of that.”

      “Then we can begin any time you’re ready. I’ll start this off by making the introductions. Commodore Romanoff, this is Leader Pastan.” She then proceeded to say something in a language that shocked him coming out of her mouth. Only his name was recognizable.

      He decided it would be best to pretend the two leaders were just speaking back and forth. In effect, Lisa would become her own translation program.

      “I apologize for the circumstances under which we meet,” Jack said. “I wish we could have saved more of your people or that we could house you in a manner that wasn’t so repressive, but this is the situation we find ourselves in. Your people have invaded our territory and killed many of our people, so we must regard you as prisoners of war.”

      The alien woman considered him for a moment before speaking. “As important as those discussions are, that is not the first thing we should speak of. I wish to discuss how one of my people was implanted into one of yours. Among my kind, being placed inside a thinking being is depraved and unthinkable. A violation of inconceivable magnitude.”

      He felt the corner of his mouth tugging upward slightly. “Yet, from what I understand, you were designed to do exactly that. We took these actions hoping to save lives. If we had not done so, my associate would have been paralyzed for the rest of her life, and yours would have died. I don’t regret taking the actions we did, and I ask that you allow that neither one of them had a choice in the matter. What’s done is done, so we should move on from that.”

      “I hear your words, but I need to explain why this is such a problem,” she said. “It is true that we were designed for this purpose, but we were blessed because we could not carry out our creator’s intentions. Most of us would prefer death to the situation that Regex finds himself in. I won’t say that he will find himself a pariah among my kind, but this cannot be allowed to happen again. We are your prisoners, but you are not free to do with us as you will.”

      Jack nodded and then realized that the gesture probably meant nothing to her. “I understand your concerns, and we have no intention of doing anything like that again. Sadly, you don’t speak for all your people. Those who invaded our territory have killed people and are studying their bodies to learn how to implant symbiotes inside them. In fact, we know that at least some have been implanted in humans already, though we don’t know the circumstances yet.”

      Pastan closed her eyes, and he could see her clenching the strange jaw that split the lower half of her face. “Those are our military, and I am given to understand they have utterly betrayed us. Our journey was meant to relocate ourselves from our world to a place beyond the reach of our creators, and it was supposed to allow us to live our lives in a manner of our own choosing. They have broken our laws, and we will not mourn their passing if you kill them. They deserve death for what they’ve done.”

      She raised one of her hands to cover her eyes for a few moments. Then she lowered it and stared at him. “I need to know what has happened and how deeply in trouble we find ourselves. The fact that my ship was destroyed indicates the military does not want to have any of the civilian leadership judging their actions. What else have they done?”

      “I don’t know when you started looking for a new home, but automated vessels invaded the Confederation about two hundred years ago. I’ll let Lisa interpret what that means timewise. They killed many people and destroyed every ship and structure in space, trying to take over this cluster of stars. We eventually drove them off, but at a high cost in lives and materials.”

      He paused long enough for Lisa to translate that before he continued. “It’s been weeks since they arrived in even greater numbers and attacked in much the same manner. They’ve destroyed our military in the cluster, and my ship is the only warship still in operation. They didn’t go down to any of the planets during the first invasion, but they have now. The world where you arrived has been devastated, and they were well on their way to conquering it. They’ve been gathering thousands of my people to conduct experiments on.”

      Pastan took that information stoically but seemed to sag at the end. “None of this was ever meant to be. We authorized a search for an area of space where we could settle without impacting others. They were explicitly ordered to avoid any area that was occupied. As for what they’re doing to your people, I’m at a loss as to why they would do so. I understand that many of our kind are disappointed at the limitations our hosts provide. Their brains are primitive, but we are not taking a body from a thinking being by using them. To go to such lengths to violate our laws is incomprehensible.”

      Jack crossed his arms and shook his head. “I think you’ll find that people with no moral compass are willing to do terrible things when they’re denied what they want. The full story of why they’ve done what they’ve done will only come out if we question the prisoners we already have. Based on what you’ve said, I assume you have no desire to find yourselves on their side, but we have word that another wave of your colony ships will arrive shortly. If your military does what it did the last time, it will use the motherships and drones to destroy your ships and kill your people. They seem to have wanted no chance that the original host bodies were available in the cluster.”

      “I will not let our military do this to my people,” she said firmly. “Regex has assured me that he believes you are telling the truth, so I will give you the information you desire. The ships that are arriving soon will be much like the one that was destroyed, but there will be three of them. There will be other ships transporting supplies and equipment that will be useful in building elevators to take people down to planetary surfaces. That is meant to expand the original colony we were to be building.”

      “Can you tell me when they’ll arrive?”

      “My ability to tell how much time has passed is compromised. The fact that they have not arrived means that it could be anytime from the present to likely a week or two from now by your calendar. Potentially a little longer, but if I were you, I would plan on them arriving shortly.”

      That’s about what he’d expected, but it still wasn’t good news. “Do we know how many military vessels they’ll have? Are there going to be warships in addition to the motherships and drones we’ve been fighting? I’d wager that the scouting force was significantly stronger than you authorized, so this group might also be reinforced.”

      “There will be two dedicated fighting vessels,” she said, leaning forward and planting her palms on the tabletop. “They will be smaller than the colony ships, and I can describe what they look like, but they will be similar to some of the ships carrying cargo and other necessities. They will be in direct control of the scout vessels providing escort. There aren’t supposed to be many of those, but as you’ve said, we can’t guess what they will bring. I’ll work with Regex to describe them in as much detail as possible. Once that is done, what will you do?”

      “Whatever we must do to protect the people on this planet and to save your civilians from being killed in the crossfire. We don’t have any reason to trust one another, but I’d like to give us an opportunity to start the process. If you’re willing, I’d like to bring in some of the military prisoners to be questioned. They have no reason to believe that we can understand your language or that you can communicate with us. I propose we use that situation to our advantage.”

      Her mouth parted slightly. “I have no objection to this plan, but I won’t commit to doing so until we fully discuss our current situation. We must find common ground. We have no trust yet, but that can be corrected once we better understand one another.”

      “Then we’ve got a lot to talk about,” Jack said as he leaned forward and settled in for a stay. “As part of that back and forth, I hope to learn more about what makes your people who they are. Whether we like it or not, it looks like we’re about to become neighbors.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lisa was tired by the time Commodore Romanoff and Pastan finally finished speaking, but she had far too much interesting work to do to let that slow her down. Undoubtedly, her doctors would want her to rest, but the situation was dire enough that she didn’t feel she had the time to waste. The next wave of colony ships would arrive at any moment, and understanding how the hyperdrive worked might make the difference between life and death.

      Lisa arrived in the engineering compartment, amazed as always about how big the place was. The engineers were still repairing the damage sustained during combat against the Locusts—they’d restored the atmosphere—and she didn’t want to distract them. Nevertheless, her arrival garnered some attention when Commander Danek and Lieutenant Commander Ferraro came to meet her as one of the Marine guards pushed her along while the rest stayed a little back.

      “Miss Gane,” Danek said as they approached. “I’m surprised to see you up and about.”

      “There’s too much work that still needs to be done,” she said as she smiled at them. “I’m not in any pain, and I’m restricted to this wheelchair, so it’s just a risk of getting overly tired. If that happens, I feel confident my Marine minders will yank me out of here.”

      “I’m not one to complain about someone else pushing their limits,” the brown-haired woman admitted with a smile. “The professor is already at the computer systems connected to the hyperdrive. Do you think you’ll be able to figure it out?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it? I think I’ve got a decent chance now that I have the inside angle. I might need some questions answered since I don’t have an engineering background, so would it be possible to have someone standing by?”

      “That’s why I have Charlie here,” she said. “He’s been reading up on our specifications, and I believe he’ll be able to handle ninety percent of the questions you might ask. If not, you can contact me, and I’ll get you fixed up. What are you hoping to accomplish today?”

      “I mainly want to be certain I understand how the alien computers work. I’ll ask Regex questions about the hyperdrive and fill Commander Ferraro in on what he says. I honestly don’t know if we’ll be able to use it, but it might give us an edge. At the very least, it gives us a way to run for our lives if we lose the fight.”

      “You shouldn’t be coming into this with such a negative attitude,” Charlie scolded her with a smile. “We’re the Navy, so we’re going to win.”

      She wished she had his self-assurance, but she’d reviewed what had happened at the gateway system when the Locusts had overwhelmed the Confederation Navy. This was not a time for overconfidence.

      Not that she’d tell him that. Everyone needed their own mechanisms to deal with life-threatening situations. Hers was putting an ace up her sleeve to be pulled out when needed.

      “I’ll do my best,” she said. “Shall we?”

      He walked beside her as the Marine pushed her around the circumference of the massive chamber. It was still odd being in a room that was basically a cylinder, and the exterior walls were underfoot at all times.

      Once they reached the two massive crystalline spheres that were the Locust computer systems, she spotted Professor Prescott looking over one of the control panels.

      He saw her and stood with a smile. “Lisa, I can’t begin to tell you how relieved I am to see you looking so well. When I heard you’d been injured, it broke my heart. How are you feeling, my dear?”

      His concern made her slightly uncomfortable because she wasn’t used to people who cared much about her rather than her skills. “I can’t say this is the most comfortable I’ve ever felt and dealing with a symbiote is hard to get used to, but I’m coping. I’m glad you could take the time to talk with me about the computer systems and the hyperdrive. It might save our lives if we figure out how to make everything work.”

      “You don’t need to convince me, and I want to be here for everything.”

      He sat back down, and she noticed he didn’t have his cane. Maybe he’d recovered enough to do without it, or he had just forgotten it somewhere. For such a brilliant man, he really was an absent-minded professor.

      “What are we hoping to accomplish today?” he asked. “I suppose that if I have any input into the matter, I’d like to request you show me how the computer system works. We never mastered the operating system, so bringing up any of their programs or potentially understanding what they mean was beyond us. If you can get beyond that, you’ll have achieved far more than I ever dreamed possible.”

      What do you think, Regex? Are we going to be able to do that?

      <Considering that I’m an expert in working with our computer systems, that should prove straightforward. I’m curious whether or not your ability to speak and understand our language verbally will carry over to the written word. Our keyboards are laid out differently from yours, but that’s just learning a new input method. Reading our language will be the thing that slows you down.>

      That was one aspect of this that hadn’t occurred to her. She remembered what the alien language looked like but had never attempted to decipher it.

      The Marines had stepped back to give her room to work, so she rolled up to the keyboard and locked her wheelchair into place. Glancing down at the strange alien glyphs on the keys, they didn’t make sense to her, but if she really thought about it, did a standard keyboard make that much sense? It was simply letters arranged in what amounted to a pattern someone had decided would be optimal.

      <Do you want to attempt this on your own, or should I take control of your hands and bring up some of our graphical interfaces? I confess that I’ve never worked on an engineering computer before, but it shouldn’t be much different from the academic models I’m familiar with.>

      Take us through this. I’ll be watching everything and looking for you to explain what I’m seeing. If you could bring up something with text in it so we can determine if I can read your language, that would probably be an excellent place to start.

      <As you ask, so shall it be.>

      Her hands reached out without her direction and began tapping on the keys and manipulating a touchpad off to the side of the keyboard. Again, it was strange to have her body do things without her explicit direction. The screen in front of them had been displaying a listing of files, but that hadn’t seemed like language to her. The screen cleared and showed new data that again triggered a feeling of almost familiarity in the back of her mind. This was the sensation she knew led to understanding if pushed hard enough.

      I’m starting to feel like last time. If you could make that section of your mind more open to me, I might be able to grasp it as you continue.

      Screen by screen, Regex continued to push for her to get access to his linguistic abilities. She knew that because the sensation grew stronger and stronger until the text on the screen began making sense. It was a little weirder than listening to one of the aliens speak and understand their words. Thankfully, it seemed to work as well as speech, and though it was nothing like reading her own language, it did start making sense.

      “It’s working now,” she said aloud. “I can hardly believe this text makes any sense, but it does. I still don’t know anything about how the computer system works or how the programs interact, but I can make sense of the words themselves.”

      “That’s wonderful!” the professor said. “Perhaps you could explain what this means.”

      Interestingly, she was starting to recognize what the various screens were for. Sometimes their meaning was a bit obtuse, but she supposed Regex recognized the purposes of the screens, and that was coming through to her. It was similar to how she’d recognized the alien language. Maybe she would recognize pictures of things from his homeworld as well someday. Whatever the case, it seemed like she had more access to his memories.

      Maybe she could test that.

      I’m going to take control of my hands and try something. I seem to recognize the purpose of some of the screens, and I wonder just how much of your computer skill is coming through to me. It may be that because I have a similar set of talents, I can tap into what you can do to some degree.

      <That will be very interesting to test. If that truly is the case, I look forward to trying to use your computers and see if there is any kind of synergy that can be developed between the two technologies. They are radically different, yet both fully developed. What might your systems be capable of that ours are not? And, of course, the reverse. Perhaps a mixture of the two technologies could do things that neither of us imagines possible.>

      That would be pretty awesome. While I’m doing this, perhaps you could explain how the hyperdrive system works, and I’ll pass it on to Commander Ferrero. This is a lot of computing power, so I’m curious how it ties into a system that’s supposed to only turn on and off. That is what you said before, right? There’s no steering to it other than pointing your ship, so there’s something to the navigation, but not to the point where it would demand computers like this.

      <You are mostly correct. The technology doesn’t require much control, though there is some ability to control which hyperspace band a ship uses if one knows how to adjust and modify the system. Our creators experimented with different power levels and achieved varying speeds, but there were adverse outcomes to using the higher bands. They settled on one that supports travel at ten times the speed of light. As for the computer, it was designed to control the colony ship and retain our cultural knowledge. Each colony vessel was made to stand alone if need be. There were three computers on our original ship, but only two seemed to have survived. You can see why that was necessary, I’m sure.>

      She supposed he was right. That kind of planning ensured their cultural knowledge survived even the virtual destruction of the ship. She wondered how much of the information in the computers was lifted from their creators. There might be some very compelling technological discoveries just waiting to be found by anyone that could search around with full access and the ability to comprehend what they were seeing.

      What kind of risks were they taking using these higher hyperspace bands? In fact, what is a hyperspace band?

      <Hyperspace is another reality that is adjacent to our own. From what I’ve been able to determine looking at your memories, I believe your quantum gates and the independent quantum drive aboard this ship utilize hyperspace in some manner, though I can’t imagine how at this point. That might explain why our scout ships could use your gates without possessing a quantum drive. It’s interesting that a scout ship controller could figure out how to do that. I would’ve thought that kind of original thinking beyond them.>

      Lisa took a brief break to explain what Regex had said and what she could now do. The engineer had some technical questions, but she asked him to hold off until she’d finished her examination. That was partly to maintain her focus but mainly because she wasn’t patient enough to take the time to explain everything just yet.

      She continued moving through the system and familiarizing herself with its layout. Part of her brain was operating on autopilot and noting the things she found. That had to do with her skills as a hacker and computer operator. She wouldn’t be able to do many of the things she could do on her own with this alien technology—at least not yet!—but remembering what she was doing and why she was doing it carried across reasonably well.

      Will we be able to use the hyperdrive? It looks intact, but this isn’t the ship it was created for. We’re aboard a nickel-iron asteroid that’s been hollowed out and turned into a ship. Does the greater mass make a difference?

      <The fact that this vessel has more mass is a point in its favor rather than a problem to be overcome. The hyperdrive will work on a ship the same size as the colony vessel. Is this ship close to that size?>

      She turned to Commander Ferrero. “He wants to know how Hunter compares to the alien colony ship where we found him insofar as size and mass.”

      The engineer smiled a little. “Hunter is smaller than the intact ship. Mass is a different matter, though. This is a hollowed-out nickel-iron asteroid, meaning it’s an order of magnitude or two more massive. I can get the exact mass if you need it.”

      <There is no need. That information answers my question. Please thank him for me.>

      “He says that’s what he needed and thanks you. As do I.”

      <The hyperdrive will function for this ship. For that matter, it probably would have worked on a ship that was somewhat larger than one of our colony vessels. The greater mass means you can travel farther without discharging the drive in normal space. It also means that you might be able to use one of the higher hyperspace bands safely. That would need some experimentation and scientific measurements with instruments neither of us currently possesses, but that could be built from what I remember and the information stored in these computers. My research notes—from all of my projects—are stored here for later perusal and for the scientific record.>

      So, what you’re saying is that we might be able to go faster than ten times the speed of light? That’s an interesting bit of scientific data, but it’s irrelevant to our current situation. What I need you to do is explain to me—in detail—how we can check to make sure the hyperspace drive is functional and that if we were to engage it, it would work as designed. I understand we’re limited because of being deep inside the gravity well of the star, but it would be helpful to know what our limitations are and what’s possible.

      <While it’s true that a vessel using a hyperdrive—and an independent quantum drive for that matter—is restricted by a star’s gravity well, I believe your battleship could enter hyperspace somewhat closer to a star than one of our vessels. That would require some testing, but it wouldn’t be overly dangerous. I would estimate that you might be able to shave as much as ten to fifteen percent off the innermost limit of where you can enter hyperspace with the additional mass.>

      That was an interesting tidbit. She wasn’t sure how useful it would be in the short run, but it was something she could pass on to the professor.

      Ignoring Regex for the moment, she began explaining to the professor and the commander what she was seeing and what it meant. She also passed along every bit of information the symbiote had shared about the operation of the hyperdrive itself. With Regex’s assistance, she brought up the necessary screens to show the hyperdrive’s configuration and its status.

      Before long, she realized she’d been talking for at least an hour and was becoming thirsty and uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to call it a day. Do you think you have enough to start meandering through their system and at least looking at things? I can set the console to observation mode to prevent you from inadvertently altering any settings. I can also show you how to change that if I drop dead. Will that work?”

      “You’re in no danger of dropping dead,” Prescott chided her. “Thank you for taking the time to show us what we needed to see. And thank you as well, Regex. I’m in your debt. If there’s ever anything I can do to return the favor—once Commodore Romanoff signs off on it—you need only ask.”

      <You may pass on that I will definitely have many questions. Your memories of him show that he is a scientist of the first order. It might be boring to you, but he and I have much to discuss.>

      I’m a computer nerd, so I’ll be interested in what you two have to say. If we live through the next few weeks, I think we’ll all have our eyes opened.

      “He says that you’re welcome and that we all have a lot to talk about,” she said as she backed her wheelchair away from the console after setting it in observation mode and showing the professor how to change that if need be. “I think it’s time to get something to eat, take a pain pill, and get some sleep. I hope I can at least catch a few hours of sleep before the commodore decides it’s time to question the military prisoners. I’ll need to be on my A-game for that.”

      And with that, she leaned back and closed her eyes as the Marines took her back to the medical center. She was exhausted and needed her head on right. There could be no mistakes, and she had to watch what Regex and Pastan did so she could inform the commodore what she thought of their cooperation.

      She hoped they proved willing allies because if she found out they were trying to trick them, there would be hell to pay.
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      Even though there wasn’t much to check, Derek went over the controls several times to make sure every setting was precisely where he wanted it. If he made a mistake, this first trip into hyperspace might be their last.

      “Are you ready to make history?” Amanda asked when he finally turned toward her. “We’re about to be the first human beings to enter hyperspace. That’s got to be worth something, right?”

      That made him smile, but he shook his head. “Thinking about making history is the last thing on my mind. I just want to get there and back in one piece. Let the glory fall where it may.”

      “Now there’s a quote that somebody has to share with our documentarian. That somebody being me, of course.”

      “You’re a mess. Are you strapped in? If so, let’s get this show on the road.”

      Taking a deep breath, he engaged the hyperdrive. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but everything felt normal. The only thing that seemed to have changed was that the exterior cameras had lost their view of the starscape and showed a swirling mixture of gray and black.

      “That’s kind of pretty,” Amanda said. “Do you think that’s what hyperspace really looks like?”

      He shrugged. “I suppose we could ask Lisa’s passenger about that, but for our purposes, we only care about popping out on target. So, do you want to make a bet if this will work the way we expect? How far off target will we be? Are we even going in the right direction?”

      She smirked at him. “This is a test drive. As long as we don’t end up in the star, I’m happy. What do our sensors say? Are we getting any readings of hyperspace?”

      The active sensors showed something, but the readings were gibberish. Well, that’s what recorders were for. They’d gather all the data they could and see what it was worth once they finished.

      He’d set a timer to trigger the moment they entered hyperspace. He’d run the proposed destination through the navigation computer and came up with the precise time they needed to exit hyperspace. When the timer reached zero, he’d bring them out and see where they’d ended up.

      Space was big, and there was no guarantee they’d come out anywhere close to where the gate was. Conversely, if they came out too close to the gate, the security systems might cause it to self-destruct. They were traveling in a Locust mothership, after all.

      The travel time to their destination was just short of seventy-five minutes. He spent time talking with Amanda and taking sensor readings inside the cabin. If there was strange radiation gathering while they were in hyperspace, he wanted to pass everything he could along to the professor and the medical professionals so they could judge how dangerous the conditions really were.

      He didn’t feel as if anything were happening, but that was potentially a mirage. They’d treat this as a hazardous endeavor until they knew differently.

      When they got down to the last sixty seconds, they tightened their restraints, and he made ready to maneuver the mothership as soon as they came out of hyperspace. He had no idea what the experience was going to be like. His first jump with the independent quantum drive had been rough. Also, since they were headed for an area with at least some debris left over from the formation of the star system, they needed to be ready if they were dead unlucky and came out near something.

      “Three… Two… One… Emergence,” he said evenly as he killed the hyperdrive and readied himself to maneuver the vessel.

      It took a moment for the sensors to grasp what was around them when the swirling gray and black of hyperspace vanished. They’d popped out in normal space with no frame of reference, but at least there wasn’t anything directly in front of them.

      “Where are we?” Amanda asked.

      “I’ll know as soon as I find the star and at least one of the planets. The star will be easy to place, but finding a planet to triangulate our location will be more difficult. What do the sensors show in our general area? Any sign of the gate or whatever is supposed to be out here?”

      “I’m not seeing anything yet.”

      “Keep running the sensors and see if you pick up anything that gives you a decent return. We’ll have to be careful approaching whatever this is because if the gate is rigged to explode, it’s possible that whatever else is out here is set up the same way. We don’t want to destroy the thing we’re looking for.”

      He devoted himself to looking for planets and was rewarded a few minutes later when he finally nailed down the outermost planet. It wasn’t far from where he’d expected to find it, but it did drive home that using hyperspace wasn’t necessarily as easy as pointing the ship and engaging the drive. They’d come out a bit off from where he’d expected, and when one traveled twelve light hours, a slight deviation could mean a fair distance.

      “I’ve got our location,” he said. “We’re not far from where I expect, but it’s going to take us a bit to get to the area we want to be.”

      “That’s a good thing, though,” she said. “It’ll give us time to spot the gate or anything else that’s out of the ordinary before we come across it. What are we going to do when we get there? Do we just take some sensor readings and call it a day?”

      “That depends on what we find. Luckily, we should be able to detect a gate outside the range where the self-destruct sequence would trigger because it detected us. The new gates use passive sensors because they don’t advertise their location. That gives us an advantage, and we’ll use it.”

      He put as much confidence into the statement as he could, though this was all guesswork on his part. He’d gotten the same briefing as everyone else about the new gates and their security systems, and he knew that if they detected any Locust vessels closely approaching, they’d self-destruct. That needed to be avoided at all costs.

      The trip to the destination was a bit tense, but their paranoia paid off when their sensors detected some kind of artificial structure ahead. That would be the gate or whatever facility was out here. As soon as he saw it, he brought the mothership to a halt and began scanning in earnest.

      That generated a response he wasn’t expecting. A signal pinged the ship’s comm unit from somewhere ahead. Surprisingly, the mothership responded without him doing anything. It was a very brief exchange, and then there was nothing.

      Derek went into the comm logs and saw that one of the security systems they’d been briefed about for the gates had pinged the mothership. That meant they’d been detected, so the passive sensors in use here must be significantly more powerful than he’d expected.

      What really surprised him was that the mothership had responded and had done so in a way that had satisfied the gate. Even though Commander Danek hadn’t mentioned it, she must’ve installed one of the IFF authenticators aboard the mothership. She was a very thorough officer, and his already great respect for her increased.

      At this point, the gate or facility knew they were there. They might as well advance and get a read on what was ahead of them. He engaged the fusion drives and took them slowly toward the gate.

      Their active sensors—which he now realized must be what had triggered the challenge—showed the gate and something about the size of a huge freighter. As far as secret facilities went, it was somewhat underwhelming.

      Even as he was looking at them, active sensors pinged the mothership. He couldn’t tell whether it came from the gate or the other object, but it only lasted for a second and then ceased. Having been scanned, he expected the gate to blow up and other nasty things to happen, but nothing changed. Apparently, having the proper authentication overrode the self-destruct protocol. That was an interesting bit of data he’d have to pass along once this was done.

      Well, since their surprise was blown, they might as well head in and see what the big secret was. He took them in slowly, scanning everything to get a record just in case something went wrong.

      “There’s something odd about that ship,” Amanda said, studying the sensor readout. “It’s not solid. There are gaps between segments of its hull, and it doesn’t match anything I’ve ever heard about, either.”

      Derek examined the readings and had to agree. It was strange, with a large central hull and what looked like six giant outriggers spaced evenly around its circumference. Each of those was supported by metal struts that kept it in position. He couldn’t figure out why anyone would need to build a ship that way.

      He tried stepping back from the problem and imagining what they were seeing as some kind of space station, but that still didn’t work. Even if the structure rotated to generate pseudogravity, it should have a ring around it to take full advantage of centrifugal force.

      The closer they got, the more he expected something to go wrong, but there was no adverse reaction to their approach. It took almost forty-five minutes at the slow speed he was traveling at to get within visual range of the gate and ship.

      Or rather, several ships.

      Now that he could see the vessels, he recognized what he was looking at. The central portion of the ship was unknown to him, but each of the six outriggers was familiar, at least in a historical sense.

      Those were the exploration ships that the Confederation had once used during its expansion. He knew they’d stopped exploring star systems a while back but had assumed the vessels had been put into storage somewhere. They were here, and they surrounded a ship he didn’t recognize.

      The vessel at the center of the exploration ships was bigger than a modern Navy cruiser by a wide margin and designed differently. It was short and thick, almost squat. He could see the weapons clusters that dotted its hull, so it was a warship.

      He focused the sensors on the ship and upped the amount of energy he was sending its way. That was a risk but a relatively low one. The returns confirmed what he thought. The weapons dotting its surface were phased packet plasma guns. The same kind of weapons modern Navy cruisers used. He didn’t see how that was possible, but he had to believe what he saw.

      “Take a look at those weapons and tell me what you think,” he said to Amanda.

      She leaned over the screen and focused on it as she manipulated the sensor controls. “I don’t get it. Why does an obviously alien vessel have Confederation Navy phased packet plasma guns as its primary weapons system?”

      “I have no idea, but the other ships are Confederation exploration vessels. Someone went to the trouble of mounting them all around that alien ship. My guess is that was so their independent quantum drives could move it. Someone salvaged it. Why have we not heard about this before?”

      Amanda shrugged. “I guess it’s a secret. I can see why we might never have heard of it, but surely Commodore Romanoff should have. He’s been reading Grand Admiral Carstairs’s memoir. Either he knows about this and has an amazing poker face, or the grand admiral never mentioned it.”

      Derek began orbiting the conglomeration of ships. As soon as he got behind them, he saw that the aft end of the alien vessel had taken severe damage in battle. It was odd damage, though. It looked like something had driven a hot poker through one side and out the other. Something had melted its way all the way through, and no weapon he was familiar with could do that.

      “Are we going to go over?” Amanda asked.

      “Do you think we should?”

      “You’re damned right I do. You know what’s over there?”

      “Not really,” he admitted. “A mystery, for sure.”

      She reached over and shoved his shoulder. “You’re not seeing the forest for the trees. Pull back just a minute and tell me you don’t see an opportunity sitting right in front of us. One that we desperately need.”

      He blinked for a moment and frowned as he thought about what she was talking about. “Not getting it.”

      “I can’t believe I’m having to explain this to you,” she said, rolling her eyes. “What makes those exploration ships different from every other ship in the Confederation, except for Hunter?”

      “They have…” he straightened. “They have independent quantum drives! Those ships could get to Port Royale in an instant. We could get a new set of gate controllers and reopen the conduit for repair parts and personnel. You’re a genius!”

      “Of course I am,” she said with a smile. “I don’t know if we can do anything with them rigged up the way they are, but whoever brought them here made it work. That means we need to go over there and see their condition before we go back and let the rest know what we’ve found.”

      He changed course to bring the mothership next to the conglomeration of vessels. They had no way of locking the mothership directly to any of the hulls, but he could program the thrusters to maintain station relative to the ships.

      Since they were already in their vacuum suits, it was an easy matter to exit the mothership and strap the thruster packs on. He randomly selected one of the exploration ships, and they quickly jetted over to one of its external airlocks. He expected to find the ship without power, but the airlock opened when he pressed the appropriate key. The two of them climbed in, and he cycled it.

      When the inner airlock hatch opened, he was surprised to find atmosphere, heat, gravity, and full lighting. That wouldn’t be possible unless one of the fusion plants was running. No matter how good the automated safety systems were, any operational fusion plant should’ve shut down after running for more than a century and a half.

      He was torn. Should he go to the bridge or engineering? “Let’s go to engineering. Since the atmosphere is good, let’s open our helmets and save our canned air in case we need it.”

      While the exploration ship wasn’t as large as Hunter, it wasn’t a small vessel. It was made to house an independent quantum drive and carry the necessary gate components to set everything up on the other end. They also often went with a small scientific complement to fully map a star system and judge whether or not it was worth placing a gate there beforehand.

      Finding engineering was simple enough, and even though he wasn’t an engineering officer, he could see something unusual right away. Besides the independent quantum drive, the fusion drives, and two fusion power plants, there was another device mounted in the open area that would’ve customarily allowed the crew full movement through the compartment. It looked like a fusion power plant but more primitive. Not that it was poorly constructed, it just didn’t have all of the support hardware and safety equipment he was used to seeing.

      “What in the galaxy is this?” he asked as he walked around it.

      “That is a long-duration radioactive pile,” Amanda said. “If it’s been here all this time, I think we want to back up. No matter how carefully someone shielded it, this compartment will be radioactive, and we can’t stay here long without someone decontaminating it.”

      He didn’t argue with her sensible advice, and they backed out of the engineering compartment and sealed the hatch. Once that was done, he turned to face her. “Could that have kept life support and the other ship systems online all this time?”

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. That’s good for having a little bit of power for a very long time, but not enough to operate the ship’s systems. At least one fusion plant had to be standing by for it to activate.”

      They made their way to the bridge and found the large hatch open. The compartment was empty, but the consoles were on. He walked over to the engineering console, and a glance at the setup on the screen told him what must’ve happened.

      “There’s a program running that’s tied into the sensors. Something we did—probably sending the appropriate response to their challenge—made a computer activate one of the fusion plants. Maybe it wouldn’t be too risky if everything was properly shut down and in decent shape. It looks like the pile kept the computer running over the long term and provided the energy needed to kickstart the fusion plants into action. That explains why life support is online. It had time to warm everything up and circulate the atmosphere while we’re creeping closer.”

      She looked over his shoulder. “Wow. Everything looks green. Derek, I think this ship is operational.”

      He nodded. “Since this ship is tied in with those other ships, that’s not going to mean a lot unless we can get it loose. Or, unless the other ships are operational and there’s some way to control them as a single unit.”

      It only took another couple of screens to find what he was looking for. An engineering schematic of the six-ship conglomeration. Someone must’ve run cabling through the supports to link everything together. All the ships seemed to be ready to go. There were a few warnings here and there, but nothing he’d be concerned about.

      He moved to the helm. All the independent quantum drives were linked, and someone had gone to the trouble of tuning them so they’d have a shared envelope that fully encompassed the alien vessel. That wasn’t an improvised solution. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to move that alien vessel. Where the hell had they found it?

      He supposed it didn’t matter. What did was the fact that they should be able to jump. He knew nothing of the engineering setup, so it would be a risk, but surely the programs aboard this vessel had been altered so he’d be able to safely accomplish that.

      Derek considered the situation for a minute and decided it was worth the risk. “Let’s go over everything and plot a jump. The mothership is inside the jump bubble, so it’ll come with us.”

      “Are we sure we want to do that?” Amanda asked with a frown. “If something goes wrong, we could lose everything. I think we should bring the necessary people out to examine everything first. That would be the safest course of action.”

      “It would, but we’re in a bind. If we wait to do things the safe way, that colonization fleet will arrive, and we’ll be in serious trouble. Sometimes you’ve got to take a calculated risk.”

      She crossed her arms and gave him a narrow-eyed look. “There’s a calculated risk, and then there’s a real risk. This sounds like the latter.”

      “It is,” he admitted. “And in my judgment, it’s the right course of action. We’ll be taking a chance, but if it works out, we’ll have made a real difference for our crewmates. Isn’t that worth it?”

      She considered his words for a few seconds and then sighed. “I suppose so. What’s the plan? Do we jump back to New Copenhagen and get things rolling there?”

      Derek shook his head. “If we take a risk, we’ll do it the right way. We’ll jump for Port Royale. If we make the jump, we can pick up new gate control modules—hell, we can get a brand-new gate and some spares—and then jump back to New Copenhagen. It will put us behind schedule, but if the commodore wants to take it out on anyone, he can take it out on me. I’m the senior officer, after all.”

      “Not by that much, and only because you were promoted first. If I can’t talk you out of this, let’s review every system to be sure. If we blow this, we’ll ruin everything and die, too.”

      Derek couldn’t argue with her concerns. He gestured toward one of the other bridge consoles. “Go over the engineering setup while I calculate the jump. Then we’ll go back over everything again and double-check. Hell, we’ll triple-check it. Then, once we have all the confidence we can put together, we’ll do it.”

      “You’re the boss,” she said as she headed for the console. “Captain, sir.”

      He laughed, and the two of them settled into their tasks. He really hoped he wasn’t making a terrible mistake because she was right. If they screwed this up—if he screwed this up—they’d likely doom everyone.
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      Mac crept down the underground tunnel with his protective detail arranged around him as they advanced toward the barriers the aliens had set up. Even deep underground, he could hear the explosions on the surface as the attack Beth had planned was executed. The cluster bomb munitions were individually small, but there were a lot of them. It sounded like the alien machines were getting plastered.

      His plan of attack was straightforward. Now that the enemy was engaged, he’d stick a knife in their guts. At his signal, his forces advanced and attacked the barriers with high explosive munitions, blowing gaping holes in the defenses and sending the alien soldiers to their deaths.

      The enemy had to have been expecting an attack, but that didn’t save them. For someone that was advertised as the military side of an invasion, he wasn’t all that impressed with their personal combat skills and weapons. Their armor wasn’t nearly as good as what the Confederation used—even the gear he was using from two hundred years ago—and their weapons were underpowered. Maybe they’d thought their machines would give them the advantage, but that hadn’t worked out that way.

      Sylvaine Dufaux had dug up plans for the tunnels underneath the city, and his people had been assigned different routes to the barricades their scouts had identified. A couple of teams were acting as sappers and blowing holes through adjacent tunnel walls behind enemy lines even as the attack began. That would put the aliens into a state of disarray at a critical moment.

      If Beth’s attack had managed to pull a large number of alien soldiers up to the surface to defend against what they thought was an incursion, that would weaken their ability to defend against his forces down here. Of course, if he hadn’t fooled them, he and his people would get chewed up pretty good.

      Well, as a Confederation Marine, you paid your money and took your chances.

      The opening of the underground attack seemed to go according to plan, and they were able to force their way past the barricades without too much difficulty. As soon as his people were inside the enemy perimeter, they began moving to attack other positions from behind. Every enemy soldier they took out quickly would help them in the long run.

      When he passed through the barricade they’d penetrated, he found it was made up of office furniture and other relatively heavy objects piled into the tunnel. The explosions had turned the debris into shrapnel that had killed and maimed the soldiers behind it. That was the problem with improvised defenses. They weren’t as good as the real thing.

      He glanced at the dead and injured aliens but didn’t allow the sight to disturb him. Anyone that had ever fought professionally knew how to compartmentalize the horrible things they had to see and do. Theirs was a business of dealing death, and that kind of thing could really hurt if you allowed it to take up residence inside your head. No doubt he and his people would talk to the doctors once the fighting was done. Trying to keep the horror bottled up never helped, and there was no shame in getting help.

      The ongoing assault echoed through the tunnels in strange ways, making one think they were being attacked from behind when the shots came from in front, while the acoustics of the tunnel system made distant sounds seem as if they were happening nearby. The ventilation system probably assisted in that as it linked the tunnels in ways a person couldn’t get through, but sounds could.

      Somewhere ahead, he heard the deep tones of a heavy-caliber weapon discharging. Someone had run up against something strong. He sped up, wanting to be right on their heels when they broke through or able to provide assistance if they needed it. Of course that’s when the enemy counterattacked.

      The wall nearest his team blew in with an explosion that almost overwhelmed his hearing protection and sent everyone flying backward. An incredible surge of dust and debris dropped the visibility to nearly nothing, but even through all that, Mac saw some of the alien war machines coming through the breach.

      From his prone position, Mac sprayed a short burst right into the front sensor unit on the machine closest to him, dropping it dead in its tracks. That briefly slowed the two trying to get around it, allowing the other Marines to fire. In just a few seconds, there was a tremendous amount of lead flying back and forth as the two sides tried to kill one another.

      Someone used a grenade launcher to pump two high explosive projectiles into the breach, hopefully dissuading any other war machines from coming through. They wouldn’t be stopped by simple violence, but if they were killed before they could fire, that was a win.

      Mac was focused on the fight, but someone must’ve called for backup because other Marines flooded the area and rapidly destroyed the war machines attempting to overwhelm them.

      Once it was safe to do so, Mac stood and brought out his combat tablet. The thing could stand being thrown around or jumped on. It could even take a small-caliber bullet. That was necessary with a piece of equipment going into a combat environment.

      He brought up the map and read the status of the operation off the codes beside the dots representing each group of Marines. They were making decent progress, and it looked like the intrusion wasn’t being resisted as heavily as it might’ve been. Two other locations reported contact with war machines but eliminated them in short order.

      Stage one of the attack was going well, but this was just the first step. Right now, they were dealing with low-level soldiers and war machines. They needed to get their hands on the high-ranking officers and those humans that seemed to have been suborned. Otherwise, they wouldn’t get the answers they needed.

      “We’ll go up the stairs after the lead elements clear the way,” he said over the channel to his team. “We’re not sure if this building has high-value targets, but if it does, I want everyone’s eyes peeled and looking for any opportunity to take down somebody important in a nonlethal manner. Understood?”

      Performing a nonlethal takedown in combat wasn’t a simple task, but they’d come prepared. A number of his people had low-velocity rubber bullets that could injure and even kill if the target was unlucky, but the chances of taking someone alive were significantly improved over just shooting them and hoping for the best.

      The bombing outside had ceased, but it wouldn’t be safe for anyone to come out of the buildings. While the chances of any individual munition failing to detonate were low, they’d dropped a lot of bombs. Anyone thinking they were going to run for safety had a decent chance of triggering one of the unexploded munitions and blowing themselves to pieces.

      Snipers and other units would deal with any that tried to escape. Even if they got away, they’d be alone in a hostile city, so there was no chance they’d escape. This fight was already won. The key now was getting what they needed from the enemy.

      Once again, his people wouldn’t let him lead from the front, so he followed as closely behind the lead elements as he could as they raced up the stairs. The scouts made sure there were no booby traps, but they still moved carefully, verifying they weren’t walking into a trap.

      When they reached the landing just below ground level, they came under sustained fire, and he could hear bullets ricocheting down the stairwell all around him as his people took cover and returned fire. He and the people with him were mostly protected from direct hits, but he felt a slug ricochet off his shoulder armor and was glad to be as well protected as he was.

      Whatever the obstacle was, his people cleared it with a grenade, and then the advance resumed. He didn’t exit at ground level but continued to the second level, where they suspected the enemy command structure might be holed up. If their guess was correct, he had a one in four chance of finding some of the senior officers.

      The other assaults were going even quicker than his, and two had already indicated they hadn’t encountered the command elements, so it was a fifty-fifty chance now.

      When they breached the doors on the second level, they came under heavy fire, and it took more grenades and some blind firing to get his people onto the floor and into positions where they could press the offensive. The level of resistance made him feel confident they had the people they were looking for at hand.

      If so, they’d secured the stairs, and they’d be able to keep the enemy officers from escaping the building unless they jumped out the windows. That wasn’t out of the question, so they’d best get this done quickly.

      Mac made his way onto the floor with his weapon out, looking for trouble, and for once, he found it. Even more enemy troops seemed to be pouring out of other sections on the floor. The lead elements of his force had thought they’d secured a bridgehead into the area, but the enemy strenuously disagreed.

      He ducked into a doorway and fired at the aliens in front of him. Unlike the ones they’d fought below, these seemed more heavily armored and carried weapons a notch above what they’d already faced. Yep, he was in the right place.

      Using his training, he leaned out just far enough to fire, taking down one of the enemy troops as they tried to advance during the lull in the firing. As soon as the alien went down, one of the other Marines tossed a grenade, and Mac ducked back in time to avoid the shrapnel and concussion from the blast.

      Mac launched himself into the hall as soon as it went off, following up the attack with the Marines at his back. They pushed deeper into the building, breaking every bit of resistance they came across. Now that they were among the enemy, the defenses became uncoordinated, and that allowed the Marines to continue decimating the aliens.

      Mac suspected they’d arrived at the enemy’s headquarters when he spotted more makeshift barricades ahead. Now it was time to break the last defenses and take as many prisoners as possible. Under other circumstances, he’d have called on the enemy to surrender, but without a common language, that wasn’t possible.

      Or was it? Assuming they’d taken over the humans he’d seen and accessed their memories, some of them should be able to understand what he was saying. Even so, he considered attacking and letting the pieces fall where they may, but he was a Confederation Marine. He’d do this by the book.

      “Cease fire and hold your positions,” he ordered over the general channel. “I’m going to call on the enemy to surrender. If you see anyone putting down their weapon, let them.”

      Without exposing himself, he yelled around the corner. “If anyone can understand me, speak up. If not, I hope you stupid bastards at least go get someone that can understand me.”

      While it was unlikely the enemy soldiers understood his exact words, they had to have a general idea of what he was calling for. He had them pinned down, and this was the appropriate time to call on an enemy to surrender. The choice would be theirs, and he hoped they were smarter than they’d been acting thus far.

      It took about a minute and a half before someone called out from behind the enemy barricade. “Say your words. I comprehend you.”

      “Good,” Mac said even though his stomach roiled at the idea that the voice came from an alien controlling a human being. “This is your chance to lay down your arms and surrender. This is a time-limited offer.”

      “And what of us inside your people?”

      “If you’ve killed them, you’re not going to like what happens next.”

      “We surrender.”

      “Signal your people to lay down their arms, deactivate your weapons platforms outside the building, and come out in single file with your hands in the air. Any resistance will be met with lethal force. Don’t try me.”

      They waited for each of the aliens to come out with their hands in the air, searched them for weapons, and took them to a holding area elsewhere in the building. Thankfully, the war machines had stopped firing and lay down on the ground. Mac had no confidence they’d stay that way, but at least the things weren’t shooting anymore.

      It took two hours to secure the prisoners and scour the buildings and tunnels until they were convinced they’d gotten them all. That done, he moved the prisoners and his people out of the area and away from the war machines. There was still too high a chance those things could come back to life and attack. Once clear, they retreated toward the destroyed space elevator facility.

      That, of course, brought on a new challenge. Captain Dufaux and her people were waiting with blood in their eyes. Not that he’d allow anything to happen to prisoners under his control, but he could understand why she was angry. In fact, he shared her rage in full measure.

      Her glare was focused on the highest-ranking officers and the human that stood with them. There’d been other humans with the aliens, but they’d perished in the fighting. That kind of collateral damage made him angry, and when Dufaux found out, it would only make her angrier. For now, it was his job to defuse the situation. They’d dealt with the last of the enemy forces on the planet, and he couldn’t allow her to lose sight of what they needed to do next.

      “Is he still alive?” she demanded. “Did that thing kill the human?”

      “I don’t know,” Mac said with a shrug. “I told him he’d pay the price if he had, but that’s for someone with a medical degree to figure out.”

      She seemed unconvinced. “We’ll take possession of the prisoners now.”

      “I don’t think so. You’re too close to this, and I’m not going to let you make a mistake that we all might regret. We’ll retain control, but you’ll be allowed to participate in every aspect of questioning them. Don’t bother arguing with me because this isn’t a fight you’ll win.”

      The woman ground her teeth but nodded. “I suppose I understand that, but it pisses me off. These rat bastards came to our planet, killed a lot of people, and devastated every major city. It will take decades to recover, and many will never get over what happened. They need to pay for that.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” Mac said. “Right now, we need to isolate the senior leadership and get them to Hunter. The commodore is ready to start asking questions, and these people can answer them. We might not have much time, so let’s work out how to safely hold the lower-ranking prisoners while moving the bigwigs to orbit. Many of your people will feel the same way you do, so we’ll have to make sure that nothing untoward happens.”

      She glared at him. “What do you care what happens to these things? They killed a lot of your friends, too.”

      “They did. Personally, I don’t care what happens to them in the end, but I do care about my honor. This war will put us in places where we might make decisions we’d regret. Is that what you want?”

      Dufaux sighed. “I suppose not.”

      Mac was glad she hadn’t pushed him. This was already difficult enough.

      He called for shuttles to pick up the high-ranking prisoners. With the next colonization wave coming very soon, time was in limited supply. Romanoff would have his work cut out for him, but that’s why they paid him the big bucks.
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      Jack let Lisa sleep for as long as he could. In fact, he’d let her rest longer than he should have, but after Mac had called to let them know that new senior prisoners were on their way up, he’d decided to wait for their arrival before starting the questioning of the people he had on hand.

      The only exception to that was the human they’d forcibly implanted. He’d sent the man to the medical center under heavy guard so his mother could make an assessment of the situation. Mac had said the man didn’t speak like he was human. The alien was in complete control, which was totally unlike what was happening with Lisa. Jack needed his mother to figure out what had been done and if it could be reversed.

      If it could be, it would be. If the aliens had done something terrible and the man was dead, he’d yank the symbiote out of the body and space it.

      Jack ground his teeth. He needed to keep firm control of his temper. Killing someone like that wasn’t acceptable, as much as they might deserve it. The rules of war would be observed.

      He pulled his comm off his belt and was about to instruct the Marines guarding the hacker to wake and bring her to the prison when it went off in his hand, almost causing him to drop it.

      “Romanoff.”

      “You’d better get up here and take a look at this,” India said. “We’ve got a visitor.”

      “Is it Derek and Amanda?”

      “It’s too big to be a mothership. It hasn’t attempted to contact us, but it’s only been on our sensors for thirty seconds.”

      “I’m on my way. Romanoff out.”

      He hung his comm back on his belt and changed course for the bridge. He was there in less than two minutes, and India stood, turning over the command chair to him.

      “Status?” he asked as he sat.

      “Still no contact, and it’s too far out to get a decent look at, “ his executive officer said. “It’s not maneuvering, so I’m not sure what it’s up to.”

      “Do you think it’s a scout sent by the colonization wave? If so, they’ll figure out we’ve taken over the system pretty darn fast.”

      “With our lack of ships capable of making an independent quantum jump, it has to be the enemy. I’ve had our tactical team start loading the missiles we’ve got warheads for. They’ve made good progress, and we have more than three thousand missiles with warheads now that we’re recovering some from the storage facility. We should be able to give a good account of ourselves.”

      The communications officer turned toward him, frowning. “Sir, we’re getting an incoming transmission. It’s Derek.”

      Now it was Jack’s turn to frown. “I thought you said it wasn’t a mothership.”

      “It’s not,” India confirmed. “It’s significantly larger than a mothership, and it’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before. Maybe Lieutenant Calvo has some answers for us.”

      Jack nodded and gestured for the communications officer to proceed. Moments later, the screen changed from a view of New Copenhagen to show Derek’s face. He wasn’t wearing his vacuum suit helmet, and the background was definitely not a small craft control area like they’d installed aboard the mothership.

      “Hunter, this is Calvo. I know this looks strange, but the ship you’re seeing is not hostile. Explaining what it is will take too long, and I don’t really know the details, but it’s made up of some old Confederation exploration ships and a captured alien vessel. Not a Locust ship, but something else. We took it to Port Royale and retrieved several new gates and more control modules. I’m sorry it took so long to call, but we had an unexpected hiccup trying to get the communications system online. We’re standing by for your orders.”

      That wasn’t what Jack had expected, but it gave them an opportunity to save themselves if they hustled. “Record a transmission to send back. Good work, Derek and Amanda. It looks like you came out close to the Port Royale gate, so I’ll have some people come swap the modules. Once they arrive and you give them what they need, I want you both back here with that ship to fill us in on what you’ve found. Send a detailed report as soon as possible, but be prepared for a lot of questions. Delta Orionis out.”

      “Whatever they did, it might give us a chance,” he said to India. “Work with Kelly Danek and get her people out there to swap the control modules as quickly as possible.”

      “I’ll hop right on that,” she said, “but he said he found the exploration ships. I’m not sure what that means.”

      “The Confederation used to have a number of ships with independent quantum drives that explored new systems to decide if they wanted to expand there. While I don’t know for sure if that’s what he’s talking about, it would certainly make sense. I haven’t heard of them being used since the last invasion, so it’s all news to me.”

      He stood. “Get that gate working while I focus on questioning our prisoners. Once you get more information about what they found, be ready to explain it when I have a break.”

      “Will do,” she said as she sat. “We’re probably going to want to have a meeting as soon as you’re done questioning the aliens. There’s a lot going on, and we’ll all need to know the specifics.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll tag you once we’re done.”

      With that, he headed toward the medical center. Rather than having the Marines wake the hacker, he might as well do it himself. He needed time to consider how this changed their tactical and strategic situation.

      On the strategic side, having a connection to Port Royale was everything. That was where their parts were, and if anyone could bring them the things they needed to smelt asteroids to repair their stern, it would be them.

      Sadly, that might not help them tactically. The colonization wave might arrive before they could make repairs, which was the problem they had to deal with now. Their window of opportunity wouldn’t be open long, but if he could get the best of the aliens during this interrogation, they might get enough information to survive and gain the cooperation of Pastan and the other civilian prisoners.

      Dealing with the colonization wave would be problematic in so many ways. The colony ships themselves weren’t military targets, so he wasn’t going to fire on them. Honestly, he had a moral duty to defend them if he could do so safely, even though they belonged to the enemy. Civilians weren’t valid targets, and if the military that accompanied the colonization wave opened fire on them, he’d have to make some hard calls.

      The best way to deal with the new threat was to somehow nullify their military power before they could bring it to bear. He wasn’t sure how they could accomplish that, but they still had a week or two to think about it.

      And, of course, he needed to know what the aliens wanted with the Confederation, though he was pretty sure he knew the broad outlines by this point. They wanted to dominate human space and turn humanity into their new hosts. That had to be stopped at all costs.

      More importantly, he needed to know their specific plans. There were a lot of planets in the cluster, and the Locusts had to be doing something different on each of them. The military wouldn’t have arrived in sufficient force to go after all resistance inside the cluster, which meant certain planets had been singled out as initial targets. He needed to know where they were and roughly how many aliens they were dealing with.

      Getting that information would be tricky. Maybe they could pull something out of the computers from the first facility they’d captured, but he couldn’t count on it. Even if they could, they’d be relying on Regex and Lisa to be straight about what they found. He trusted Lisa but not Regex. Not yet.

      They had too many balls in the air. One mistake would cause them to all come crashing down. Common sense told him he couldn’t trust the symbiote, but they were getting to a point where he needed to be able to do so. No one understood the alien society as well as Regex and his companions. Maybe one day Lisa would be able to access the alien’s memories and verify that he was telling the truth, but that wasn’t true now.

      Regex and his people were in almost as much of a bind as the Confederation. Jack and Pastan hadn’t come to an agreement, but the outlines of what might be possible were there. Maybe he could come to a separate agreement with the scientist.

      Jack made his way to Lisa’s room in the medical center and had the guards step in long enough to announce that he was there. That would allow Lisa to get herself in order before he went in.

      Much to his surprise, she opened the door at once, already fully dressed, and gestured for him to come in. She was standing, which his mother wouldn’t be happy about. “I’m awake, so let’s get this going.”

      “I expected you to be sleeping,” he said as he stepped into the compartment. He stopped when he saw some broken glass on the floor.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “I was trying to find a way to deal with everything. As you can see, that’s a work in progress. I got frustrated and smashed a vase of flowers.”

      He could sympathize. “There are people you could talk to.”

      “All with doctor as a title. Pass. Shouldn’t you have already been down here to get me? I thought questioning the prisoners would be a high priority item.”

      “Something came up, and I suppose that’s one of the things that I should speak with the two of you about.” He sat in one of the uncomfortable visitors’ chairs, crossed his legs, and considered her. “We’re in a pretty tight situation, and I’ll have to play fast and loose with the rules if I want this to come out in our favor. I trust you, but I don’t trust Regex yet. That needs to change today. Is he ready to talk?”

      She sat on the edge of the bed. “He says that he is. How do you intend to make that happen?”

      “I’ll lay out the situation as I see it, and we’ll see if we can come to an understanding. This would be separate from what his leader agrees to for the rest of the group, but he’ll get information they don’t have in exchange for that. Information I believe he’ll find fascinating.”

      “It sounds like you’ve got his attention,” she said after a moment. “Make the pitch.”

      “We believe we’ve captured or killed all the Tardans on New Copenhagen. We’re about to question the leadership in more detail, and I have a plan that might get us more information, but it will require cooperation with Regex.”

      She nodded. “He assumes you’ll use his presence to decipher what they’re saying amongst themselves because they don’t believe we can understand them. Does that mean we’ll use the translation program to get the information we need out of them as a ploy?”

      “That’s exactly what this means,” Jack said with a smile. “We’re going to let them think we have no idea how to speak their language. Even when we bring Pastan into the conversation, they’re not going to believe humans can understand anything that’s said. Other than the terrible translation your program can render.”

      She crossed her arms and scowled at him. “That program has capabilities I don’t think anyone else could have managed. The linguists have been helping, and we’re making progress. Give me a month, and it’ll work pretty darn well.”

      “We don’t need it to work well,” Jack insisted. “We need it to work as poorly as possible. If they’re guessing at what we mean and conversing amongst themselves about how they can respond, they’ll let things slip that they’d never tell us on their own. Oh, and we’ve been recording everything they’ve already said. I’m sure there will be some juicy bits of information just waiting to be translated. Sadly, that will require people familiar with the Tardan language to listen to it. People we trust.”

      “And how do they earn our trust?”

      “We extend some courtesies and give him information we wouldn’t otherwise share,” Jack said. “That means whatever we tell him has to stay secret unless we approve transferring that knowledge to the rest, but I’m not going to hold something back that might endanger their lives or those of the ones coming in these follow-up colonization waves.”

      Lisa considered him for a long moment, and he imagined that Regex was doing the same. Getting used to having two people in her body would take an adjustment. He kept forgetting there was another intelligent being lurking behind her gaze.

      If the two of them actually did form a symbiosis, what would they be capable of doing? The alien was a genius, and so was she. The synergy between those two sparks of brilliance could probably do things he thought were impossible. Hell, they might be able to do things they’d have individually considered inconceivable.

      “It’s easy to say that we’re going to build trust but hard to do it,” she finally said. “What’s your plan?”

      “I’ll start by filling you both in on the latest information, some of which is very classified. This is me extending trust because what we found may very well change the course of the coming battle.”

      He explained in as much detail as he knew what Derek and Amanda had done and what they’d found. He had no images of the ship itself, though, by this point, he was confident that some had been transmitted. He brought up his comm and called India, asking that she forward some images to him. Once it arrived, he showed it to Lisa.

      The hacker took his comm and began flipping through the images, stopping at one or two to stare at them. Her expression was peculiar. Even though she was controlling her face, Jack suspected that some of Regex’s emotions were bleeding through.

      “This might be bad,” she said after a few seconds. “Regex says that ship belongs to the race that created his people. He doesn’t recognize the ships around it, though.”

      “Those are Confederation exploration ships. I’m not sure who came up with the idea of linking them together and bringing that ship back because it never made it into the Navy records. There’s nothing about a captured alien ship or an expedition to track them down. Even Grand Admiral Carstairs failed to mention it.”

      He frowned at her for a moment. “Regex, just how familiar are you with these creators? You said you’d worked on enhancing their drive technology. Did that mean you worked with them directly or that you took the information they gave you and ran with it?”

      Lisa hesitated a moment and then nodded. When she spoke, the timbre of her voice was different, and the cadence was off. Jack felt a chill run down his spine as he realized he was talking with the alien inside her.

      “They did not deign to interface with us directly, Commodore. Such as we were too insignificant for them to concern themselves with. It was far better not to come to their notice. To the best of my knowledge, they didn’t know me personally, which undoubtedly saved me from being taken back to their world and dissected to discover what made me different from my kin.”

      Jack nodded. “It sounds like you got lucky. We’re going to reopen the gate to our hidden system. It holds other warships that aren’t in fighting condition and our repair parts. If that system were to fall, it would make defending the cluster impossible. Telling you about it is a critical piece of information that shows I’m willing to give you trust. The fact that I’m showing you the images of that alien ship should also tell you that I want to work closely with you to find a way both our peoples can triumph over your military and find a political solution. We won’t be able to avoid fighting, but I’d at least like to shoot the right people. Are you willing to work with me to help make that happen?”

      “It would please me to see our military broken and for my people to be saved. Make no mistake, Commodore. The military would enslave them, which isn’t a life anyone would want to live. I deeply regret what they’ve done to your people, and I’m horrified by what they probably intend to do to your nation. So long as we can find a place to settle my people, I’m certain the civilian side of our colonization effort can come to an arrangement with you. I’ll do everything within my power to make that happen. You have my word upon the matter.”

      Jack stood. “I’m not sure how deeply your people respect honor, but giving our word means something to us. It’s a promise that we’ll do what needs to be done to make it happen. If you’re honest and straightforward with me, I’ll share everything we find, and between the three of us, perhaps we can find a way to save the civilians in this next colonization wave while still stopping the military.”

      “Honor is something we understand, Commodore. I won’t tell Pastan anything that you tell me in confidence. That will anger her, but it’s what needs to happen for us to find common ground. We share a common enemy, and perhaps we can bring them low by working together.”

      Jack smiled. “Then we should get started. As I said, I want to question the senior military leadership. We’ll use Lisa’s translation program at one of its worst settings, so it’s barely comprehensible. When they get an idea of what we’re looking for, they’ll make plans, and you can both listen in.”

      Lisa frowned, even though it probably wasn’t her making her face move. “Forgive me for saying this, but that sounds like a passive means of getting the information we need. Also, I’m uncertain they’ll be as chatty as you believe. The military officers I’ve had the displeasure of meeting were never very talkative. You’ll have to be bolder in your planning if you intend to get the information we need to survive.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “That will be predicated on what we see when we start. Let’s start with your plan, but if you have no objection, I may alter it if I see an option that I believe will work better. This is one of those moments where I can do something for you that will earn the trust you are extending me. I know our military. Trust me to do what needs to be done to get the information we require.”

      “Okay,” he said with a sigh. “This is a gamble, so we’ll have to hope we come up with some decent cards and play them well. Bluffing may or may not work. Of course, those are human gambling metaphors, so they may not make much sense to you. My apologies for that.”

      “I’ve explained a little bit about gambling to him already,” she said with a smile. “I’m no expert at that sort of thing, but I’ve played a few hands in various casinos over the years. No matter what happens, this should be a fascinating interrogation.”

      Jack hoped so because time was running out, and they needed answers badly. “Let’s do this.”
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      Lisa let the marines roll her wheelchair into the makeshift interrogation room with Commodore Romanoff. There were three seats on each side of the table, though they didn’t have anyone to fill the third one on their side at this point. That would be for Pastan when it came time to bring her in. Until then, they’d conduct their ruse without her. The Marines moved the center seat out to make room for her wheelchair.

      At the commodore’s nod, the Marines exited the compartment and returned a couple of minutes later with three of the aliens, one female and two males. All wore dull gray military uniforms.

      Do any of our prisoners look familiar to you?

      <Not personally, but I seldom interfaced with the military. To a degree, they always felt wrong to me. I hesitate to say that I’m more perceptive than others of my species, but I never liked them.>

      She supposed she couldn’t blame him. They’d betrayed their own people, after all. She didn’t have much experience with the Confederation military, but if they weren’t in such dire circumstances, she wasn’t sure she’d have originally had much greater respect for the Navy than he did his own military. Violence wasn’t her way, though at this point, she’d had to reassess her feelings on the matter.

      The commodore waited until the Marines had forced the prisoners into seats on the other side of the table and chained the handcuffs the prisoners wore to the table. A glance at the floor showed that the table was mounted to the deck. The others wouldn’t be much of a threat under these circumstances.

      That made her feel a lot better. The last time she was in the presence of people like this, she’d gotten shot in the back and almost killed. The consequences of that still hadn’t sunk in, but if she hated anyone, it was the people sitting across from her and what they represented.

      She dug into her bag and pulled out the translation tablet, but Romanoff waved for her to put it back. “I’ve been thinking about what Regex said, and there’s no way they’ll tell us anything specific unless we press them hard. We don’t have time to dance around. We need answers, and the only way to get them is to let them know we can understand what they’re saying.”

      He turned his head toward the Marines. “Go get Pastan.”

      Well, Lisa had expected a bit more subtlety, but maybe he was right. “I’ll tell her what we’re doing. If she jumps right in and starts demanding answers, it’s entirely possible our prisoners will say more than they normally would since they’ll think we don’t understand. That’s a way to get specific without showing all our cards.”

      Romanoff nodded. “Let her know what we want to do. The more information we get about the incoming colonization wave, the better off we’ll be. It would also be useful knowing what they hope to accomplish against the Confederation.”

      “I’ll make sure she knows.”

      Lisa rolled herself through the hatch after the Marines. Pastan was waiting for them, and she looked surprised, probably because Lisa had come into their area, even under guard. The alien leader tilted her head slightly to the side in a gesture Lisa recognized as questioning. “What is happening?”

      “I’m about to take you into an interrogation room where we have some high-ranking military prisoners. They don’t know I have Regex inside me, so they have no way of guessing I can understand your speech. We’d like you to act outraged and demand answers about what’s coming with the colonization wave. If they’re as arrogant as I hope, they’ll tell you. It would be helpful if you could also inquire about their end goal here in the Confederation. I’ll jump in when it’s time to press things home and get some specifics.”

      Pastan considered her words for a moment and shrugged. That was an interesting gesture because it seemed to have the same meaning to both their peoples.

      “It won’t be hard to feign outrage because I am outraged. I want answers to those particular questions, but I’m unsure how best to get them. Sadly, no matter what we do, they’ll be disinclined to speak. The secrets you want will be kept back.”

      “You’re sure we can’t trick them into saying something?”

      Pastan gestured in the negative. “They will say nothing.”

      Lisa grimaced. That wasn’t good news. How could she shake things up?

      Then she smiled. “I think I have an idea on that. It may not work, but if you follow my lead, maybe we can satisfy our curiosities. Come on.”

      She led Pastan back to the interrogation room and rolled in as if she owned the place, with Pastan at her heels. The military prisoners’ eyes widened when they saw Pastan, and the female tried to stand, but her chained hands prevented her from doing so.

      Romanoff turned as they came in and started to say something, but Lisa held up a hand imperiously as if to silence him. His eyebrows quirked a little, but he followed her lead with a slight widening of his eyes.

      Lisa gestured toward the chair on the right side of the table, and Pastan took a seat. That done, she rolled into the open center area and stared at the prisoners. Then she smiled coldly.

      “You’ve made a terrible error,” she said in the alien language. “You had the arrogance to believe you would solve the method of using humans as hosts before we would. Laughable, when you only had the poorest of the scientists working for you, and we had a genius.”

      That sparked a reaction from Regex. <I have no idea where you’re going with this. What you’re saying is shocking, but I hardly see how it will convince them to tell us something they’re not inclined to say in the first place.>

      Just watch.

      The female sat there for several seconds without speaking, though her mouth seemed to be working. Then her eyes hardened. “How did you do it?”

      Lisa smiled smugly. It wouldn’t carry across, but it helped her get into character. “We solved the human problem. You’ll note that I have full control of this body and access to its memories. From what I understand, your experiments mostly failed. Your test subject is barely able to connect with the new host. How pathetic.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Pastan staring at her. She’d better clue the other woman in on what she had in mind, or she might ruin everything.

      “This is Leader Pastan,” Lisa said with a gesture. “You may or may not be familiar with her, but her duty was to command the initial colonists. She survived your betrayal, and during our contact with these humans, she tricked them into thinking she would work with them. It seems they’re more morally flexible than you gave them credit for. They’re willing to work with us to fight you, and in the end, it is we who shall receive the benefits.”

      The female prisoner—who she still had no name for—took a deep breath and shook her head in a waggling motion that meant bemusement. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course you do,” Lisa scoffed. “You used your military authority to turn our scout ships against the colony vessel once you’d taken our people off. Slaying the old host bodies was shortsighted if you ask me. Nevertheless, you didn’t kill everyone, and we’re now in control because the humans are willing to work with us to overcome you.”

      “You pathetic fools cannot stop us,” the officer snarled. “As soon as the next colonization wave arrives, we’ll have more than enough force to subjugate these humans and you. I don’t know how they managed to destroy their gates, but it will not be enough to stop us from winning in the end.”

      Lisa laughed. “You’re the fool. Even now, we’re setting up weaponry that will eliminate your military force and give us even more of our people to work with. You’ve unleashed a force you can hardly imagine, which will destroy you. Within a week, our victory will be assured.”

      Now it was the alien woman’s turn to laugh. “That only proves how stupid you are. The next colonization wave will be here in two days. We almost held out until they arrived, but it won’t matter in the end. Your deaths are assured.”

      One of the males attempted to interrupt her, but the woman waved him off with what amounted to a snarl before continuing. “Once they’ve eliminated this ship, they’ll crush whatever you’ve put together. I don’t know how you discovered our plans to seize this area of space and forge a new race of hosts to turn into weapons against our former masters, but we won’t be stopped by the likes of you.”

      Pastan leaned forward. “Is that all this was about? Revenge against those who created us? We left them far behind, and you want to drag us back to war?”

      “We shall rain fire and death upon them and take their places. In due time, our people will rule the stars.”

      <They’re megalomaniacs.> Regex’s mental voice sounded both bemused and horrified. <Do they genuinely have no idea how strong the Novarites are? There are many weapons and technologies they never shared with us. For that matter, the race they’re fighting seems just as strong as they are. What this fool is talking about is as bad as sticking her hand into a fire.>

      It’s obviously not just these prisoners. They’ve got a whole group of your people willing to murder their own kind just to get into a position to subjugate another race so they can try. We knew they wanted to take control of humanity, but now we understand why. Let’s see if we can pull some more information out of them.

      Lisa stared pityingly at the chained woman. “Leave it to you to think that a punch to the face is the best answer when one is threatened. No matter, I suppose. You have to get our people off those ships before you resort to violence. That gives us an opportunity to strike first. You only have two ships, so it hardly matters. Your plan is doomed.”

      That bit of information was something that Regex had told her was in the colonization plan. Two military vessels would be challenging to deal with but not impossible.

      Now it was the prisoner’s turn to laugh. “Apparently, you don’t get the most up-to-date information. They consolidated three of the follow-up waves and sent them all at once. There will be six military vessels escorting three times as many colony ships. Whatever plans you had to deal with us are doomed to fail. Surrender now, and perhaps we’ll let you live, so long as you tell us the secret of how you control this body.”

      A chill wind ran through Lisa’s heart. That wasn’t the kind of information she’d hoped to get. Of course, it might be a lie, but they had to plan as if it were true. Otherwise, they were screwed.

      “I’m willing to consider it,” Lisa allowed, “but I want to know what you did to the human body that caused it to work so poorly.”

      “The drugs they created to keep the host mind comatose are inadequate. The human sleeps, but its memories are chaotic and hard to access. With further work, it may be possible to erase the personality centers and leave the knowledge intact. How did you succeed where we failed?”

      “That is for future negotiations,” she said with a smile. “We’re done here.”

      She gestured for the Marines to take the prisoners away and was pleased when they obeyed.

      Once the three of them were alone, Romanoff turned in his seat to consider her. “I’m not sure what that was all about, but you probably should’ve run it past me first. Did it at least work?”

      “I’ve got some bad news. The military leader said the colonization wave would be here in two days and that it would be three times as large as we expected. There will be six military vessels and probably a consummate number of motherships and drones. How do we deal with something like that?”

      Romanoff rubbed his eyes for a moment. “I’m not sure we can. We’ll have to have a meeting to run through our options. Did she give up any more information?”

      “They want human bodies as hosts so they can go back and destroy the people who created them. Regex doesn’t think they understand the scope of what they’re trying to do.”

      “This wouldn’t be the first time someone’s bitten off more than they can chew,” he said with a sigh. “It seems shortsightedness isn’t just a human trait. Let’s get out of here. Tell Pastan she’s welcome to join us, and you can run a translation for her at the meeting. We’re out of time, and we need to find a way out of this mess that leaves this ship intact and us alive.”

      Lisa passed that on to Pastan, and the alien woman inclined her head. “I will, of course, work with you to try and make this happen. Is there any way that the colony vessels can be protected?”

      “We’ll do our best,” Romanoff said after Lisa translated her words. “I’m willing to accept that you didn’t intend to invade us, but I’m not sure everyone else in the Confederation will feel as accepting. If we can settle this fight in our favor, we’ll have time to discuss our options. Damned if I know what we can do, but there’s a hammer coming toward our heads, and we need to stop it.”

      The Navy officer led the way out of the compartment, and Lisa rolled along beside Pastan. The alien woman shielded her eyes from the overhead lights, and Lisa remembered they had different visual needs. She asked one of the Marines to see about getting some sunglasses to help reduce the woman’s discomfort.

      As he left to find something, her mind was already racing, trying to come up with ideas, but she wasn’t a fighter. All she could do was try to make sure they got the hyperdrive working in time.

      She hoped Regex liked the taste of caffeinated drinks because it was crunch time, and she wasn’t going to rest until it was done.
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      Derek walked into the commodore’s briefing room and found a lot of people waiting for him, including one of the aliens, who was—oddly—wearing mirrored sunglasses. Lisa Gane sat beside the prisoner, saying something to her in a low tone. The hacker’s expression looked sour.

      He’d taken the time to stop by his quarters to change back into a fresh uniform, and now he felt late. Having everyone watching him was intimidating, but he forced himself to nod as he looked for a seat.

      “Don’t be shy, Derek,” Romanoff said. “You’re the man of the hour, so you get the center seat.” He gestured toward the chair at the other end of the table from him.

      No, that wasn’t intimidating at all.

      He noted with some amusement that Amanda slid into the room behind him and sat at the table without anyone saying a thing. Why was he getting all the heat? She’d been just as much a part of this as he had.

      Once he’d taken his seat, the commodore leaned forward and fixed him with his gaze. “I’ve seen the rough outlines of everything you did, but I want you to go over it again from the top. I want to know everything you found and every step you took along the way in finding it. While time is of the essence, skip no detail.”

      “There’s not much to say about the trip out,” he said. “Since the hyperdrive was supposed to be point-and-click, I estimated where the other gate was and took us into hyperspace. We came out a short distance off but were otherwise fine.”

      Captain MacKinnon leaned forward in her seat. “What was it like?”

      “The cameras showed a swirling black and gray. I’m not sure if that’s what it looked like in reality or if that was an artifact of how hyperspace influenced our cameras. I suppose the only way to know for sure is to go outside during hyperspace, and I’m not ready to volunteer for that.”

      “According to Regex, if you become untethered in hyperspace, no one will ever find your body or even be able to see it if they’re right there. The drive generates a protective cocoon around the ship, and if you exit that, the natural laws of hyperspace take effect on you. Ships in hyperspace can’t interact or see one another, or any aspect of anything else in there with them.”

      “Well, that’s horrifying,” Derek muttered. “So other ships traveling through hyperspace can’t see one another? That hints at tactical advantages we might be able to work with. Amanda and I can discuss it and see if anything presents itself.”

      Romanoff cleared his throat. “While that’s interesting, we need to stick to the business at hand. You arrived in the outer system. What happened next?”

      Derek walked him through the things they did and saw. He spent a lot of time talking about the conglomeration of ships they found but had to confess that he didn’t know much about the central vessel. The only thing he could confirm with any certainty was that the single exploration vessel he’d been aboard had been set up to come to life the moment they arrived.

      “Do you have any idea who might have done that?” Tina Chen asked. “It seems a peculiar thing to leave outside the system before hiding the gate control modules leading to it under a Navy nuclear weapons storage facility.”

      He shook his head. “I went through the computer system a little, but there was no information. I mean that in the strictest of senses, too. Everything that wasn’t part of the core systems had been erased. Maybe there’s something on the alien ship, but we didn’t visit it.”

      The commodore turned to face David Chen. “I want you and your wife to put together a team to see what’s there. From what Regex said, that’s a ship from the race that created them. The… ah, Novarites. It has battle damage, and the Confederation found it somewhere. We need to know the story behind that. The exploration ships hint that we went looking for it, but I want to confirm that if we can.”

      “I’ll see to it,” he said. “I think it might be best to take Colonel Turner with us. Having some of his Marines along would be reassuring, though I’m certain we don’t have any direct threats over there after all this time.”

      “I’ll have my people ready to go after the meeting,” the grizzled Marine officer said. “That ship looks like it took a pretty heavy hit. Do we have any idea what kind of weapon did that?”

      The alien woman said something. Lisa listened to her and nodded. “Pastan says the Novarites have been fighting another race for centuries, on and off. They don’t know the specifics—or even anything about the other race—but she feels inclined to lay the damage at their feet.”

      “That’s a good working theory, but we’ll have to confirm or refute it at some point,” Romanoff said. “Can we hypothesize what kind of weapon caused the damage?”

      “Something burned its way through from one side of the ship to the other,” Amanda said. “Whatever it was, it was fast, powerful, and generated enough heat to burn through without otherwise wrecking the rest of the vessel. That’s like a laser on steroids. And speaking of mysteries, that alien ship is armed with phased packet plasma guns like our modern Navy. I somehow doubt that’s a coincidence.”

      “Probably not,” Romanoff said with a sigh. “More mysteries to solve.”

      The senior officer frowned at Derek. “Before we start with the rest of this meeting, I need to press the point that you took a terrible risk, Mister Calvo. Even if you went over everything you possibly could, you had no way of knowing that ship could successfully jump in the configuration you found it in. It was far more likely to have been destroyed than reach its intended destination. You do know that, right?”

      Derek nodded. He’d been expecting the ass chewing, but he’d hoped to get it in private. “Amanda pointed that out to me in exquisite detail, sir. I decided that if I didn’t try, there was no way we were getting what we needed to fight. The ship might have remained intact if I’d left it alone, but we’d still be dead. I take full responsibility for the decision.”

      Romanoff looked at him for a moment and then shifted his gaze to Amanda. “Would you concur with that, Lieutenant Harris?”

      “Only to a point, sir,” she said. “I did raise concerns, but once he explained his thinking, I agreed with his conclusions. It was one hell of a risk but increased the odds of our ultimate survival. It was a risk worth taking, in my opinion.”

      Their commanding officer looked at them both and then nodded. “That was well reasoned, and I’m not going to gainsay what you decided, but I want you to both be aware that in the future, you can’t take risks like that every time and expect to come out alive on the other side. Sooner rather than later, something will blow up in your faces. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” Derek said. Amanda mirrored his response.

      “Very good.” Romanoff seemed to relax a little. “Congratulations on perhaps pulling our butts out of the fire. Having that ship here does open up a few more options if we can be sure it’s working. Commander Danek?”

      “I’ve got teams ready to look once Colonel Turner has cleared everything. Since the ships are linked together, I’m guessing taking the one out of the middle would probably be a bad idea, but I’d have to see what they did to know how stable the configuration is. Charlie Ferrero sent a message just before the meeting that they’re about ready to bring the quantum gate to Port Royale back online, so I should be able to start getting parts in for Hunter shortly, and potentially the exploration ships if we need them.”

      “How will we let them know we’re ready for them to come over?” MacKinnon asked. “That conglomeration of ships isn’t small enough to go through the gate, and we don’t know how the motherships do it.”

      “That was simple enough to arrange,” Derek said. “They’ve got a ship on the other side that will attempt to transit every half hour.” He glanced at his chronometer. “They won’t be ready to try again for another twenty minutes. If they miss this window, they’ll catch the next one.”

      “What should we do then?” Romanoff asked. “We’ve got people repairing our missile batteries and lasers already. I suppose we can always bring in more missiles to refurbish, but we’re sorely pressed for time. Derek and Amanda, the one thing you don’t know is that we received a warning that the next colonization wave will arrive in roughly two days, and worse, there will be more enemy ships than we’ve been planning on. Instead of two military vessels, there will be six. There’ll also be three times as many colonization vessels that we’ll need to protect while still taking out the military vessels, motherships, and drones. Amanda, do you have any ideas on how we can do that?”

      Amanda scowled for a moment and shook her head. “Right now, our maneuverability is too compromised to engage them effectively. We don’t even know where they’ll appear in the system. I suppose the best we can do is wait in orbit until they swarm us, but that’s not a recipe for victory.”

      “I believe I can clarify where the colonization ships will appear,” the alien woman said with Lisa translating. “They should arrive at roughly the same location where our ship was attacked. While that’s not a precise location, it does give you a better zone in which to expect them.”

      “Is there any way to detect them before they exit hyperspace?” Amanda asked.

      “There is,” Lisa said without waiting for the alien to speak. “Regex says there’s a hyperspace detector aboard the colony ship. It has a range of around sixty light hours, so six hours’ warning at the expected speeds in hyperspace. He says he can describe it well enough that we should be able to send someone to Port Royale and salvage it from the wreck.”

      “Does it work inside hyperspace itself?” Danek asked. “Can ships sense other ships there?”

      Lisa shook her head. “No. It’s only useful from normal space. They used them to build warning systems so they’d know if they were about to have a visit from the Novarites and give themselves enough time to hide any incriminating evidence.”

      “Better than nothing, I suppose. Thanks.”

      Knowing the enemy was about to drop in on them was worth something, and it would definitely be worthwhile detecting the next swarm of motherships making its way to New Copenhagen. That warning system would’ve been handy before the invasion, but it could be a lifesaver now.

      “Sir, we left the disabled ship a ways from the gate and depot,” he said. “Counting travel time, it would take a small craft a full day to make it there, retrieve the detector, and make it back. If we could jump the exploration ships to the wreck, that would shave it to just hours.”

      Romanoff shook his head. “Remember what I said about taking too many risks? We were lucky to get it here, and I don’t intend to chance losing it now. We’ll have to accept this will take a day. How can we spring a trap on the Tardan military without knowing precisely where they’ll appear?”

      “Regex says our damaged hull won’t be affected when we go into hyperspace,” Lisa said. “If we position ourselves in the same general area as they’re going to arrive, we could use the hyperspace drive to get close before they see us, launch a couple of salvos of missiles, and then run away before they could respond. That beats sitting and waiting for them to pound us, right?”

      “We’re not going to have as many nuclear missiles as we’d like,” Romanoff said with a sigh. “They’re recovering warheads from the facility, but the pace is slow. Until they clear the main volcano entrance—if they can—we won’t be able to speed that up much. Dragging the warheads up the stairs isn’t a recipe for speed.”

      “How many do we have aboard now, sir?” Amanda asked.

      “Around thirty-five hundred. We’re loading every warhead that we can recover as soon as it arrives. The engineering crews are working on getting even more missile batteries functional, but as things sit, we’ve got plenty of firing capability and are only lacking ammunition. I think we’re looking at maybe getting another five hundred warheads before we have to leave orbit, so start working on attack plans. India, have a team return to Port Royale as soon as the gate opens so they can retrieve the hyperspace detector. We’ll have one chance at catching them with their pants down, so we’ll have to arrange an ambush they’ll never see coming.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I want everybody to spend time going over these plans and refining everything we can,” Romanoff continued. “We’ll revisit them in twenty-four hours and see if we think they’ll work. If so, we’ll move into a position to execute. We’ll have one shot at destroying them before they can react. Questions?”

      No one had any, and Romanoff stood. “Dismissed.”

      Derek rose and walked over to Amanda. “Do you really think we can do this?” he asked in a low voice.

      She nodded as she stood. “This is one of those calculated risks you were talking about. We can make the magic happen, but a lot will depend on you. If you can take Hunter into hyperspace and drop us right next to their ships, it’ll be like dynamiting fish in a barrel.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What do you know about dynamite, much less fishing with it?”

      Amanda grinned. “More than you might think. Now, time is wasting. Let’s do this.”

      Derek started to follow her out, but Commodore Romanoff waved him back. He stepped over to the flag officer, and they waited until everyone had cleared the compartment.

      “I wanted to let you know that I appreciate the work you’ve done, Derek. While you need to learn to be more careful, you’ve given us a chance at making this work. You should be proud of that.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to control the hyperdrive to the degree we need? For this to work, we’ll have to appear very close to a lot of hostile ships. Your last try using hyperspace wasn’t that precise. What makes you think this time will be any different?”

      “That was the first time we’ve ever used one, sir,” he said with a smile. “I’ve learned a bit from the experience. I’ll also review how the drive works with Regex and see if I can refine the process. We’ll want to give it a test drive before push comes to shove, though.”

      “Agreed. Work up a plan of action, and once we move outside the jump limit, we can give it a test. Oh, one thing that Regex already told us is that our larger ship should be able to use the hyperdrive about ten percent—give or take—closer to the star than their ships can. Perhaps we should set up closer to the star and jump out at them before they expect us to move. That kind of surprise might work in our favor.”

      “I’ll come up with something, sir. You can count on me.” In fact, he had a twist on the plan Lisa had suggested, but he’d have to run it by Amanda before he knew if it was worth anything.

      “Good man,” Romanoff said. “I’ll let you be about it then.”

      As Derek walked out of the conference room, he was already thinking about the possibilities. If his idea was worthwhile, it might make for a devastating surprise. In any case, he’d probably have to have someone manually controlling the hyperdrive while he aimed the ship. It would be a kludge, but there wasn’t time for an elegant solution.

      He smiled. This situation should terrify him, yet he felt exhilarated. This was where he belonged, and he wouldn’t let his shipmates down. He wouldn’t let humanity down.

      Not now. Not ever.
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      Mac spent the trip out to the strange ship going over the sensor records and making plans to search everything. They’d have to start with the alien vessel simply because it was the unknown factor, but they’d also need to search the exploration ships. To do that, he’d brought enough Marines to send teams aboard each one. If there was anything interesting, they’d find it.

      His pinnace only had the Marines going to the strange alien vessel, the Chens, Lisa Gane, and her passenger. They had no idea what they’d find aboard that ship, but they’d be ready. He’d made sure of that.

      “So this is our second set of aliens,” Tina Chen said. “We’ll have to start referring to them by name all the time, or it will get confusing.”

      “You’ve got that right. We have the Tardans, the Novarites, and the Locusts. Those are the mechanicals rather than the living beings, and we need to keep them separate in our heads. I wonder if the hosts have a separate name?” Her eyes unfocused for a moment. “No, they don’t. I suppose that makes things easier.”

      Mac agreed with her. This entire situation had become far more convoluted than he’d ever imagined it could be.

      He waved a hand to garner their attention. “When we get to the alien vessel, we’ll go aboard in vacuum suits. We have no idea what we’ll encounter, and I want you to be very careful. Let the Marines scout every area before you go in, and don’t just start touching things.”

      “Why is everyone staring at me when you say that?” Tina asked in an affronted tone that was ruined by her wicked smile. “I’m not nearly as bad as you make me out to be. David is the one that’s all touchy-feely.”

      “And you said you’d never tell,” her husband said in a dry tone. “We’re looking at you because I’m the careful one. All joking aside, I’d imagine this vessel has been thoroughly explored by whoever captured it. Or found it, I suppose. It wasn’t one of our weapons that disabled it.”

      “I’ve got a problem,” Lisa said. “I’ve never used a vacuum suit before. Neither has Regex.”

      “That’s not a problem,” Mac said. “I’ll have some of my people act as your minders. They’ll keep you safe and direct you on what you need to do.”

      She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue either.

      “I hope they left something aboard that tells us who put this all together,” Tina said. “If it wasn’t the Navy, who could it have been? And of course, I already know the answer to that rhetorical question: Confederation Intelligence.”

      Mac raised an eyebrow. “The two of you used to work for Confederation Intelligence, right?”

      “I worked for Naval Intelligence, which is somewhat different,” David said. “Tina worked for Confederation Intelligence, though she did most of her work in coordination with my organization. That’s how we met. And to answer your next question, no, we had no idea there was a project like this. Admittedly, it would’ve been conducted long before we were born, but if there were records still available, I never saw them.”

      Tina nodded. “And as a high-ranking analyst, he had access to all kinds of secrets, so he should have come across something like this, if a record existed. Of course, we’d have to lock all our heads in a safe if he ever mentioned any of those secrets. I suppose it’s good that he doesn’t talk in his sleep.”

      “Would you believe they have training to make sure that didn’t happen?” David asked. “True story.”

      Mac found himself looking between the two, not entirely convinced this wasn’t some kind of show the married couple put on for everyone around them. “The two of you are entertaining, but we should focus on the task at hand. Whoever was responsible for recovering that ship must’ve sent the exploration vessels to backtrack the Locusts. I’m not sure how that’s possible, but it obviously worked well enough to get them into the general ballpark. If we’re lucky, there will be computer records aboard that ship detailing what they found.”

      “If there are, accessing them might be challenging,” Tina said. “Thankfully, we have Lisa to help with it. Did you bring your tools?”

      Lisa patted the bag at her side. “Right here. Regex says he doesn’t know a lot about the Novarites, but he has some familiarity with their computers because their own systems are based on them.”

      One of the pilots came back from the control area and walked over to him. “We’re almost to the ship, Colonel. Someone attached a standard airlock to the hull, so we’ll be able to put everyone aboard without having to go on a spacewalk. We’ll be docked in five minutes.”

      “That works for us,” Mac said. Thanks.”

      The time passed quickly, and he felt the pinnace dock with a slight jar. Once it was firmly attached, the fireteam taking the lead moved into the alien vessel, and everyone else followed group by group. Mac, the Chens, and Lisa came last.

      The interior of the alien vessel was in darkness, though he could see temporary lights strung on what was probably the ceiling. Life support wasn’t operational, and there was no gravity.

      Most of the Marines had already begun heading down the alien corridor, maneuvering carefully in the microgravity. One fireteam remained nearby to provide cover while the other teams searched the readily accessible areas. Mac and the rest wouldn’t advance until the all-clear came back.

      Considering that this vessel was bigger than a modern Navy cruiser, that took almost half an hour. The Chens were, of course, eager to get busy looking for anything interesting, and he regretted not sending the Marines ahead in a different small craft so they could’ve gotten right to it.

      The teams sent back reports of what they were finding. It looked as if the vessel had at one time had an atmosphere. It had bled off since the ship had been abandoned.

      Engineering was almost destroyed, but the remainder of the vessel appeared intact. Everything was strange, but it looked like a lot of the equipment had either been partially disassembled or removed altogether. An organized effort had been made to look this ship over in detail.

      Someone found what amounted to a morgue. It was an area that had once been kept cold but was now frozen, just like everything else. Inside were many bodies, implying that whoever had found the ship had done so shortly after a battle. Either that or the ship’s interior had been in vacuum and the bodies preserved.

      Finally, the all-clear came, and they made their way to what was a command post for whoever had salvaged the vessel. There were Confederation computers and evidence that some of the surrounding compartments had been utilized as quarters. The fact that none of that had been removed implied that whoever had been here had expected others to take their place or return themselves.

      The area where they found the computers looked like a mess compartment to him. The Chens were busy examining them, though with no power they weren’t having much luck. He called for a portable power supply. It was also possible they could power the temporary lights, which might make the ship feel less spooky.

      Probably not much less spooky, but every bit would help.

      Once his minders had Lisa strapped down so she wouldn’t float off, he began wandering the ship. He wasn’t a naval officer, but he needed an idea of who these people were. What kind of enemies would they be? Even though his people were already deeply involved in a war, there was every chance they might face these people in battle one day, and every bit of information he could dredge up might help them when that time came.

      The first thing he decided was that the Novarites were a warlike species. This vessel was a warship and didn’t serve another purpose. That spoke a fair bit about the personality of its builders. He’d heard secondhand that Regex had said much the same, but this only confirmed it.

      He eventually ended up on the vessel’s bridge. The controls were dead, but the layout spoke volumes. The commanding officer was seated high on a dais in the center, much like a throne. There were no controls present there, either. This ship’s commander issued orders for others to carry out.

      Mac eyed the seat and found it too large for his taste. He’d have felt like a kid in an adult’s chair, and he was a big guy. When he looked at the rest of the compartment, he saw that the subordinate consoles faced the command dais. That was an interesting way of doing things. What purpose did it serve? Was it meant to remind the underlings of who was truly in charge?

      He sighed. There wasn’t any way he could figure this out alone. The best he could do was make sure this vessel was available for examination. The engineering teams would be aboard shortly to begin the task of seeing if the exploration vessels could be moved independently. If not, they needed to know that up front.

      The next location he went to was the captain’s office. It was directly adjacent to the bridge, heavily armored and lavish beyond any expectations. Unlike the rest of the ship, it wasn’t spartan. Frankly, it was anything but.

      It was swathed in what looked like fine cloth and had comfortable-looking pillows floating in the microgravity. It was apparent these were the quarters of someone who had power over those around them.

      With all the floating debris, it was difficult to search the quarters effectively, but he discovered an office toward the rear. It held a desk that wasn’t all that different from the ones used by the Confederation Navy, though this one was made of a pinkish-colored wood and was of far greater quality than anything but the commodore’s desk back aboard Hunter. It was about the same size, too.

      A large safe was built into the bulkhead, but someone had cut it open and removed the contents, so there were no secrets left to be found. Odds were the contents were around here somewhere. It was another piece of the puzzle that he now had to put together.

      The ship also had an area for its physical combatants. It was significantly larger than the Marines’ space on a modern Navy cruiser. The Novarites’ fighters had to be far more numerous than their Confederation counterparts. That spoke to their methods of fighting. There would be boarding and close-range combat.

      He pulled a rifle off the rack and examined it. Much like the weapon used by the war machines on the planet, it was a Gauss gun. Unlike the ones he’d seen to date, this was more compact and seemed more powerful. Instead of slugs, it fired small flechettes with fins to stabilize them during flight. Depending on how fast something like this was accelerated, it could punch right through heavy personal armor.

      Whoever had salvaged this vessel hadn’t seen fit to share this particular technology with the Confederation Marines. From what Amanda Harris had said, the Navy had gotten this ship’s primary weapons delivered to them through some means, but the small arms had remained a secret. Why?

      Hopefully, the computers would answer that because having more effective small arms would’ve made fighting the mechanized war machines much easier.

      The last place he visited was the makeshift morgue. He wasn’t a ghoul, but he needed to see what these aliens looked like. Their physical form and how they dressed might tell him something about their society and nature.

      There were a lot of bodies stuffed into the compartment. What had been a secondary mess hall had been fitted with freezers and cooling units to keep anything from decaying, but that had failed with the power. Of course, now that they were in vacuum, the only thing that had happened was that the moisture had been leached off.

      The Novarites—both male and female—were very tall, averaging around two and a half meters, with some specimens approaching three meters. They were humanoid, though their faces looked more like some kind of beast than a human. They had a muzzle full of teeth that extended several inches from the rest of their faces, and their heads sloped somewhat back. The look could be called doglike, but that was a stretch. They were obviously carnivores.

      Their bodies were more like a human’s than their heads, but the joints were in odd places, and he suspected they had once run on four legs. They were probably still capable of doing so, based on how he interpreted what he saw.

      Doctor Romanoff would have to examine the corpses in detail when she had time in case they ever came face-to-face with these beings. He hoped that didn’t come anytime soon because they already had a lot on their plate.

      As satisfied as he could be with this brief examination, he headed back to the command post. He found they’d gotten the computers on and were working at gaining access. Based on what he saw, the security protocols stymied them, but he wasn’t betting against Lisa. After all, she’d broken into a nuclear weapons storage facility. Surely that would have far better security arrangements than anything here.

      Rather than interrupt them, he started getting his people in order. They’d give all the ships a thorough search, and he wanted samples of everything they could get and pictures and videos of things they couldn’t. This was a sideshow to the upcoming battle, but it was important. Best to do things right.

      Once that was done, it would be time to prepare for the space battle. He and his people might not be involved in that, but he wasn’t taking that for granted. Whatever happened, they’d be ready.
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      Jack sat in his command chair and watched his crew work. They’d left New Copenhagen two hours ago and were still moving slowly toward the modified jump limit. The strange conglomeration of exploration vessels and the Novarite ship were headed in the opposite direction. He’d sent one of the backup helm officers along in case they were forced to jump the ship, but he hoped to avoid that.

      He still wasn’t sure he was comfortable using the hyperdrive, but according to Regex, it should be safe. Even so, the damage to their stern prevented them from accelerating at any real speed, so he hoped it would be that simple.

      With their track record, he wasn’t going to count on it.

      The engineering team that had gone to the alien wreck in the Port Royale system had gotten back just as they were preparing to leave orbit, and his chief engineer and the alien scientist embedded in Lisa Gane were working to bring the hyperspace detector online even now.

      There would likely be nine colony vessels to go along with the six warships, the support vessels, swarms of motherships, and their attendant drones. Almost all of the civilian vessels were irrelevant to the upcoming fight. If the colony vessels took off in every direction, that could be dealt with. It was the ones that could shoot back that he cared about.

      “What’s our ETA to the modified jump limit?” he asked Derek.

      “At this speed, we’re still about four hours away, sir,” the helmsman said. “We won’t know we’ve reached it until we attempt to use the hyperdrive, though.”

      “Is that going to be dangerous if we haven’t?”

      The young man turned in his seat. “Not according to Regex. If the ship is too deep inside the star system or too close to a planetary body in the outer system, the hyperdrive will reject the order to engage. There’s a built-in safety mechanism to ensure you can’t use it too close to something that would cause it to malfunction.”

      Jack leaned forward and considered that. “What happens if we engage the hyperdrive too deep in the star system? Would it blow up? Would it burn out? Would we go somewhere unexpected?”

      Derek shrugged. “According to Regex, if a ship is deep in the star’s gravity well, it seemingly works as expected, but the ship never returns. They jump into hyperspace at a much higher speed, and they never come back out. Even when a ship aims at a star that should force it back into normal space, it continues on. His suspicion is that the radiation in the higher energy bands kills the crew right away. As one might expect, there weren’t many volunteers for that type of research.”

      “I’d imagine not,” Jack said. “It sounds like they don’t know a lot about hyperspace, but I’m not one to judge. We don’t know how our quantum drive works when you get right down to it. And, since the Locust motherships can use our quantum gates, the two technologies are obviously related in some fashion. I wonder if he’ll try to come up with a unified theory that encompasses both technologies. If he does, that might be interesting reading.”

      “Agreed,” Derek said. “In any case, this jump shouldn’t cause too much grief. We’re not going to be close enough to the star for it to trigger some type of malfunction, even if the safety system wasn’t working. I’ve also added some distance to where I suspect the line is, so it should work the first time.”

      “I hope you’re right because if this doesn’t work the way we expect, it could be pretty ugly. What’s the status on the hyperspace detector?”

      “The last update I got from Lisa said they had it installed and were configuring it. Since it’s not our equipment, it has to work with the computers that run the hyperdrive. They’ll have to pass the information to us as they get it.”

      “Let me know once they have it working. We don’t expect the colonization wave for another day or so, but I don’t want to be surprised if they show up early.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Jack leaned back in his seat and considered the tactical situation. Things were going to be tight no matter how they did this, but there was still a decent chance they could pull this off if they got set up before the fight started. This was a sucker punch that the Tardan military shouldn’t see coming, and so long as things went well, they’d come out on top. It was only when things started going wrong that they’d be up the creek without a paddle.

      He wasn’t entirely certain where that particular colorful saying had come from, but having spent a fair amount of time in the wilderness as a kid, he understood the sentiment.

      Jack focused on the potential outcomes for the next hour, but other than minor refinements to the plan they’d already come up with, he didn’t have any tactical breakthrough that would give them a better advantage than they were already going to get. As soon as the hyperspace detector was ready, he might get information that changed that, but he wasn’t even sure that would do more than give them a better idea of when they could expect the enemy to arrive.

      Those first few moments after the ships exited hyperspace would be the most critical. The military would have to board each colony vessel and remove the tanks holding the symbiotes. Only once each of those had been removed could they destroy the colony vessels and the stored hosts.

      That window of opportunity was when they’d strike. Amanda would fire several waves of nuclear-tipped missiles, and then they’d jump through hyperspace and pop out right in their faces, firing even more missiles at the military vessels and using their lasers to take out as many motherships as they could before they deployed drones.

      They had to be wary of how much damage they caused near the colony ships. Nukes were not precise or delicate. They were sledgehammers, and he had to be mindful of where they landed.

      The upgraded plan had come from Derek and Amanda and was a marked improvement on the original plan. He had high hopes it would be a very unpleasant surprise for the Tardan military ships.

      The comm on his chair went off, and he answered it. “Bridge, this is Romanoff.”

      “This is Lisa, sir. We’ve got the hyperspace detector online, and it seems to be working. The colonization ships are within detection range, but we’re seeing something we don’t understand. We expected a single group, but we’re detecting three.”

      Jack frowned and gestured for Derek and Amanda to step over to his chair. He wanted the young officers listening in. They needed to know this.

      “Can you describe the situation any more clearly than that?” Jack asked. “When will the first group arrive, and how many ships are we talking about?”

      “The detector isn’t designed to determine how many ships are in each group, though there is a relative level of strength that we might be able to use to guess at what we’re seeing. The first group is about two and half hours out, and they look like they’re going to appear in roughly the location Pastan expected. It’s weaker than the second group by a fair margin, so perhaps those are scouts. The second group is big. I suspect it’s the colony ships and their escorts. They’re running about fifteen minutes behind the first group. The third group is about the size of the first group, but they’re at least an hour behind the second group.”

      “That is concerning,” Jack said slowly. “Keep an eye on everything, and notify us if there’s any change. Bridge out.”

      He focused his attention on the officers standing next to him. “Why would they split their forces like that? I can understand the idea of sending scouts out front, but it isn’t like they can communicate with the ships that are still in hyperspace. Whatever that first group encounters, the second group won’t know anything about until they get here. I don’t see how this changes our plans, but I’m worried about why they felt the need to have a third group. Ideas?”

      Amanda crossed her arms and scowled. “I suppose those could be the military vessels, and they’re following behind everyone else, but why would they do that? They have goals they want to execute that require being there with the colony ships. It doesn’t serve any purpose I can see for them to be so far back.”

      Derek nodded his agreement. “It’s a mystery, but it’s something we can probably deal with. My concern is that they brought more military vessels than we were expecting. If we get torn up in the fighting, we’ll be vulnerable to a follow-up attack by that third group. We need to make sure the first two fights don’t wreck us.”

      “If the first wave is motherships, we can use nukes without restraint,” Amanda said. “Depending on how close they emerge to one another, we might not even have to use a tremendous amount. For scout ships, being right in their faces might be better than at the far end of our normal missile range. The longer they have to react, the farther they’ll disperse once they see us.”

      “We’re only guessing those are motherships,” Jack stressed. “What if those are military vessels and colony ships? Then we’d be among them, and there’d be no surprise. How would you handle that since we don’t know what we’re facing until it arrives?”

      “We’ve got a few hours to figure out how we can react to them,” his tactical officer suggested. “We’d have to really push things to get into position, but if we use the hyperdrive to skip ahead to where they come out, we might be able to ambush them all the same. Maybe instead of waiting at the location where we expect them to come out, we should get closer so we can react more quickly. How hard would that be, Derek?”

      The young man shrugged. “It shouldn’t be all that difficult, though we’re still working with some level of uncertainty with the hyperdrive. I don’t have enough experience, to be precise. Thankfully, with nuclear missiles, we don’t have to be in among them. It would suit us better to be a fair distance away so we can focus our attention on them fully.”

      Jack considered that. “We won’t be able to do anything until we get to the jump limit. What’s our ETA now?”

      “Two hours and fifteen minutes, sir,” Derek said. “That’s not going to leave us much time to do any testing, but it’ll have to be enough. If the hyperdrive doesn’t work as expected, we’re not going to be close enough to ambush them, and that’s going to mess everything up.”

      “Then we just have to hope things work out the way we expect,” Jack said. “Back to your stations, and let’s see if we can get into position. Amanda, we’ll go to battle stations as soon as Derek indicates we’ve reached the jump limit. That’ll get everybody on station and ready for the fight. Spend the time between now and then making sure everything is as good as it can be.”

      The officers nodded their agreement and headed for their stations.

      The next two hours had the tension on the bridge slowly ratcheting up to the point where even he got a bit twitchy. He was good at concealing his reaction to stress, but the young officers hadn’t picked up those skills yet. The tension in the room was palpable.

      “We’re at the point where I calculate we can use the hyperdrive, sir,” Derek said. “Where shall I take us?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? Were they about to meet a scouting force or something stronger? If he guessed wrong, what happened next might be truly ugly. Yet, they didn’t have time for indecision.

      The close timing between the two groups indicated the leading force was likely there to make sure the second group’s exit from hyperspace was smooth and uninterrupted. If he’d had the capability of using ships with this technology, that’s what he’d have done. It was the strongest possibility, so they’d go with that.

      “Take us just short of where we estimate their exit point will be. I understand that’s a guess, but we want to be at close missile range and yet outside laser range, if we can manage it. We’ll have a brief window to make this work, so use your best guess.”

      “Course set. I’m calling for our friends in engineering to engage the hyperdrive now.”

      A few seconds later, the visual on the screen in front of them changed to a swirling black and gray. He’d seen the recordings that Derek and Amanda had brought back, but seeing it on the large screen was both ominous and eerie.

      With only ten million kilometers to travel, they were in hyperspace for a shade over thirty seconds. Derek bent over his console and tapped the controls when they came out. “We came out a bit off from where I intended, but it’s close enough, sir. I recommend we reduce our power footprint and try to look natural. That may keep the scouts from seeing us before we’re ready to go.”

      “Work with engineering to make that happen,” he said. “I want our fusion plants ready to come back to full power as soon as we’re ready. Amanda, is there any way we can deliver our missiles before they arrive?”

      “I can make a best guess on their arrival location and pattern, sir, but that’s all it’ll be. If they don’t appear there, then we’ll have wasted a salvo.”

      “How many missiles do we have?”

      “Just short of four thousand, sir.”

      He pursed his lips and weighed the benefits versus the potential loss. That wasn’t a lot of missiles considering the firepower they had coming toward them, and he was reluctant to waste it. Even so, if they guessed correctly, a single salvo that detonated in the middle of the scouting force would decimate them.

      “I want a good spread of missiles, but don’t go overboard,” he decided. “Work with whoever’s manning the hyperspace detector to refine the data as much as possible and launch, so they have a minimal time on target once the enemy force emerges. We’ll get one chance to surprise them, so make this the kind of shot people will be talking about for the rest of the war. Derek, once they emerge, coordinate with Amanda and jump us right into the middle of them. I want to pop out in laser range before they know we’re there. The goal is to come at them right after the missiles detonate. I want a one-two knockout punch, so let’s make that happen.”

      While they were working on setting that up, he held a final conference with India in the operations center. She and the senior officers there would be acting as their backup, so he wanted everyone dialed in on the same plan. If they lost power to the bridge, it would be up to his executive officer to execute the strategy he’d laid out.

      Then he called for Pastan and Lisa to be brought to the bridge. If they dealt successfully with the scouts, he’d give the military one chance to surrender when the main force arrived. He had no desire to risk the colonization ships, so if they could talk the military into surrendering, that would be better.

      He didn’t expect that to work, but giving them a warning before he used the hyperdrive to pop out in their midst would be fair game. They’d have no reason to expect he had the technology, and even if they refused his offer and came after him, his actions should be more than enough to take them by surprise.

      The hacker and the alien leader arrived less than sixty seconds before they estimated the scout ships would arrive. He briefly explained his plans and then turned his attention back to the impending battle.

      “I’ve fired three hundred missiles set to what I’m guessing is a good spread for the arrival point,” Amanda said. The tactical display updated to show the missiles racing away from them.

      “We’re dropping our fusion plants to minimal power,” Derek said. “It won’t fool them long, but it might keep them from spotting us before our missiles arrive. I’m standing by to engage the hyperdrive once our salvo detonates.”

      This was the moment they’d been planning for, and everything hinged on the enemy doing what they thought they would. As far as ambushes went, this was an improvised sort of thing, but he hoped it would work. Everything depended on where the force arrived and its composition. If those were colonization ships, he’d send the self-destruct signal to the missiles rather than risk hitting civilian targets.

      “Estimated enemy emergence in thirty seconds,” Derek said evenly.

      “Missiles are running straight and true,” Amanda followed up. “The pattern looks solid.”

      Jack restrained himself from tightening his fists and rested his open palms on the arms of his chair, leaning back some to project utter confidence. Confidence he didn’t particularly feel, but that was still critical for commanding officers to display at all times, particularly when things were about to get hairy.

      The timer on the side of the tactical plot continued counting down, crossing over into negative time. About three seconds after the expected emergence, the space ahead of them erupted with motherships. They’d overflown the point that Amanda and Derek had estimated they’d come out, but they were still within the cone of effectiveness for the missile salvo, even if only barely. In fact, the missiles were already on top of them, and explosions dominated the area of space in front of them.

      “The power plants are back up,” Derek said.

      “Engage hyperdrive,” Jack ordered. “Open fire with lasers the moment we pop out. I want every single one of them turned into scrap before they hurt us.”

      “Engaging hyperdrive,” Derek said as he pressed the switch.

      The swirling gray and black of hyperspace reappeared briefly. They popped out of hyperspace just short of the enemy, and Amanda immediately opened fire. There were still a lot of motherships and drones out there, but the forces arrayed against them had been significantly reduced by their surprise barrage.

      Even overwhelmed, the motherships tried to rally and strafe Hunter, but the battleship had appeared at point-blank range, and her powerful lasers obliterated them in job lots until nothing was left. The outer hull of his ship had taken some hits, but it could stand that type of abuse in moderation. The vulnerable stern had stayed clear of damage, and they were just as ready to fight as they had been when they’d started.

      “Take us back, Derek,” he ordered. “I think ten million kilometers between us and the second force will be plenty of space to give them a chance to surrender. If they decide they want to fight, they’ll only have half a minute to figure out what we’re doing, and that’s not going to be enough time for them to save themselves. Hopefully, they’ve sent most of their small craft ahead, and we’ve killed them, but we can’t count on that. Amanda, be ready to repeat that little trick of yours.”

      It took them a few minutes to move and re-orient the ship to where they thought the enemy would emerge. The radiation and debris would tell the Tardan military something awful had happened to their scouting force, and maybe that would set them off. Or, it might make them cautious enough to talk before they started shooting. At this point, he wasn’t going to guess what they would do. Aliens were going to alien, and he might as well accept that whatever they did would be what he had to respond to.

      The next ten minutes passed quickly, and the tension only rose again when it looked like the second group was about to pop out at virtually the same spot the scouting force had. This was the moment of truth. Would they fight, or would they talk?

      “We have emergence,” Amanda said roughly half a minute after they’d dropped into normal space. “Sir, they’re scattering in every direction you can imagine at maximum speed.”

      That wasn’t what he’d expected. They hadn’t even had a chance to see what had happened to their scouting force. Why would they do something so completely unexpected?

      “Go to active sensors,” he ordered. “Are the military vessels chasing the colony ships?”

      His tactical officer turned and shook her head. “No, sir. Each vessel has picked a different course and is proceeding at maximum acceleration, or so it seems. I’m not detecting any indication they’re firing on or even pursuing the colony vessels. They had to have started running the moment they dropped out of hyperspace. This doesn’t make any sense.”

      Jack took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The only thing he could think of was that they were afraid of whatever was coming behind them. Why would that be?

      “I want a tally of their ships. We expected a certain number, and I want to know if they’re all here.”

      “It looks like they are,” Derek said. “I see nine colonization vessels and six warships. There are other cargo ships and six vessels that look like they could create space elevators, but no motherships or drones. It looks like they deployed those in advance.”

      This was a tactical situation he hadn’t planned for. With them scattering like they were, his ship wouldn’t be capable of fighting them all. They had mobility, and he didn’t.

      “I’m picking up a signal from one of the warships,” the communications officer said. “It’s in the alien language, so I can’t understand it, but it looks like this is a wideband frequency. They’re not transmitting to us. They’re transmitting to everybody in the system.”

      “Put it on the overhead speakers,” he ordered.

      Whatever the alien was saying, it sounded urgent. Words came fast, and he thought the speaker sounded a bit panicked.

      “Lisa?” he asked. “What are they saying?”

      She listened for another few seconds and then closed her eyes for a moment before turning toward him. “They’re saying that the Novarites are coming. They’re ordering all Tardans in the system to hunker down if they can’t flee.”

      Well, that wasn’t anything close to what he’d expected, and it introduced some severe complications to their plans. Those beings weren’t his enemies, but they were purportedly a warlike species. What would they do when they found humanity? Somehow, he doubted they’d stop at cleaning out the invasion and leave humanity alone.

      “Lisa, Pastan, I want you to work with our communications officer and get as much information as you can from these people. What kind of ships are we dealing with, and how did they even find out the Novarites were behind them? If you can arrange a cease-fire, that might be beneficial in the short run. Hell, offer them the opportunity to surrender now to avoid being destroyed. Try to get the colonization vessels herded into an area where we can protect them. This scrambles our plan, so we’ll have to come up with something new. Your negotiation is what’s going to make that possible, so do your best.”

      The two nodded, and the communications officer waved them over. As they started working to devise a plan, Jack watched the tactical display and knew that everything had just gone to hell. With the enemy scattering like this, he wouldn’t be able to ambush them, and six warships were a threat he didn’t know that Hunter could deal with.

      Well, he’d have to find a way because he couldn’t fight two forces at once. Not and win.
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      Lisa took the seat vacated by the communications officer though she knew nothing about how to operate the system. The young man was right there and would no doubt operate the equipment as needed. No, her job was far more difficult than figuring out the strange controls. She had to talk dedicated enemies of humanity into surrendering.

      She felt out of her depth. Just interacting with regular people was difficult enough. She didn’t understand how the aliens thought or acted, and though she was certain Pastan would be doing some of the talking, that didn’t relieve her of the responsibility of making sure she did her part and did it well. Honestly, she was experiencing stage fright.

      Nothing to be done about it other than push through. She turned to face Pastan. “I need to know what you and Regex think. Would it be better if I allowed you to talk to them directly?”

      “I don’t know whether it would make a difference in speaking to the military,” the alien leader said. “They’re not going to be inclined to cooperate, and there’s nothing we can do to hold them to their word.”

      <I’d be more inclined to believe they’ll simply dismiss you. Of course, they’re going to dismiss Pastan as well. These people think they have the right to decide the course for our people and yours. Having the creators chasing them may have them terrified for now, but they’re going to realize that we have no choice but to defend the system from the Novarites. They’ll stand back and attack us if we survive.>

      “Well, that’s depressing,” she muttered. “I suppose we might as well start with the civilian ships then. Since they’re going off in every direction, we might as well speak to everybody at once. The military will be listening in, and they’ll have an opportunity to respond.”

      The communications officer reached past her shoulder and tapped the controls. Then he gestured at a single button. “Press that when you’re ready to speak, and when you’re done, press it again. If it’s green, you’re transmitting. If it’s red, you’re not. We can deal with direct video if anyone responds.”

      Lisa looked up at Pastan. “These are your people, so I’d rather let you make the initial pitch. When someone starts arguing, I’ll add my voice to yours. Let’s not get into how I can speak your language because this isn’t the time to get people all pissed off.”

      “What an interesting… turn of phrase,” the alien woman said with her version of a smile. “It’s evocative, though not very pleasant sounding. I don’t anticipate having much success, but perhaps we can at least discover what we’re facing.”

      Lisa reached over and touched the button. When it turned green, she inclined her head toward Pastan. The alien woman stood straighter and stared forward at the camera. “I am Pastan, leader of the first expedition. The military has betrayed us, and if you wish to survive, you need to come to the strange vessel ahead of you so that it may protect you. The military destroyed my ship and has conquered sentient beings already living in this area of space. I’m given to understand that the Novarites are pursuing you, and this vessel can defend you. We’ll have one chance to make this work, but if you continue running, you will fall prey to the military, the Novarites, or both.”

      Lisa muted the transmission. That was a concise pitch, but she wasn’t convinced it would be effective. Particularly since the military could respond just as quickly as everyone else. In fact, as each ship was running in a separate direction, she wouldn’t be surprised if most of the ships responded individually. Trying to decode what each was saying would be impossible.

      Her prognostication proved correct as individual transmissions began coming in. The communications officer had taken over a console near theirs and was handling it so that they were only listening to one transmission at a time, but there was a counter indicating how many were waiting for their attention.

      Lisa raised an eyebrow. “How do we decide which one to respond to? Talking with one person is a lot better than talking with all of them.”

      “If there are three distinct sets of colonization ships, there will be three different leaders,” Pastan said. “Since they’ve combined, there should be one person that speaks for all. We just have to determine who that is.”

      The communications officer played the opening few seconds of each transmission to see if Pastan had a response to any of them. On the fourth one, the alien woman pointed at the console. “I recognize that voice. Let it keep playing.”

      Lisa translated Pastan’s comment on to the communications officer.

      “Put it up on the screen,” Romanoff ordered.

      The view of space vanished, and an image of a male alien standing in the center of a control area appeared. A seated female was next to him, probably the ship’s commander.

      “Pastan, this is Yarest,” the alien said. “The situation is grave. Are you truly aboard that alien vessel? Has the military actually betrayed their oaths? And what is that on your face?”

      Pastan didn’t wait for Lisa to say anything, reaching forward and touching the transmit button herself. “Yarest, this is Pastan. The eye shades are to protect my vision. It is all true. They want to replace our host bodies with the alien species you see on this ship with me. They are called humans. One of them can speak our language.”

      There was a half-minute delay for the transmission, but that was something they could deal with.

      “How could they have done something so terrible?” the male Tardan said. “We were supposed to avoid occupied space, and now we’ve become conquerors?”

      Without her touching it, the transmit button turned red, and the communications officer spoke. “I’ve muted the transmission for a moment. We’re receiving a signal from one of the military vessels, and they are demanding to speak with our commanding officer.”

      “Let them wait,” Romanoff said. “Finish the conversation with the civilian leader first, but make it quick.”

      Once Lisa had translated that and the transmission was unmuted, Pastan continued. “I’m afraid so. I understand the Novarites are pursuing you. How many vessels do they have, and how did they find you?”

      “We don’t know how many ships, but it could be no one else,” Yarest said in what Lisa interpreted as a grim tone. “We detected them at our last stop and believed they meant to ambush us there. Pastan, this journey has taken decades, and they must’ve been following behind all this time. They wanted to locate where we were fleeing to so they could make certain we never posed a threat to them.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Lisa said. “I apologize for my poor pronunciation, but I’ve only recently been introduced to your language. The military vessels are still a threat to you, and I urge you to come under our protection. Let us help you.”

      She wasn’t sure how to interpret what she was seeing, but something told her Yarest had an indecisive expression on his face. He was caught between a rock and a hard place and not certain who to believe.

      He stared at her for several long seconds. “You could only speak our language if one of us had been implanted inside you. Did the military do this?”

      “They didn’t,” Lisa said with a shake of her head. “My people did so to save my life and that of the scientist Regex. Neither of us consented ahead of time, and I personally hate it. He and I have come to an arrangement, and though neither of us chose for this to happen, we’ll see it through.”

      “I deeply apologize that something like this was done to you,” Yarest said softly. “We will speak of this in the future, if possible. I’ve heard stories about Regex. Does he agree with the course of action that you suggest?”

      “He does, and I’d be happy to let you speak directly with him.”

      When she signaled for him to proceed, Regex took control of her voice. “I have heard of you as well, Yarest. They say you always consider every option before you make a decision, and then choose what’s best for the most people. That’s admirable, but time is short. The people of this vessel have been honorable—within the bounds of a people at war—and I think you should get away from the military ships before it’s too late.”

      “Considering the speed at which they’re running, I don’t think we’re in danger from them,” Yarest said in a tone she interpreted as somewhat dry. “I will speak with the other leaders, and we will decide. Before I do that, I need to know why these aliens would defend us. From what Pastan has said, our military has committed a grave offense against these people.”

      This was taking liberties with what Commodore Romanoff had said, but she didn’t think he would disagree with her. “Just because you were duped into believing you were going to colonize an empty area of space doesn’t make you responsible for what your military did. Those who committed grotesque and murderous crimes will pay for what they did. Those who didn’t won’t. It’s far too early to say that we can be friends, but hopefully, we can avoid being enemies.”

      Yarest considered her response and then gave the alien equivalent of a nod. “I suppose that’s the best we can hope for the circumstances. I won’t call again to disrupt your preparation for the Novarites, but on behalf of my people, I thank you for giving us an opportunity to survive as a free people.”

      Without waiting for a response, the transmission terminated from the other end. She turned and looked up at Pastan. “Did I do right?”

      “The only certainty is that you didn’t do wrong. Will things turn out as you expect? Who can say?”

      Time would tell, she supposed. Lisa turned and explained what she’d said to Commodore Romanoff.

      “You did the best you could,” he said, “and we’ll just have to see how things shake out. Amanda, what are the military vessels doing? Are they turning around and threatening any of the civilian vessels?”

      “No, sir. If anything, they’re accelerating harder. It looks like they’ve split into three groups of two ships each. Derek probably has a better idea of where they’re going than I do, but it looks like they’re maneuvering to get outside the jump limit with specific destinations in mind.”

      “Looking at the map of the cluster, I can make some educated guesses at where they’re running to,” Derek said, “but if they think we’re going to get our asses handed to us, wouldn’t that lead the Novarites to the rest of their forces?”

      “Maybe they hope we’ll chew them up enough for them to handle whatever remains,” the commodore said. “It’s obvious the Novarites invested a fair amount of effort into sending ships after them. Just the time frame alone is daunting. The question is whether they sent reinforcements to follow this group and potentially other groups we’re unaware of. We’ll have to figure that out after the upcoming fight.”

      “Regex, were there other groups during the initial operations?” Lisa asked. “Since there were no military vessels here when Hunter first passed through, did they pick other locations to go to? Exactly what are we dealing with?”

      <There are billions of my people on our one planet,> Regex said. <Pastan was the leader of a ship that had contained mostly unbonded hosts. The colony ships you see fleeing into the system here are filled with bonded Tardans. Our job was to prepare worlds for those who came after.>

      That’s not exactly an answer. You either know, or you don’t know. Don’t obfuscate. This isn’t the time to hide something you think is important. We need to know what’s going on.

      <That’s the thing, Lisa. I don’t know. The military was responsible for some aspects of the colonization effort. Were there other colony ships that came during the first wave? Perhaps. The only official one was destroyed here, but I think believing that one ship was all there was would be foolish. If I were the military, I’d have built other colony ships and filled them with loyal, bonded Tardans. Their deployment inside your cluster is a mystery to me, however, but you have to assume there are other forces at the disposal of the military.>

      That’s just peachy. Do you think other colony groups might be coming here or elsewhere in the cluster?

      <The plans I heard said there would be many colonization waves, but we left before most ships were even built. I don’t know if there are follow-up waves that set course for elsewhere in your cluster and may or may not have their own Novarites pursuers. I don’t know how many waves of colony ships escaped before the creators reacted to our attempt to escape their control. It’s obvious they knew something and were ready to trace us. Who can say what they did to stop our people’s escape?>

      Lisa considered his response and slowly nodded to herself. Then she passed the basics of the conversation on to Commodore Romanoff.

      “I suppose we need to hear what the military has to say,” Romanoff said. “The rest of the problems can be solved later. Right now, we need to know what they intend to do. I doubt you’ll be able to talk them into surrendering, but give it your best shot. If they don’t give up, warn them that we’ll be coming for them once this is finished.”

      Lisa looked over at the communications officer. “Put the military transmission on the screen and play it for us.”

      The image on the screen switched from the starfield to another alien bridge. This one looked far more military than the last one, which was no surprise since this vessel was a warship. The woman sitting in the command seat was the only one visible in the transmission, and her expression came across to Lisa as being severe.

      “All civilian vessels, ignore the alien transmissions and follow your orders. If you want to survive, you’ll do what you’re told.”

      The transmission ended, and Lisa shook her head. “I’m not sure how well that’s going to work. Are any of the civilian vessels following the military’s orders?”

      “No,” Derek said. “All of them have turned toward us. If I’m reading their intentions correctly, they’ll meet up somewhere behind us.”

      “Were there any other transmissions from the military side?” Lisa asked.

      “No, ma’am,” the communications officer said. “I know which vessel that transmission came from, so we can direct our response toward it or continue using general transmissions. Whatever you want.”

      “Keep it general. If the military vessel sends something directly to us, I want it retransmitted because we don’t have anything to hide from the ships coming to us for protection. This isn’t the time for concealing what we’re doing.”

      The man tapped his console in several places and then nodded. “Ready when you are, ma’am.”

      Lisa touched the transmit button and faced the camera. “Military vessel, this is Lisa Gane of the Confederation battleship Delta Orionis. You and the rest of the military vessels in this cluster are guilty of invading us, but we’re allowing you an opportunity to surrender and avoid having to fight. Will you yield?”

      That might not be the proper naval terminology, but it’s what she’d heard on various entertainment videos. It would have to do.

      It took a minute and fifteen seconds for the response to get to her, which wasn’t a surprise since the enemy ships were opening the distance between them with every passing moment. The same woman appeared on the screen, looking even angrier.

      “If you believe for one moment that we will surrender ourselves to an inferior species, you are gravely mistaken. I’m shocked that the vast number of ships we used for the second incursion didn’t overwhelm you, but now you can see for yourselves what we’re fighting. Good luck with the Novarites. If you survive, we’ll be back for you. If you don’t, you’ll have at least distracted them long enough for us to get away.”

      The transmission from the alien vessel terminated before Lisa could respond, but she answered anyway. “No matter where you run, we’ll come for you. You won’t win here.”

      She muted the transmission, turned to Commodore Romanoff, and filled him in.

      “You tried your best, and that’s all anyone can ask,” he said with a sigh. “It looks like we’re about to have another fight, so I’m going to ask you and Pastan to head down to the operations center and continue coordinating with the civilian vessels left in the system. We don’t know what will come out of hyperspace. If anything gets past us, they need to be somewhere safe. Work with Captain MacKinnon and figure out what that looks like.”

      Lisa rose and inclined her head. “Good luck, Commodore.” And with that, she led Pastan off the bridge.

      She’d done her part. Now it was time for the Navy to fight for their lives.
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      Derek spent the remaining time planning for the arrival of the Novarites. Since they had no idea how many ships—or what kind—the Novarites had, all he could go off of  was the vague readings from the hyperspace detector.

      Using that, it appeared the new force was roughly the same footprint as the motherships that had arrived to scout the system. Or, as he now expected, that had come to set up their own ambush.

      Regex said it was the strength of the hyperspace fields that generated the return they were trying to parse. That meant this could be anything from numerous small vessels to a single tremendous one.

      Since they were the ones that had the hyperspace detector, he couldn’t even see how much of a footprint Hunter left. He supposed he could ask one of the colony ships that had gone deeper into the system to give them that information, but in the end, it wouldn’t matter. They’d fight and see what happened.

      Amanda worked with him to set up a number of potential scenarios, figuring out the best places to deploy missiles and perhaps to jump into the middle of a task force. Each one went into the computer labeled as one of the various options they could employ when the time came. He knew Commodore Romanoff wouldn’t strike the first blow, so this would be no ambush. The Novarites would have an opportunity to respond, so it was in their best interest to make sure they were ready for a prepared enemy.

      “What do you think the odds are that the Novarites attack straight off?” Amanda asked softly as they worked together at his console.

      “High,” he responded. “Every story I’ve heard from Lisa says these people are aggressive. They’ll attack and sort everything out once it’s done.”

      “I understand the commodore has to at least give them a warning before he involves us in a second war, but we’re already between a rock and a hard place with the invasion. How can we deal with something like the Novarites on top of what we’re already facing?”

      “The best way to deal with them is to make sure that none of them escape,” he said coldly. “When I was in school, my father told me that I should never start a fight but that if someone else threw the first punch, I’d better throw the last. This will be one of those kinds of situations. We’ll try to work this out, but if they start shooting, we’ll vaporize them.”

      “Is that like the saying about walking softly and carrying a big stick?”

      “Something like that. This will land pretty hard on your department, you know. We don’t know much about how these Novarites fight, and we’re down to just thirty-seven hundred missiles, so you’ll have to be sparing in how you use them. We’ve run through these scenarios, but when it comes right down to it, you’ll have to go in and punch somebody in the face. Hard.”

      “That’s what I do,” she said. “I punch the people that need it in the face. And then I kick them in the—”

      “How are you two doing,” Romanoff said as he stepped up behind them. “Are we about ready for the fight of our lives?”

      Derek grinned at the way his girlfriend’s face began to redden. “I’m told we’re ready to deliver an overwhelming punch if we need to, sir, and follow up with something even more devastating. I understand you’re going to start with an attempt to negotiate, but you’ll forgive me if I doubt that will do any good.”

      “You and me both,” the flag officer said, clapping one hand on Derek’s shoulder and the other on Amanda’s. “Still, we’ll obey the laws of war. What are the Tardan military ships doing?”

      “Four of them have entered hyperspace and are running. The remaining two are sitting outside the jump limit, probably so they can watch the fight. If we lose, I think they’re taking their lives into their hands, but they want to see what we can do. They’ll be terrified of us going forward if Amanda has anything to say about it.”

      “How long until the Novarites drop out of hyperspace?”

      Derek checked his console. “Just a hair more than ten minutes if they come out at the same location. If it was me, I’d drop out sometime before that, so I’d bet we’re looking at less time.”

      “Take us to battle stations then,” Romanoff said. “Your time plotting the various options is over. It’s time to kick some butt if they don’t want to play our game.”

      Derek nodded to the officer as he headed back to his command chair and gave Amanda a big smile. “You’ve got this.”

      His educated guess that the Novarites would drop out of hyperspace early was proven right when they exited about a minute before the Tardans had. He wondered how they’d known. Something wasn’t adding up, but they could solve that later. The early exit from hyperspace put them an extra ten light minutes away from Hunter. That added an additional one hundred and eighty million kilometers between them and their ships. Grand total, they were just over two hundred million kilometers away.

      Commodore Romanoff was already prepared to send their message, and it was simply a matter of transmitting what had been pre-recorded. It was a brief message from Pastan that explained the people in the system were not Tardans and that they had no desire to fight.

      The alien leader had warned Romanoff that she didn’t think that would work, and he’d agreed the chances of this turning out well were low, but it was still something that had to be tried. Personally, Derek expected the fact that one of their fleeing subjects was doing the talking would have a negative impact on the alien’s reaction.

      Now that the ships had exited hyperspace, the people aboard Hunter had to wait for the speed of light delay so that they could see what they were dealing with. Derek’s rough calculations said they had just a bit more than eleven minutes before they could see what they were dealing with and for the Novarite ships to receive the initial transmission. That’s when everything would get very exciting.

      Once he got the data, he noted there were four ships in the new group, and one of them was significantly bigger than the others. In fact, it was almost Hunter’s size. That meant it would be a tough nut to crack.

      “It looks like they’re accelerating hard, sir,” he said. “No response to our message unless you count them charging us.”

      “Well, we did our best,” Romanoff said. “We won’t accelerate toward them, which will give them an opportunity to change their minds before we see what kind of chaos we can cause. Which attack plan do you think will best suit the situation we’re dealing with?”

      “A surprise attack, sir. If we jump into hyperspace, they’ll have less than a minute and a half to figure out what we’ll do. If we pop out close enough, we can launch a shoal of missiles in their faces. I think that has the best chance of outright success, though we’re going to take some damage doing it. One of the benefits of using something like hyperspace is that we can drop out, fire our missiles, and then go right back in. If they follow us past the jump limit, they would be at our mercy, and we’d be able to drop in on them anytime we liked while they’re in the zone we could use hyperspace in, but they can’t.”

      Romanoff nodded. “That does give us more options. They can only kill us if they can catch us. Just remember that includes chasing us down with their higher acceleration. Whatever we do, we have to remain nimble and inside that band where we can use hyperspace, but they can’t. I’ll give them one more chance to be reasonable, but if they don’t come around, we’re not going to let them get into firing range without acting. They’ll get a warning and then we’ll shoot them up. Maybe we can make a second pass to give them an opportunity to change their minds, but we’re setting the tempo of this fight.”

      Derek changed the tactical display to show the inner edge of where they could begin using hyperspace but the enemy couldn’t, and the outer edge where anyone could do so. That was a pretty narrow band around the star, but they’d have a lot of opportunities to use it to their advantage if they trolled the enemy into the zone where they couldn’t use their own drives. This gave them a kind of flexibility he’d never dreamed of. They’d be fools not to take full advantage of it.

      Romanoff sent two messages encouraging the Novarites to back off and talk, but the aliens didn’t respond. As they got closer, the active sensors picked up the weapons on those ships, and they bristled with destructive power.

      Romanoff gave the order when the Novarites hit the middle of the band where Hunter could still use the hyperdrive. “Take us in, Mister Calvo. As soon as we drop out of hyperspace, open fire on that big ship, Miss Harris. Remain in normal space long enough to launch two full salvos and then take us back in. Make it neat, make it clean, and make it quick.”

      “Yes, sir.” Derek finalized the course he’d laid in, surreptitiously crossed his fingers, and initiated the jump. He still didn’t have an accurate method of controlling where they exited hyperspace, so it would be a guess no matter what he did. He’d just had to rely on the experience he’d gotten thus far and hope everything worked out the way he intended.

      Best case scenario, he’d come out inside missile range in front of the enemy ships, Amanda could unload their missiles, and they’d jump out before they ran into return fire from those phased packet plasma guns. They were a lot stronger than the lasers Hunter carried, and he had no desire to see their hull chewed away by something like that.

      The timer ran out, and they exited hyperspace. It took a moment before the sensors updated to show what was around them, and that’s when the alarms started screaming.

      The big alien ship was directly in front of them and at a ludicrously short range. Too short, in fact, to even have a chance of re-engaging the hyperdrive.

      “Brace for impact,” Derek shouted over the all-hands channel as he grabbed his console. Moments later, Hunter rammed the big ship head-on.

      The other ship might be big, but it didn’t mass nearly as much as the nickel-iron battleship that struck it. Even so, that didn’t mean the impact wasn’t devastating.

      Derek catapulted over his console, slammed into the deck on the other side, and rolled up against the front bulkhead with bone-jarring force. He was momentarily stunned but managed to stagger to his feet.

      Almost everyone had come out of their chairs, and most of them had ended up on the deck around him. Some were moving slowly, and others weren’t moving at all.

      The only person still at their console was Amanda. She was on the wrong side of it, but she was still hitting buttons and firing weapons even as she struggled to get back to her seat.

      “Status,” Romanoff shouted as he stood. “What happened?”

      “We came out too close to the big ship,” Derek said as he regained his seat. “There was no time to change course before we rammed them. There’s nothing but a huge cloud of debris where that ship used to be. The other ships are coming around to line up on us.”

      “Engineering, what’s our status?”

      “The impact pretty much cleaned the weapons and sensors off the front of the ship, sir,” the man said. “Hull integrity is good, but we have reports of systems down all over the ship. It looks like redundant backups have picked up everything critical, but I don’t think we want to be here when those other warships catch up with us.”

      “Derek, take us far enough away that they’re not going to be able to catch us, and let’s get things sorted out before we go back in.”

      “Yes, sir.” He set a new course and signaled the people running the hyperdrive to engage. Nothing happened. “Negative response on the hyperdrive, sir.”

      “Engineering?”

      The officer sitting at the engineering console spoke into his communicator and grimaced. “There’s damage to the connection between the computers and the hyperdrive, sir. They say they’re working on it and should be operational in a couple of minutes.”

      Sadly, Derek knew they didn’t have that long. He was about to say something to that effect when he saw that the other vessels had begun launching fast, agile small craft. Almost a hundred raced toward Hunter, and he was willing to bet they wouldn’t have hyperdrive capability before they arrived.

      “Sir, we’ve got a lot of small craft inbound. ETA five minutes. I’m not detecting active weaponry, so I believe they’re probably boarding craft of some kind. Unless engineering fixes the issue in short order, they’ll catch us before we can jump out.”

      “Engage the hyperdrive if they get it fixed in time,” Romanoff said. Then he hit the communications controls on his chair. “Colonel Turner, prepare for boarders. It looks like we’re going to have visitors, and I want to see that they get a warm welcome.”

      Derek set up a course and made ready to use the hyperdrive, but he doubted they’d have a chance to engage it. It looked like he would have another opportunity to fight armed intruders.

      The thought sent chills down his spine and brought horrible memories back, but he forced himself to breathe and patted his weapon. He’d do what he needed to and deal with the nightmares later if he survived.
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      Mac and his people had already been in armored vacuum suits and ready to fight, so the alert only made them hunker down in their prepared positions. Based on everything he’d seen aboard that wrecked warship, they’d be in for a real fight if the aliens made it to Hunter.

      He disliked going straight for the heavy weapons, but this was a fight they couldn’t afford to lose. The Marines had already worked out the best locations to set up defensive positions, and his teams were armed for bear.

      He’d never seen a bear, but it had to be terrifying based on what they were packing.

      All around them, crewmembers raced for more protected areas unless they were critical to combat operations. Everyone was locked up tight, so they should be safe in case of decompression. And there would be the loss of atmosphere because boarding an enemy ship looking for a fight meant blowing holes in things.

      As if getting into a knockdown drag-out fight on the planet’s surface hadn’t been enough.

      Well, it wasn’t as if Marines got to choose the easy way. All too often, they had to fight in some of the dirtiest, ugliest places imaginable, and he wasn’t going to give these bastards one inch of his ship. They’d defend their crewmates with everything they had.

      One of the advantages they had was that they knew the terrain far better than the intruders. There were side passages and other ways to get around any groups of invaders—ones that might be too tight for the giants—and pinch them in traps his people had planned out in advance. In fact, they’d been working on dealing with boarders since he’d taken command.

      Thankfully, they’d brought some volunteers from the Planetary Defense Forces aboard to help defend the ship. Far too many of his Marines had been injured or killed in the fighting below, which meant they had people unfamiliar with the terrain and tactics they intended to use. He’d split the new people among his fireteams, and they’d follow his Marines’ directions. There would be confusion, and mistakes would be made, but they’d do the best they could.

      Beth was near the bow and would run the defenses in that part of the ship while he handled the stern. The aliens wouldn’t know where anything inside the ship was, but engineering was an obvious target. That meant he had the larger force.

      They also had significant detachments based around critical areas of the ship, like the operations center and bridge. The medical center was protected just as well, as was the professor’s lab. The small craft bays also had a strong representation.

      There were too many areas where the attackers could cause mayhem, which was a headache. His answer to the problem was to wait for their arrival and then land on them as hard as he could. He wasn’t playing defense today. He was playing offense.

      In a perfect world, they wouldn’t even be there when the aliens arrived. They’d use the hyperdrive to escape at the last moment. Unfortunately, considering how the engineering teams were swarming like ants over the cabling between the computers and the hyperdrive, he didn’t think that would happen.

      Well, if the crew could get them away from the ships and let him deal with the intruders, that was better than fighting an internal and external battle simultaneously.

      “Sixty seconds to boarding,” Romanoff said over a direct channel. “It doesn’t look like we’ll have the hyperdrive online in time to skip out ahead of them, so you’ll have to handle whatever they deliver, Mac. Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I can be with the forces we have on hand. Give me another couple of months to train the new people up to standards, and it might be a different story, but we’ll still handle whatever they throw at us. Do me a favor and get us out of here before the ships get close enough to blow big stinking holes in the hull.”

      “Working on it. Romanoff out.”

      Mac switched to the command channel used by his senior people. “Operation Unwanted Guests kicks off in about forty seconds. They’ve got Gauss rifles, so be ready for them. Use explosives as needed. Our structures can take it. Stay alive and protect your buddies.”

      A chorus of acknowledgments flowed back as he lowered himself further behind the barrier and aimed his rifle directly at the corridor leading to an airlock on the ship’s surface. If they blew it, that would cause the atmosphere to bleed off, and the safety doors inside the ship would slam closed and protect the pressure elsewhere. Very shortly after that, the enemy would storm their position.

      And that’s when a loud clang echoed through the corridor from the airlock. Something had struck it, but it didn’t seem like they were losing pressure. How had they managed that?

      Before he could think of a suitable answer, the large aliens appeared in the corridor, moving with discipline and obvious training in what, for them, were tight spaces. As soon as they saw the barricade, they took what cover they could and began firing. The Gauss rifles chewed up the heavy armor in ways his bullets wouldn’t, but it would hold, even if only briefly.

      That’s when he reached down and grabbed the clacker hanging in front of him. It was called that because of the noise it made when squeezed. He flipped the metal safety away and firmly squeezed it closed.

      Explosions rang out from up the corridor as the antipersonnel mines they’d planted earlier detonated. They were primitive things, strung together by wire to prevent enemy jamming. The blasts sent small metal balls flying through the air in a deadly hail meant to kill and incapacitate.

      The Novarites armor was better than he’d expected, but it wasn’t built to withstand that kind of devastation at such close quarters. The boarding party went down, many dead but a few only wounded. As soon as the pressure wave washed over them, Mac charged over the barricade. They’d take what prisoners they could, but if anyone resisted, they’d get shot.

      And that’s what ended up happening because the intruders didn’t surrender. His people knew the Tardan word to demand surrender because he’d had Lisa tell them what it was. The Novarites continued to struggle and were shot to protect the safety of his Marines.

      A fireteam went up to the airlock and found the alien ship had jammed its way through the airlock and partially into the corridor. The boarding party had come out from armored airlocks directly into their ship. That was an interesting twist on how to get aboard a hostile ship, but he wasn’t sure how usable the alien vessels would be now. This had pretty much been a one-way trip.

      He ordered his people into the alien vessel to make sure it didn’t have any hostiles, and they found it empty. Everyone aboard had assaulted his ship, and they’d left no one to defend their ride home.

      “All reinforcement units to engineering,” one of the section leaders called over the general channel. “We have a major breach here and need backup.”

      Mac left a squad to guard the barricades at his location and led the way back to engineering. He was only a single cross corridor away from the main hatch, so it took him less than thirty seconds to get there. Even so, when he arrived, the vast compartment was almost overrun with enemies. They must’ve sent several of those boarding ships to breach engineering, which he supposed wasn’t a surprise.

      He’d left quite a few Marines and Planetary Defense Forces personnel defending the compartment, but even so, they were overmatched and outnumbered. This would be the place he had to fight to hold, and he couldn’t let them destroy anything. Worse, the engineers couldn’t get the hyperdrive working while the fighting was ongoing. The technicians would have scattered for cover once the shooting started.

      Taking the elevator down would’ve been a colossal mistake, but there were stairs inside the thick walls that his people could use. He held back a fireteam, set them in sniper positions, and joined them. From their raised vantage point, they could target the enemy forces below.

      That still didn’t mean his work was easy because their armor was pretty effective. Three out of five shots failed to penetrate, and the fourth didn’t seem to be a debilitating wound. These people were tough.

      “Sir, look over toward the hyperdrive,” one of the Marines beside him said.

      A glance over that way showed him somebody being exceptionally stupid. One of the technicians was crouched by the power cables, using a console for partial cover, but still working. Holy crap.

      “Reorient and look for anybody that might be trying to take that idiot down,” Mac ordered. “Give him whatever cover we can.”

      He snagged another two fireteams to add to his sniper overwatch, and they began making decent hits on the enemies below. Which, of course, drew return fire. Those flechettes tore up the walkway and promptly killed or wounded half the people he had up there. What would have protected them from regular bullets did nothing against the Gauss guns.

      Mac scrambled back and stopped the fresh reinforcements at the hatch. He scanned them for weapons that might do some good and settled on a man with a grenade launcher. Grenades were a terrible idea in engineering, but if they didn’t want to have the entire compartment destroyed, they had to take action now. If they survived, maybe they could repair the damage he was about to cause.

      He slowly neared the platform’s edge and saw that the fighters had switched their attention back to the Marines below. That allowed him to lean over, target a major concentration of enemy fighters near one of the fusion drives, and fire half a dozen grenades from the launcher before he ducked back.

      The explosions below didn’t tell him how effective his fire had been, but at least it would keep the Novarites’ heads down. Not that it stopped them from firing those damned Gauss weapons at him, but there was nothing he could do about that.

      He directed the majority of the Marines at his back down the stairs to reinforce his people below, then he moved to a different section of the walkway and dared a peek over the side. He hadn’t stopped the attack, but he’d hurt them. Of course, he’d damaged the fusion drive, which Kelly Danek wouldn’t thank him for.

      “You should try one of these, sir,” a voice said from behind him.

      Mac turned his head and found one of his noncommissioned officers holding one of the alien Gauss rifles. “I don’t know how to use it.”

      “It’s got a pretty straightforward interface, Colonel. The safety is on the left. Flip the switch back, and you go to single fire. Flip it forward you go to automatic. The center position is safe. The sights are quirky, but I think you’ll figure them out. I brought extra ammunition because I wanted to see how effective one of these things was.”

      Nothing ventured, nothing gained. Mac took the rifle and spent a few seconds familiarizing himself with its controls. The safety was just as described, though he couldn’t read the alien markings.

      Keeping as far back as he could, Mac lined the sights up on some of the enemy below. He flicked the selector switch to single fire and shot at one of them. There was almost no kick, and his shot missed because he was expecting recoil. He lined the weapon up again and put one of the flechettes right through the man’s neck. The injured area exploded with gore, and the soldier toppled over.

      The thing was almost silent, which was great for a sniper. He gave himself over to the role and began working his way from the rear of the attackers toward the front. So long as he kept killing the people at the back, they wouldn’t realize he was eating away at their numbers. He’d read about the trick in a history book.

      He made a difference, but not as much as his reinforcements made. The fight was bloody, and they lost far too many people defending engineering, but they held the line.

      “The hyperdrive is back online, Mac,” Romanoff said over the direct channel. “And it worked! We’re safely away from the ships, so start calling on any enemies that will surrender to give up. If they don’t, use whatever force is necessary to protect yourselves and take them down.”

      Mac took a deep breath and backed away from the railing. He didn’t expect any of them to give up, but he’d follow his orders. He shouted the word to surrender multiple times, which only drew fire from below. So much for mercy.

      He handed the Gauss rifle back to the noncommissioned officer and ordered him to continue providing overwatch while he led the gathered Marines down the stairs.

      Engineering was a smoking, ruined mess. At least two fusion plants were wrecked, and the enemy was working at disabling the other two. He led his people directly into their faces and used the grenade launcher to back them up as best he could.

      He thought he was doing pretty good until something hit the side of his helmet like a sledgehammer and sent him staggering into a piece of equipment before falling to the deck. He tried to get up, but everything was spinning. He still managed to get up on his hands and knees, but he couldn’t see clearly enough to shoot anyone. That was probably for the best since he didn’t know if he could recognize friend from foe.

      Something had shattered his helmet. It was literally broken into a couple of pieces though it was still strapped to his head. It must’ve been a glancing shot because he’d be dead if it had gone through the armor.

      “I need a status,” he said over the command channel, surprised that his comm was still working. “Any Marines in engineering: what’s going on?”

      “We’re pushing them back, Colonel,” someone said. “They don’t want to retreat, but they don’t have a choice. We’ve finally got overwhelming numbers.”

      “Keep calling on them to surrender,” he ordered. “If they don’t put down their weapons, shoot them.”

      Somebody knelt next to him, and he saw it was a medic. She got his helmet off and forced him to lay back against the piece of equipment as she examined him. “You’ve got a hard head, Colonel. It looks like everything is still inside, but you’re concussed. Do you hurt anywhere else?”

      He shook his head and immediately regretted the gesture. It felt like someone was driving a nail right between his eyes. “No. Go find somebody else to look at.”

      She took off at a jog, bent low to avoid becoming a target. He put his ruined helmet back on and listened to the combat reports with his eyes closed. If one of their enemies found him, he’d be dead, so he’d hope his people had them by the short and curlies.

      It took twenty minutes to secure engineering, and by then, the rest of the ship was reporting that the intruders had been dealt with. The casualty figures were awful, but they’d survived, and the ship was still mostly functional. He supposed that was the best he could have asked for.

      He called the bridge and reported the situation to the commodore.

      “I’m sorry you took so many hits, Colonel,” Romanoff said. “Do what you can to secure the prisoners you’ve taken and make sure they’re not a threat. We’ve still got enough fighting capability to deal with the other ships, so we’re going after them. We might get more boarders, so be ready.”

      “We’ll be ready, sir.”

      Mac hoped they didn’t have to do this again because they were down to less than a third of their typical combat effectiveness with all the injuries and deaths on the planet and now this fracas.

      Beth dropped down to sit beside him. “You look like crap, Mac.”

      “Thanks. I see—for certain values of the word—that you managed to avoid getting shot. You’re better at ducking than I am.”

      “I’m better at staying away from the front lines than you are. How are you really?”

      He gently tapped the side of his ruined helmet. “I’m told I have a concussion. I’ll need you to make sure the prisoners get taken care of and get our people ready to repel more boarders if needed. It looks like the commodore will make one more pass at the Novarites’ ships.”

      “It’s not like he has a choice,” she said. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we fired a fair chunk of missiles at the things. If we can drop out of hyperspace near them, we should be able to give them a real run for their money. We’ve got to try since we need to keep them from letting anyone know what they found here.”

      Mac understood that. Even with the distance the ships would have to go to let the Novarites know about the Confederation, it would be yet one more war they might have to fight. Far better to nip this in the bud while they could.

      “Then we’d best do our part,” he said as he tried to get up. “I’ll find a station with a comm nearby. You take care of business.”

      She helped him to one of the few undamaged engineering consoles, and he sat. As soon as she was sure he wouldn’t fall over, she raced off to take care of getting the Marines and Planetary Defense Forces personnel in order.

      The fight for control of the battleship was over—at least for now—but they still had one last roll of the dice before this was done. Well, two of them, counting the Tardan warships. Even if they won at this point, those Tardan military vessels might be able to come in and beat them.

      They were in a far more tenuous position than he cared for, but it wasn’t as if they had a choice. It was time to fight or die, and it was up to Romanoff now.
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      Jack grimaced when he got the complete rundown of the damage and casualties they’d taken over the last fifteen minutes. Both his ship and crew had suffered greatly because of bad luck. Well, bad luck and inexperience with the alien technology they were using. They’d cut one too many corners, and now they were paying the price.

      The hyperdrive was back online, but the damage to engineering had been significant. They were down to two fusion plants, and the thrust they could generate was no more than thirty percent of what they’d had when undamaged.

      Worse, they’d lost a lot of the weapons on the front quarter of the ship. Missile batteries and laser emplacements had been scrubbed away during the impact with the enemy ship.

      Derek blamed himself, but Jack had warned him that when one took risks, they sometimes bit back. This had been one of those cases, and it had been his decision.

      Amanda had still fired her missiles, and better yet, she’d been smart enough to see that the big ship didn’t make sense as a target and had redirected them in the moments before they’d impacted to launch at the other three Novarite vessels.

      All three of them were damaged, though he had no idea to what degree since their missile defense had been better than expected. Now he had to figure out how to use what weapons they had left to deal with the warships and the two Tardan vessels as well. He supposed the only thing they had going for them was that none of the enemy combatants had seemed interested in the colonization ships fleeing deeper into the New Copenhagen system.

      “What’s our missile capability at this point?” Jack asked.

      “We’ve got more missiles than we can fire because the batteries meant to launch them are toast,” Amanda said. “We can probably put a hundred and fifty missiles into each salvo with the functional launchers. That’s pretty crappy if you ask me, sir.”

      It wasn’t that impressive, no. Still, it beat nothing at all. And they had more laser batteries functional than missile launchers. The challenge would be to get them on target when they needed them. The three Novarite vessels were flying in formation so they’d be able to provide support to one another. They were trying to get out of the gravity well so they could use their hyperdrives—at a much higher acceleration than he’d anticipated—and that was something he needed to prevent.

      “Derek, how long until the Novarite warships can enter hyperspace?”

      The helm officer tapped his console and studied the results. “They’re about fifteen minutes away from what I’d consider their earliest opportunity. They’re generating a lot more thrust now than they showed on the way in.”

      “We need to stop them from getting away. For that, we need a plan. Do we have something that’s not quite as aggressive as the last plan?”

      “We can put something together, sir, but it’s going to be chancy at best,” the young helm officer warned. “If we use our hyperdrive to come incrementally closer and launch successive salvos of missiles, we might be able to get them on target as one large wave. Basically, we’d be stuttering closer with micro jumps and launching missiles at each step.”

      “That would work,” Amanda agreed, her lips pursed in thought. “It would open us up to taking fire from them, but our hull is still in decent shape even after running into that big vessel. I wouldn’t want to do that again, but it should stand up to regular weapons fire—even phased packet plasma guns—for a little while.”

      It wasn’t as if they had a lot of choice in the matter. They couldn’t let those ships get away, or the Confederation would be open to another attack by a very powerful enemy at some point in the future. The real question was what the Tardan warships would do once everything was done. Would they come in and try to finish them off, or would they make a run for it to inform their comrades of just how weak they were?

      Well, there was nothing he could do about it. They were far outside the range of his weapons and could run at any moment if he made a run into hyperspace toward them. Frankly, he wasn’t in shape to chase them and wouldn’t even if he were.

      “Let’s do it,” he ordered. “How far away from the jump limit will they be by the time we engage?”

      “Ten minutes, give or take,” Derek said.

      “Execute the plan at your discretion.”

      He leaned back in his seat and resisted the urge to rub his eyes. He was exhausted, hungry, and weary of all the death and destruction. They’d been racing from fight to fight since this invasion began. When they thought they had a bit of a margin built up, something came along to knock them down. They had to catch a break soon, or they’d lose a fight, and it would all be over.

      The initial work that Derek and Amanda did had them skipping ahead and launching a hundred and fifty missiles each time they came out of hyperspace. The timing could have been better, but the missiles would arrive in a large cloud rather than a stream of weapons. That was the best they could do, and he’d just have to accept it.

      The enemy didn’t sit still for the attack, either. Two of them put themselves between the third vessel and the incoming destruction. They used their phased packet plasma guns in rapid-fire mode to start shooting down missiles as soon as they came into extreme range. It was the same technology he’d used when he’d been a cruiser captain—even though no one had used missiles—so he knew it would be effective. He just hoped it would be less effective than the Novarites were counting on.

      His eyes narrowed. He needed to make sure it was a knockout punch. If they thought they’d succeed in this defense, they might have other surprises up their sleeves.

      “Derek, Amanda, I’m going to change the last bit of your plan. I want you to come out on the other side of their formation. Use the lasers at the stern to fire into them as much as you can over a few seconds, and then take us on. I don’t want to take too much damage from them in our stern, but if we can disrupt their defenses at the last moment, those missiles will eat them alive.”

      “I think our stern will take more damage than we care for,” Amanda warned. “Is there any way we could come out facing a different direction?”

      Derek shook his head. “No. The hyperspace drive is a point-and-click interface. It shoots us in the direction we’re facing, and on the course we’re taking. If we change course, then we’re not going where you need us to be. That’s not to say that we can’t begin changing course the moment we arrive, but we’ll be at risk.”

      Jack sighed but nodded. “Run with that plan. Minimize our exposure, but we’ve got to disrupt the defenses on those ships so our missiles can tear them down. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and our lasers will destroy them.”

      He wasn’t going to hold his breath, but anything was possible. No matter what they did, they’d be taking chances he’d rather not have taken, but they were between a rock and a hard place. They either won this fight or ceded the system to people even worse than the Locusts. Kelly Danek wouldn’t be thanking him for the number and severity of repairs that would be necessary if they won, but that beat the alternative.

      The helmsman dropped out of hyperspace one final time to allow Amanda to launch a last salvo of missiles, and then they were on the final approach. When they popped out, the lasers fired at the enemy warships.

      Unfortunately, they’d once again missed their target and were right in the middle of them. At least this time they didn’t hit anybody, though that might have been better than being shot up by phased packet plasma guns at point-blank range.

      There was a very brief weapons duel before the missiles they’d fired on the way in washed over their targets. One thing he could say for sure was that their presence had disrupted the enemy defenses, though Hunter lost pressure in engineering and another one of the fusion power plants failed.

      One of the enemy ships fell to their lasers—cut to pieces but still somewhat intact—and a second was overwhelmed by the massive cloud of missiles they’d fired on their way in. Sadly, the third vanished into hyperspace right before the missiles arrived.

      “Where did he go?” Jack demanded. “Did he jump too soon? Is he lost in hyperspace?”

      Derek said something into his comm, then turned around and shook his head. “The person running the hyperspace detector says they’re moving at about twenty times the speed of light. That’s far less than the speed Regex mentioned to me when we last talked. They jumped earlier than I thought they could, but they got in safely. We’re not going to be able to catch them, sir. They’re gone.”

      Perfect. And since they had no independent quantum drive, they couldn’t get ahead of them, at least not for a while.

      “There are probably survivors in the wreckage, sir,” Amanda said. “I realize they’re not friendly, but we can’t leave them to suffocate without trying to save them. There will be intelligence information that the Chens want that they might destroy, too.”

      Jack nodded. “Coordinate with Colonel Turner—scratch that, with Major Cassidy—and see how she wants to work this. We need to maintain our people’s security, but we must allow them a chance to give up and be saved. We’ll need someone to do any translating, so that’s going to be Lisa via a comm channel. How long until we know what the Tardan ships are doing?”

      “They’re not going to pick up the details of the fight for at least another hour, sir. If we make a run at them, they’ll see us coming in time to avoid us. The hyperdrive is a great weapon for a short-ranged battle, but it’s not good for sneaking up on a prepared enemy.”

      “Then we’ll wait for them to say something. Start search and rescue operations.”

      Jack coordinated with India and the team in operations on what he was doing. They were focusing on repairs aboard Hunter and rescuing trapped crew people. They were also working behind the scenes with engineering to make sure they didn’t lose that last fusion plant. They’d be powerless to resist the Tardan military ships if they did.

      “The Tardan military vessels have entered hyperspace, sir,” Derek said. “It looks like all combatants have fled the system or been destroyed. Victory—at least for certain values of the word—is ours.”

      “If we have another victory like this, we’ll be dead,” Jack said with a sigh. “Stand down from battle stations and focus most of our attention on saving the people we can. Amanda, keep working on getting as many of our weapons back online as possible but don’t take too many people away from other tasks to do it. It’s always possible someone will come back.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jack gave in to the urge and rubbed his eyes. They’d pulled off a victory and even restored contact with Port Royale, but the reprieve would be short. The Tardan military would be back, and they had to be ready. Worse, they had to watch for the swarms of motherships that might already be on the way. The threats to their existence hadn’t gone away—in fact, they’d multiplied—and they needed to get into better shape to fight them.

      He also needed to figure out a way to stop that Novarite ship. Their independent quantum drive could get them in front of it—once it was repaired—but he only had this one warship. The detection range was also short—relatively speaking—and a course change would get the enemy around them. Sixty light hours—six hours travel time at the base speed of a ship in hyperspace—was nothing when looking at interstellar distances.

      Even so, they needed to do something. They’d been on the defensive too long, and it was time to take the fight to someone else. It was his job to make that happen and to do it soon. The next time he and the Tardan military clashed, they would make it a decisive win for humanity. His people had sacrificed too much for it to be otherwise.

      He stared at the large viewscreen for a moment and clenched his teeth. They’d been cautious up to this point, but it was time for boldness. “Derek, I want you to start working with the Chens to determine where the largest groupings of Tardans are in the cluster. Once we finish repairing and rearming ourselves, we’re going hunting.”

      The young man smiled coldly. “Yes, sir.”

      He’d make sure word of that got out to everyone. It was time to wage war on humanity’s enemies and start taking the cluster back. They’d live up to their name now. It was time to go hunting.
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