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    “Things forbidden have a secret charm.” 
 
    – Tacitus, 112 AD 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    My coffin-like enclosure creaked when I forced it open. Liquids bubbled and tickled my bare skin as I flung the lid away from my face.  
 
    Awakening...  
 
    The first minutes were always bad for me. All of my sins were remembered best in those dark moments before my eyes fluttered open. In that fleeting span between consciousness and the deep abyss of sleep, the faces of dead associates—names forgotten—returned to haunt me. 
 
    Coming fully aware at last, I felt those memories subside. This allowed me to think clearly again. I knew I wouldn’t slumber so long and deeply until my mission was finished—whatever that might turn out to be. 
 
    Stasis-tubes were buried deep in my flesh. As I yanked my arms free, these synthetic vessels withdrew leaving puckered wounds that would soon heal over. I climbed out of the bubbling tank, staggering and dripping.  
 
    Looking down and blinking, my first true sight was of oily fluids steaming on the floor. A natural man might have shivered, as the room was icy—but the cold rarely bothered me. 
 
    There was a uniform waiting for me. Simple, nondescript, they were designed to invoke no interest from passersby. The jacket was dark blue, the pants were gray, the boots were jet black—but there was no rank insignia. Not yet.  
 
    I put on the uniform with clumsy fingers, and it cinched itself to fit my broad frame. By the time I was done, my dizziness had passed. My hands now moved more quickly, and I could stand without swaying. 
 
    I was in a vast building. It had cathedral-like ceilings and echoing stone passages that were mostly empty on this floor. Moving through it, I found every security door and robot recognized my biometrics and let me pass without comment. 
 
    Eventually, I found crowds of workers in the central halls. They ignored me, as I was just one more military man who was clearly on a mission. In this case, it was to reach my secure briefing chamber and learn why I’d been awakened. 
 
    Stepping out into the streets, I saw a dark sky and frosted sidewalks. Behind me, soaring improbably high into the clouds themselves, was the Ministry of Control. It was the largest building in the city—and probably the most feared. 
 
    It was time for me to return to the Watcher. The single individual upon planet Earth who could tell me why I’d been awakened, and what I had to do before I could slumber again. 
 
    The city outside was cold, dirty and oddly quiet. The skies were dark and pregnant, threatening to drop snow or freezing rain on the inhabitants at any moment. Most of the traffic was up above me, gliding overhead in luxury—but that was not the path I chose to travel by.  
 
    My feet crunched solidly on the frosted ground. Marching along on foot down the streets, I passed countless old buildings. Built in centuries past, they were made of crumbling concrete and ancient steel.  
 
    Many of the scum who stared at me as I passed them by did so with curiosity on their faces, but none of them called out to me. There was something alarming about my uniform, the purpose in my stride and the odd puckered welts on my skin. No one dared to rise to their feet and approach.  
 
    Soon an icy shower of freezing sleet began to fall. It soaked me, and chilled me—but I kept walking.  
 
    Standing on a street corner, waiting for the traffic bot to signal me to cross, I chanced to catch my own reflection. My face regarded me from the smeared glass of an abandoned storefront.  
 
    My own unblinking eyes drilled back at me. They were the color of ashes. My hair was wet and black. My pale gaze, long arms and strong hands dominated my appearance.  
 
    Then the traffic bot trilled at me, and I continued my march. There was no time to waste—after all, I hadn’t been awakened for nothing.  
 
    Walking through the streets I passed stinking alleyways, and I continued to give the lowest of citizens who dwelt there pause. I remained unmolested. 
 
    At last, I made my way to the tallest building in the Old City. The structure wasn’t a modern one made of compressed crystals and living metal, but rather a stained gray monolith of concrete with rusting steel for bones. It stood apart from the rest like a fang surrounded by a crowd of broken teeth.  
 
    Indoors at last, I stood in the lobby with my uniform and lank hair dripping on a threadbare carpet. The building contained dusty elevators and dusty inhabitants. These people were aloof and secretive, like fragile spiders in a derelict house.  
 
    No one asked my business as I moved to a specific elevator and stepped inside. One old woman even skittered out of the elevator car when I reached for the grimy buttons on the panel. 
 
    I could have told her I meant her no harm, but she was gone before I could speak.  
 
    It was just as well. It was for the best that I took this journey alone. Where I was going, it wouldn’t be safe for normal people to follow.  
 
    Alone in the elevator, I addressed the panel. It was old—perhaps much older than it had been the last time I’d come here. Each button, lit or dim, had yellowed.  
 
    This, more than anything else, made me frown in thought. How long had it been since my last mission? How long had I been dreaming in my bio-tank? Did it matter? 
 
    Shrugging, I pressed the last button on the panel—the one that was filmed over by disuse and had a keyhole next to it.  
 
    The keyhole did nothing, of course—it was impossible, in fact, to insert any known key. The keyhole was only there to distract. It provided a reason for the curious as to why that last button on the panel should not be bothered with. 
 
    The dark button glimmered at my touch. It knew me, recognizing an authorized thumb. The doors slid closed, and the old machine began to clatter downward, deep into the earth. 
 
    The ride took longer than it should have. No building this size could possibly contain so many floors below ground. That was obvious, and if I’d been sharing the car with a stranger they’d be sure to make this observation and remark upon it. I was alone, however, and I waited patiently during the long journey into the depths. 
 
    When the elevator chime sounded at last I stepped out through the opening doors. I was in a different place. A modern place—one might even say a chamber unlike any other on this world. It was lit only by a soft blue glow that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. The corridors were smooth and clean, with rounded corners. There wasn’t a sharp angle to be found. It gave the passages an organic tunnel-like appearance that contrasted with the light which was clearly artificial. 
 
    I passed through the maze of tunnels without injury. A man who didn’t know the route might have been slain by a dozen lethal deterrents—but I knew the only safe path. Following it was almost like an instinct, and I did it without hesitation. 
 
    Coming into the final, rounded chamber, I stood quietly. The walls glimmered brighter, as if in greeting. Whispering silhouettes twice my height towered before me. These were Watchers, and they shifted behind a veil of some kind. 
 
    “An officer has awakened,” a voice said. The Watcher’s voice was soft, feminine, and almost maternal. 
 
    “I’m Gray,” I said, speaking the only name I knew. “I’ve returned. What do you want of me?” 
 
    “Gray…? Yes… it has been a while. Before you slumber again, you must help the people of your world. They must now do what has always been forbidden. You will help them depart their Sphere of influence.” 
 
    I frowned. This was a new one. It had long been known that there was some sort of mysterious alien barrier surrounding our solar system. They called it the Great Sphere. Nobody had a good explanation about what it might be made of, and this talk of being able to pass through it was an utter novelty. 
 
    My short term memory was a clean slate, like dreams that had slipped away along with my slumber. But of this I was certain: I’d been tasked on any number of occasions to contain undesirable activity. I’d stopped people before who had been planning to pass the barrier and exit the Great Sphere. Often, this had been done with violence.  
 
    “This is different…” I said. “Why am I—?” 
 
    “Initiating interrogation with me is not one of your listed privileges,” the Watcher said, cutting me off. “This time you will help those who wish to test experimental technology on a long journey. There is a parcel waiting at the exit. In it, your mission is detailed.” 
 
    My face slackened, my eyes narrowed. I wanted to argue, but my conditioning and long history with such things caused me to avoid that option. 
 
    I stood there anyway, lingering. 
 
    “I’m detecting obstruction in your mental processes,” the voice said. 
 
    “No,” I said after a further pause. “There is no problem. It will be done, and I will not truly sleep again until the mission is complete.” 
 
    The room began to slowly darken. The voice didn’t speak again—she never did. She never repeated herself without cause. She never said good-bye, or wished me well. That wasn’t the way the Watchers did things, and it left me feeling challenged and abandoned as I turned to leave. 
 
    After all, she may be the only one who truly knew who I was, and why I did the things that I did. She understood me completely—a claim that I couldn’t make about myself. 
 
    A loose note was attached to the outside of the sealed bundle, which read: Gray, find the woman named on this parcel. Give it to her, and she will do the rest. You are to see that her project is executed as quickly and safely as possible. The journey will take you far and test you with unfamiliar perils. Once your destination is reached, eliminate any opposition necessary in order to return to this briefing chamber. 
 
    I plucked off the note, and I saw a name had been written behind it. By all appearances, it could have been written by anyone, but I knew better. 
 
    “Thanks for the details,” I muttered, and I headed for the elevator. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Leaving the old building, I crossed the city again. Each step took me closer to the new sector, the zone where the affluent worked and lived.  
 
    No one else dared to molest me on the way. There was something about my bearing that drove anyone with a speculative eye to think twice and drop all thoughts of accosting me. 
 
    My luck held until I crossed the bridge into the New City. A pair of guards at the midpoint glared at me, pulling me aside and checking my ID. Not just anyone was allowed into the better part of town.  
 
    They ran detection wands over me, but found no weapons. At last, almost puzzled, they let me pass. 
 
    The New City was as attractive as the old zone was ugly. Here, the buildings were of a different nature. They were newer, and taller. Built with compressed crystals and living metals, they were like shining pillars of splendor compared to their rotten siblings on the other side of the river. 
 
    Here, the weather was controlled. The sleet stopped, and the whole environment had a clean and vibrant feel. Despite all this, something nagged at me. Although I was nearing my destination, I paused for an assessment.  
 
    Some memory tugged at my subconscious—it wanted my attention. Snapshots from my recent dreams danced just beyond the reach of my waking mind.  
 
    Opening up my senses, I realized the sun had come out. I felt a deep appreciation for the sensation of sunlight touching my unaccustomed skin, but I didn’t let it distract me.  
 
    My eyes followed the crowds. The city was bustling; everyone was occupied and absorbed with their errands and pursuits. They swarmed past me from every angle as I took it all in and continued to advance into the New City. 
 
    Suddenly, I noticed a man in a long coat… There was something odd about him. 
 
    Somehow, I knew he was up to no good, and I turned to watch him. He zagged past me—almost brushing into me. His hat was angled low, and he spoke to himself in a hushed voice as he walked rapidly away.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize he wasn’t a madman. He was simply speaking to an implant, a comm-link embedded in his skull. 
 
    Almost everyone had a comm-link device. The tech had been developed long ago. But as this man’s unit was implanted in his bones, it meant he’d paid a fortune for it—but even that wasn’t so unusual for this part of the city. There was something else about him…  
 
    There. He had a concealed weapon—maybe more than one. I could see the evidence in the way the folds of his the coat hung, the way his hand carefully favored that one side.  
 
    Organized crime? A police agent? Something like that.  
 
    Without knowing exactly why, I became convinced as he passed from view that he didn’t concern me or my mission. I let him go. 
 
    “Hey, sir?” someone asked at my back. 
 
     The voice behind me was unfamiliar. I paused and turned slowly. 
 
    A man stood before me. He looked out of place here in the New City. His hair was disheveled, and he wore a suit coat that had evidently been scavenged from a waste pile somewhere.  
 
    “Could you help a fella out?” the man asked me.  
 
    His body-language spoke truth about his plight, and I softened my expression. 
 
    “Uh—yes, of course,” I said. I smiled as I checked my pockets.  
 
    My smile faded away as I patted down all my pockets and realized that I didn’t have any currency.  
 
    “Damn…” I said. “Sorry for the embarrassment, but I’m short on credits myself today.” 
 
    “Yeah… sure thing,” he said and began to veer aside. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” I told him as I scanned the passing crowd once again. “I can still help.” 
 
    I took in the whole wash of humanity that swarmed around us there on the clean walkway. Grabbing him by the shoulder, I pointed at a tidy, middle-aged woman. She walked alone near the edge of the foot traffic. 
 
    “Try her. I’ve got a feeling she’ll assist you.” 
 
    “All right—if you say so. Thanks anyways,” he said and left. 
 
    I watched him carefully make his way to her and politely inquire. She wore long hair in a bun and her face indicated sincere consideration as she listened to him. 
 
    After a moment she grabbed his hand, depositing something there. Then, she squeezed it, smiling.  
 
    “Give to everyone who asks of you,” she told him. “…and treat others the same way you want them to treat you.” 
 
    She walked past him, and he stood there looking at the gift, counting it. 
 
    “Wow—thank you, ma’am!” he called after her. He looked at me with a grin that was missing an eyetooth and gave me a thumbs-up. 
 
    I was nodding an affirmation to the guy when I was startled by a hard shove from behind. Stumbling, I tightly tucked the parcel the Watchers had given me against my ribs and wheeled to see a scoffing face that I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Well—hi there, Chief,” the new stranger said in a snide tone.  
 
    This made me frown in surprise. He couldn’t possibly have known, but I’d found a chief warrant officer’s insignia in the package under my arm, along with a data stick. It wasn’t my custom to wear ranks in public, and my clothing was deliberately indistinct. I could only surmise he recognized me. 
 
    “Ain’t you sweet,” the stranger mocked me, “helping the poor and all that?”  
 
    “I’m kinda busy right now, friend,” I told him. 
 
    The man was lanky with unremarkable features. He had a faint latticework of faded scars on his face. I held his eye contact as I realized my own skin bore a similar peculiarity—could that healing lump on his cheek be where a tube had been implanted?  
 
    There were no bells ringing about who this guy was though. He was dressed as I was, with the same navy jacket, gray pants and black boots. He also wore a lieutenant’s bars on his lapel and sleeves. His nametag clued me in, his name was Shaw. 
 
    Lt. Shaw grinned as he backed up through a river of passing walkers to a gap between buildings. He beckoned to me as he vanished into this dark crack, but I made no move to follow him. 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of someone who dressed in a way so similar to my own plain apparel. The scars too… The thing that nagged my mind most was the feeling I was connected to this malicious individual. Perhaps he was like me—a sleeper who was awakened when needed.  
 
    Taking a step forward, I followed him into an alleyway. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Lieutenant?” I asked. 
 
    Shaw broke into a laugh and looked upward. Suddenly turning his good humor off like a switch, he pointed at me. “You don’t even know how you fit into this, do you? You dumb son-of-a-bitch.”  
 
    Still, no bells.  
 
    I’d realized by now that he wasn’t he seemed, just like me. He technically outranked me, but that didn’t matter right now. I had a mission, and he seemed to want to interrupt it.  
 
    That was unacceptable. 
 
    “You’re right,” I told him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, friend. Maybe you should be on your way.” 
 
    I wasn’t at all tempted to pretend that I liked this man, that he could order me around due to his rank. Accordingly, I took an aggressive step in his direction. I figured it just about put him within my range. 
 
    He skipped to keep his distance. 
 
    “Okay, Gray—let’s discuss this for a minute in private,” Shaw offered. He pointed over his shoulder deeper into the dark, narrow alley behind him.  
 
    I was mindful of the package under my arm, and the person I had to get it to. On the other hand, I was feeling like this meeting wasn’t by chance and mustn’t be ignored.  
 
    With a nod, I followed after him into the shadows.  
 
    Shaw walked four meters in and glanced over his shoulder to flash a friendly smile that wasn’t genuine. 
 
    “What’s your job today, Gray?” he asked. 
 
    I gestured vaguely behind us at the street. 
 
    “Security work,” I said starting to rethink my choices about this detour. “Nothing special.” 
 
    “Nothing special…” he echoed and looked at the parcel I was carrying. “Not sporting your rank today, I see.”  
 
    “I’ve got my own problems and my own way, Lieutenant. Back off.” 
 
    Spreading his hands and shaking his head, he laughed. “What’s wrong, buddy? You look like you’re ready to fight. We’re on the same team, man.” 
 
    “I’m not on anyone’s team,” I told him. “I work alone.” 
 
    Even as I said this, I knew it to be true. I always worked alone, never in tandem with another partner from Control. 
 
     “You should be wearing your rank insignia before you get to the job,” Shaw advised me. “That’s a rule right from the top.”  
 
    “Thanks for the tip, Lieutenant, but I really need to be moving on now.” 
 
    With that, I backed away toward the street. 
 
    “Just a second,” he said. “I’m sorry if my manners are rough.” 
 
    “And…?”  
 
    “Here’s the thing, Gray: Those in charge have decided to abort your mission. I’m the lucky officer they sent out here to give you the news. I’m going to need to confiscate that package under your arm, and you’re to report back to the Old City.” 
 
    I looked at him without moving or speaking a word. I gripped the packet close, and his eyes crawled over it as I did so. His stare flicked back up to meet my own. He was still trying to smile, but I was fresh out of diplomacy.  
 
    “That’s not happening, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Well, Chief,” he said with a sigh, “have it your way. I’ll let you get back to your business, but I’ll have to report this incident.” 
 
    Nodding without a care, I turned and headed toward the shining streets. Before I took three steps, however, I heard boots scratch on the sparkling debris underfoot. 
 
    Shaw was very quiet. I would never have heard him if the alleyway hadn’t been in need of resealing. Crystalline structures were strong and beautiful, but as a glinting and attractive by-product, they tended to shed sparkling bits of dust and grit. That raspy grit had broadcast this bastard’s intent to blind-side me. 
 
    Pivoting on my hip, I was able to see and partially react to a vicious, flying kick aimed at the back of my head. I displaced myself and parried his momentum to pass me by.  
 
    The lieutenant was already springing back at me with a fast side attack—again using his foot.  
 
    I whirled to meet him, countering with my own stop-kick to his leg, slowing his momentum, but he was able to get inside my guard and follow up with a clean blow to my jaw. I shoved him back with both of my hands, so I could square-off with him properly.  
 
    Shaw was quick as well as quiet, and I could see he loved to fight in close. I tried for a heavy blow that should’ve nicely crippled his smaller frame. He slid his body around my flying fist and cracked his knee into my side.  
 
    His hand shifted to grab my ankle, but I’d snapped my leg back in by then. I ignored the pain his knee had caused and smoothly disengaged.  
 
    What surprised me most about the encounter was his expression. There was anger on his face—rage. Myself, I was nice and focused. I was just taking care of business, but he seemed to honestly dislike me. 
 
    There followed a flurry of blows. He caught me just above the left eye once, splitting my eyebrow. Blood trickled down, partially blinding me. 
 
    But the lieutenant caught the worst of the exchange. I had to admit, he was well trained and strong—but he wasn’t a match for me. I pounded him pretty good. His jaw was off-kilter, and his mouth and nose were bloody when we separated for a moment to breathe. 
 
    Honestly, I expected him to back off—but he didn’t. He lunged instead, coming in close for a clinch.  
 
    I didn’t want this guy in tight—he did his best work there. 
 
    My lips drew back to show my teeth. This little man was pushing me. I’d been willing to take a few punches to convince this lieutenant I was no one special—but he was ticking me off now. 
 
    I got my mind into the zone and breathed out deeply. My attack came before he could even react. With impossible quickness, I struck him twice more in the face. With the third, I crushed his windpipe.  
 
    There was a hollow crunch—like a rice cake broken in an old coffee can. His eyes widened as he sprang away. Madly fluttering his fingers, he worked his lopsided jaw, rasping in an effort to get air through his mouth.  
 
    Then, he surprised me. His feet left the ground as if he were fighting in null-G. Twisting and grabbing a rusty fire escape rung high above, he swung up the rattling ladder to the iron landing and perched there, looking back down at me. 
 
    Grabbing a penknife, he flicked out a small blade and twisted it into the cartilage below his crushed throat. An explosive rush of air whistled into the wound. 
 
    Shaw jabbed a finger down at me like he was going to shoot something out of it. His eyes bulged, and the bloody hole in his throat whistled and spit while he held the wound open with his other hand. 
 
    “Are we done here, Lieutenant?” I called up to him. 
 
    I could almost believe his face was going to explode. Blood and spit continued to buzz through his blowhole. Suddenly he fled up the fire escape to the roof like he was on a wire.  
 
    “Have a nice day, sir,” I called up after him. Then he was gone. 
 
    I checked for my parcel, and found it lying in the colorful dust that sprinkled the alley. Unfortunately, it was torn open.  
 
    Then I scanned for something to mop my face with. I still had to be presentable for my meeting. In the end, I used my sleeves. 
 
    “What was that guy’s problem…?” I wondered out loud.  
 
    The lieutenant had left me curious and slightly battered. He had displayed a few special talents of his own. I’d have liked to have gotten more information about his agenda, though. What did he know about me? What had I done in the past to piss him off so badly? 
 
    I wiped blood, sweat and sparkling grit from my face with the dark lining of my sleeves. As I pressed on my split brow to get the bleeding to stop, I saw my insignia bars scattered around my feet in the shadows. 
 
     I checked and found one still in my pocket. I recovered the rest and decided it was time to wear them. I wasn’t fooling anybody that mattered anyway. 
 
    The bars hugged into the fabric of my tunic and nestled where they belonged. My uniform was now complete. I was a warrant-officer. A chief in Earth’s united military. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The woman named in the packet was Colonel Emily Hughes. She ran a major facility at Arlington Defense Laboratory, and her team was known for achievements in particle physics.  
 
    That much I’d gleaned from a brief search using her name online. There seemed to be nothing shady nor terribly surprising about Hughes. She was a military scientist who’d done things that sounded boring—and which probably were. 
 
    But there had to be something special about her. There always was when I became involved.  
 
    Contact was made in the usual manner—by surprise. My thumbprint, along with other identifying biometrics, got me through an impressive number of checkpoints at Arlington Labs. Once I located Hughes, I approached her by surprise on the roof parking lot of her building.  
 
    “Colonel Hughes?” I asked, and I offered her a few pages from my packet. 
 
    She stopped on the windy rooftop, her hair blowing in reddish-brown streams. I made a mental note about the impeccably neat uniform she wore beneath her lab coat—this lady cared about appearances.  
 
    Hughes looked at my split brow and the packet dubiously. She did not lift a hand to take what I was offering, and my estimation of her character improved. 
 
    “I don’t know you,” she warned, speaking with a mild British accent. “You’re not authorized to be here.” 
 
    Her hand had already strayed to her comm-link—no doubt intending to release an emergency signal. I could have told her there was no point to that action—if I’d meant her any harm she’d already have been flung from the rooftop.  
 
    Instead, I smiled slightly. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m here to help you. Sorry if my appearance is a bit unprofessional. I had a scuffle with a dirt bag on the way across town.”  
 
    She eyed my rank critically. 
 
    “Who are you, Chief?” she asked. “I don’t see a nametag.” 
 
    “It’s all in the document,” I said. “Please, have a look.” 
 
    “Is this some kind of court summons?” 
 
    My smile broadened. “If I was only a courier, would I be allowed into a defense lab parking unit?” 
 
    She looked around at the air cars surrounding us, and she relaxed a notch. No one was allowed up here without a security clearance. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, taking the packet and looking it over. “It’s just that I’m working on some rather sensitive—oh…”  
 
    She trailed off, examining the document. The text moved as her eyes scanned the words, being made of smart-paper. I had no idea what these words said—but it didn’t matter. They were designed to get me where I must go. That was always the case, and I’d learned not to question it. 
 
    “This document… it says you’re to join my project?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Who are you again?” 
 
    “Isn’t that mentioned in the paperwork?” 
 
    Hughes gave me a strange look.  
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she said. “Tell me your name.” 
 
    She was thinking now. She’d seen the name, and she’d decided to test me. I nodded slightly in approval. 
 
    “I’m Chief Gray,” I said.  
 
    “Gray? That’s not what the—?” 
 
    “I’m Chief Gray,” I told her firmly. 
 
    “Oh… I get it. I’m not to reveal your name. Fine, then. Let’s go.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes seemed annoyed now, rather than frightened. She beckoned and strode across the windy rooftop with me in tow. Her steps were precise, rapid, and irritable. She was small and shapely, but she walked with obvious authority.  
 
    She asked me no more questions until we were in an elevator plunging downward. “You’ll join my team—because I have no choice. This authorizes you to be present in every circumstance you wish to be, but I’m not going to give you special briefings. If the Ministry of Control wants to plant a spy in our midst, that spy will have to do his own homework.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, and I did understand. She thought of me as a tool of government overwatch—a budgeter perhaps, someone seeking to make cuts. That was acceptable. 
 
    “All it really says here is that you and I work for the same people,” she said. “That’s no surprise. Please don’t deploy any nano-drones. Don’t make copies of our work. It’s secret, and everything here is on a need-to-know basis.” 
 
    “Naturally your work is classified,” I said, “everything at Arlington—” 
 
    “It’s beyond classified. It’s much further evolved than that.” 
 
    “I understand, but I can’t promise to restrict my duties. My mission must be completed.” 
 
    “And what exactly would your mission happen to be?”  
 
    “I’m here to see that your project is executed quickly and without a hitch.” 
 
    She pursed her mouth in thought. “I don’t know what to believe. I’ve already used my implant to check you out. These docs are legit, according to my comm-link search. But I’m going further than that. I’m calling your superiors. I want a personal explanation as to why—” 
 
    “That’s fine, Colonel,” I said. “I would expect nothing less.” 
 
    My calm responses to her threats and barbs only seemed to irritate her more. Perhaps she’d been hoping to shake me up. To break my confidence and force me to offer apologies.  
 
    But that had never been my way. 
 
    The elevator ride finished in tense silence. We went through another layer of security, and as we did so, Colonel Hughes was surprised to see that I was identified and cleared by the guard-bots even more quickly than she was. This seemed to bother her a great deal. 
 
    “Damn those things—they let you slide right by,” she complained. “I come through here six days a week, and they always want multiple biometrics from me. Why not you?” 
 
    “Perhaps I have a distinctive signature to my biology.” 
 
    “We all do,” she snapped. 
 
    I shrugged, and she dropped it. We were ushered into the offices by thrumming machines.  
 
    My expectation was that we’d meet her staff and discuss my involvement in her project. That wasn’t how it went. 
 
    Primly marching through a back passage, she led me to her private office. I saw labs as we went by, enclosed in security glass and glowing force-fields. The workers inside seemed focused, and they were all but oblivious to us as we passed down the echoing hallway. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we meet your chief of staff?” I asked her. 
 
    Colonel Hughes didn’t even turn around as she worked the lock on her door, using her handprint, retinal recognition and even and old-fashioned touchpad. 
 
    “I’m my own chief of staff. We’re undermanned and underfunded. I’ve requested help in a dozen new positions—but instead, they sent you.” 
 
    Her office finally opened, and we stepped inside. The lights came to life, making the ceiling glow above us. 
 
    Hughes took her seat behind her desk, steepled her fingertips and stared at me.  
 
    “Now,” she said, “consider this an interview. What skills do you have?” 
 
    I took a seat and relaxed in it. The feeling was odd. How long had it been since I’d sat in a chair? I’d walked all the way here, and I’d lain in a tank of liquid before that. Quite possibly, it’d been years since I’d sat in a chair… 
 
    My eyes shifted to the window. The glass was thick, and laced with living-steel. It would be difficult to assassinate someone through that window, but not impossible. 
 
    I knew Colonel Emily Hughes was still talking to me, but my thoughts were occupied. I was putting together a full picture. I took a further glance around her office. 
 
    “Chief Gray?” she asked. 
 
    For a moment, I continued to stare outside, taking in the scene. “Is that delivery lifter supposed to be out there?” I asked her. 
 
    Frowning, she glanced out the window. “Are you serious?” she asked. “We have equipment deliveries all the time. That’s a floater, probably bringing in supplies for the lab complex. There’s nothing unusual about it.” 
 
    “It’s just that it was here when I arrived. It’s still here now—but it’s been a while. I’m trained to notice such things. Why such a long or complicated delivery from such a small vehicle?” 
 
    She stared at me for a moment, clearly losing her patience. 
 
    Her hand shivered, and I knew she was activating a call. I didn’t react in any way. 
 
    “I’m contacting the people who sent you here,” she said. “Your arrogance and your refusal to answer even the most basic of—” 
 
    “Security…” I told her, cutting her off. “You see, I specialize in security. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    She paused, then her hand shivered again as she cancelled her call. 
 
    “We have ample security here,” she said. “You’ve been thoroughly checked out since you got here. You probably weren’t even aware—” 
 
    “You have external security,” I said. “Lots of it. Locks, robots, identification systems—very impressive. But I’m here to provide internal security. It’s not the same.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes pursed her lips into a frown and nodded to herself. “You’re a goon,” she said. “A combat specialist in my lab. A bull in my China shop. That’s just what we don’t need: muscle and attitude.” 
 
    To me, she was the one with the attitude, but I let it slide. Words rarely barbed me into action. I was more interested in what was actually happening than what anyone said. 
 
    “Is this about the missing girl?” she asked suddenly. “That supply team junior-grade who vanished?”  
 
    I pursed my lips and encouraged her to continue by raising my eyebrows. 
 
    “She was a pretty little thing,” Colonel Hughes continued. “I wasn’t overly impressed with her contribution to my project. The men were always after her and we’d assumed she just ran off with some hotshot with money—traveling or something.” 
 
    “Did she have any access to information behind security?” 
 
    “It’s fortunate that she was largely involved on the outside of our firewall here. Her access was more to what raw materials were coming in—rather than what we did with them or built out of them.” 
 
    “Okay, but let’s not rule her out entirely as a possible security breach somehow.” 
 
    “Internal security…” she continued, reviewing my documents again with the air of a lawyer looking at a contract for exploitable flaws. “Very well. We’ll place you at the landing zone. You can review everyone coming into or out of the building.” 
 
    “That won’t work,” I told her. “I don’t want a badge and a hat. I have to be close to your inner team. I have to be around the key members of your staff every day—every minute.” 
 
    Frowning, she moved to make a note on the smart-paper, but she’d set aside her stylus. In a flash, I neatly snatched the stylus from her desktop and quietly offered it to her. Her mouth opened in surprise.  
 
    “You… how did you…?” She stared at me for a moment before taking the stylus and making a note on her document.  “Okay, okay—I get it Chief Gray. You’re quick with your hands. But…” Her eyes narrowed as she regarded me. “How did the Ministry learn we’ve had internal problems and send someone so fast? Without any official warning?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess the people in charge decided you and I don’t need to know that particular information.” 
 
    She didn’t answer me for a second, but then she heaved a sigh. “All right,” she said. “I’ll try to work with you. But how do I know you’re not an assassin yourself?” 
 
    She finally had my attention. She’d asked a good question—the one she should have asked herself the moment I’d arrived. 
 
    “Because I haven’t killed you yet,” I said calmly. “I’ve had ample time and opportunity—but it hasn’t happened.” 
 
    Her eyes widened with a flash of worry. My expression and voice remained deadpan—I meant what I’d said, and she knew it instantly. 
 
    Flustered, she dropped her eyes and stared at her desk.  
 
    “It’s just what I feared,” she said. “Already my workday has been disrupted. Already, you’ve devolved into physical intimidation—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Colonel Hughes. I don’t mean to be any more menacing than is necessary to convince you that I’m qualified.” 
 
    I stood up, and her eyes were drawn to me instantly.  
 
    “Let’s go meet your staff,” I said. 
 
    Heaving another small sigh, she stood up and led me out the door again. She moved to the main entrance to the lab complex. This development pleased me. All along, she’d been trying to get rid of me, to find a reason to send me back to wherever I’d come from. Somehow, I’d managed to convince her she wasn’t going to ditch me that easily. 
 
    “This is the primary security system,” she said. “It’s fully automated. You place your—”   
 
    She broke off as I approached the daunting door. It was a vault, actually, with a negative air-pressure airlock behind it. Round and three meters in diameter, the door was at least a half-meter thick. The metal was surrounded by countless computerized checking systems, as well as automated weapons that tracked various kill-points on any human body that came close.  
 
    As I approached the door, black stubby tubes swiveled silently to track me rather than Colonel Hughes. My hand reached up, and I caressed the primary identity plate. My motion was slow and deliberate. My touch was almost gentle, like the stroke of a horseman calming an excited mount. You couldn’t be too careful when robots had you in their sights. 
 
    Immediately, the door snapped and clanked. The locks slid their bolts free. The heavy vault door began to swing open. Lace-like streamers of what looked like mercury tried to keep the seal, but soon the shimmering tendrils splashed back into the door and the surrounding walls of the vault.  
 
    “Impressive,” I said. “You have a living nanite colony just to keep the seal on the vault door?” 
 
    “You might be impressed, but I’m alarmed,” Hughes said. “The door skipped several mandated security steps. No one should be able to get it to open so quickly—especially not a stranger.” 
 
    “Perhaps, to this door, I’m not a stranger.” 
 
    She gave me an odd look as she led the way into the vault. Air ruffled our hair as we moved through the lock.  
 
    “You must have radioactives contained here, correct?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, “the lower internal air pressure is used to keep contaminates from escaping.” 
 
    I nodded, feeling slightly more alert. Experimental labs at the Arlington complex were inherently dangerous—especially the ones that dealt with radiation. 
 
    “What would you like to see first, Gray?” Hughes asked me.  
 
    At least she seemed resigned to my involvement. I put on a smile as an effort of good faith. 
 
    “I’d love to see the device itself—the center of this whole project.” 
 
    She eyed me for a moment, then nodded. “This way.” 
 
    We went downstairs, deeper into the lab’s underbelly. At some point, we passed below ground level—and we kept going into what had to be a basement. 
 
    When you’re underground, you can generally feel the difference. There’s a coolness to the walls, which tend to lack windows. On top of that, a deep stillness set in. It was like descending into a tomb. 
 
    At last, we reached another vault. More cameras, auto-turrets and even an actual human guard with a wand accosted us. We got through that, and entered a large chamber. 
 
    We were met with a strange mixture of powerful scents when we entered the chamber. As expected, there were chemical and metallic odors—but these were laced with an odd infusion of musk and vanilla.  
 
    The heavy door boomed as it swung automatically shut behind us. An elegant mass of machinery at least three meters in diameter sat in the center of the chamber. The yawning compartment resembled an aircraft hangar overall. Surrounding the large, complicated device were broken, concentric rings of unusual equipment. Auto-welders, smart-lifts and a variety of other robotic assembly machines surrounded the vessel, but they were all dormant now. 
 
    Halfway between us and this bulls-eye was a skinny youth wearing a striped t-shirt and a baseball cap. He was perched on top of an automated loading machine, slouching up there and messing with something on top of the control unit. I frowned immediately to see a young teen up that high—he had to be six meters above the floor. It couldn’t be safe. 
 
    “Hey,” I called out. “Who let that kid climb up there?” 
 
    Hughes looked at me in alarm. “Don’t call him a kid. Toby hates that.” 
 
    “What…?” 
 
    “I’m Dr. Tobias Jonah,” the teen shouted back at me, still perching on top of the loader. “This is a restricted area. Someone should remove this moron.” 
 
    My eyes blinked a few times in surprise. I wasn’t used to getting this kind of attitude—especially from someone so young-looking.  
 
    Walking closer, I saw that Toby had a general haze of fuzz over his body. It was the sort of thing that one usually saw on older men. His features and the bone structure of his face were… odd. He had an elongated look through the nose and cheekbones. Could he be some kind of mutant? I wasn’t sure, so I decided to play it straight. 
 
    Whatever else he was, Toby was clearly intelligent. He had tools in his hand, and he was working on the loader’s CPU box.  
 
    “Maybe we should start again,” I said. “I’m Chief Gray, Internal Security. It’s nice to meet you, Toby.” 
 
    Col. Hughes cleared her throat and Toby straightened his spine.  
 
    “That nickname is reserved for people who I consider friends,” he said. “You don’t qualify.” 
 
    At that moment a woman walked around from the far side of the loading machine. She was tall, disheveled and dark-haired. She was wearing a bright orange coverall, but I could still tell she had a nice shape to her—especially for a scientist.  
 
    “Are you his keeper?” I demanded, indicating the deformed youth. 
 
    Toby’s lips curled slightly at this. He had longer teeth than a normal human, I was sure of that much. 
 
    “Chief Gray,” Col. Hughes said. “This is Dr. Jillian Brandt. As there doesn’t seem to be an emergency here, we’ve got to get back to operations.” 
 
    I considered that for a moment, then shook my head. “No, I think I’ll stay and get acquainted. This machine in the center of the chamber—that’s the actual device, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Classified!” shouted Toby from his perch up above us all. “That’s classified! Don’t tell him a thing!” 
 
    Both women glanced up, but then ignored him. I decided to follow their example. 
 
    “All right,” Col. Hughes told me. “Stay if you want to—but I’m not sure what you might be investigating here.” 
 
    Something in her tone indicated disapproval. My eyes traveled to Hughes, then back to the younger, more attractive Dr. Brandt. Could there be a hint of jealousy there?  
 
    Col. Hughes left, and Dr. Brandt faced me. “What can I help you with, Chief?” she asked. 
 
    Filling her in on my security job, I noticed that Toby was listening intently while pretending to work on the CPU module on the loader. I didn’t object, he was a weirdo, I knew that already. Weird people working in labs were best left alone. 
 
    She then showed me what they were working on. 
 
    “It’s the heart of the project,” she explained. “This device… it’s sort of an engine, really.” 
 
    “A misnomer!” Toby called down from his perch. 
 
    Brandt shrugged. “It’s supposed to move us from point A to point B, and I’d call anything that moves mass artificially an engine. Toby disagrees.” 
 
    “It’s a field-translation device. No actual movement occurs.” 
 
    “Whatever…” she said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    I could tell Toby quickly got on people’s nerves. He wasn’t your normal teen. 
 
    “How old is he, exactly?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Old enough to hear your whispering!” he called down. 
 
    That startled me. Toby had ears like an owl. 
 
    Dr. Brandt ushered me to the work site and she showed me the device. It didn’t look like anything I could make sense of. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a power generator. It was about four meters long, built with lots of fiber cable and shiny, alloy tubing. There was a vent on top and several touch screens along the oblong body that were updating with packets of data in real time. 
 
    “This is it,” Dr. Brandt explained. “But don’t try to take a picture or transmit anything from this chamber. No wireless transmissions are allowed. It’s a security precaution.” 
 
    “A wise rule,” Toby called down to us. “We have an out of control spy problem around here.” 
 
    We both looked up, and he peered back down at us.  
 
    “Spy problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Toby has certain paranoid theories, I’m afraid,” Dr. Brandt explained apologetically.  
 
    “They might not be paranoid delusions,” I said, thinking of the lieutenant I’d met on the way here. “Do you have any evidence of spying to share with me, Toby—ah, Dr. Tobias?” 
 
    He squinted at me. “Not yet. But I will. I will… Dr. Brandt, could you come up here and take a look at this?” 
 
    She walked back to the loader and began to climb. I watched her go up to the top of the machine. Her charms were difficult to ignore, but I played the gentleman and did so anyway. There was no question about where the scent of musk and vanilla was coming from. 
 
    Dr. Brandt had long hair, and it hung in her face. She slapped a smart hair-gathering device onto her temple. Like a headband with a mind of its own, it gathered her loose tresses back up on her head. When she was at the top with Toby, she flashed me a smile with white teeth and clear, green eyes. Then she put on safety goggles and ruined the effect.  
 
    Toby began to show her what I gathered was some kind of wiring mix-up.  
 
    “Did you rewire this machine?” she demanded. “That’s why it’s not working right, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he said. “I improved it by eliminating several redundancies.” 
 
    Dr. Brandt turned back to the youth who was hunched beside her.  “You improved it—so now it doesn’t work at all. Do you see a coincidence here, rat-boy?”  
 
    Pouting insolently, the youth let his chin jut out in defiance.  
 
    “I will no longer tolerate this abusive language and behavior, Dr. Brandt,” Toby said. “Frankly, your spurious and juvenile references to my cognitive and perceptual enhancements seem to imply envy.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Brandt said, sighing. “I’m filled with envy.” 
 
    Many questions had begun to fill my mind while I listened to them. “Dr. Brandt, what enhancements is he referring to?”  
 
    “We’re told that Toby is an experiment,” she told me. “He’s an unprecedented success in the field of manipulative genetics. Evidently, they intended to make him like this.” 
 
    As Toby spluttered and began to defend himself, Brandt pointed a warning finger. “Shush—save it,” she warned him. 
 
    “What exactly did they do to him?” I asked. 
 
    “They tinkered with his DNA in vitro—like a lab animal.”  
 
    Toby folded his arms and began a muted tirade, muttering under his breath. 
 
    “Isn’t that illegal?” I asked.  
 
    She shrugged. “The Ministry of Control approved it. That makes it legal.” 
 
    I filed that detail away under the heading of “cultural changes” and decided not to argue the point.  
 
    “Who did the work, then?” I asked. “This lab facility? Do you do things like that here?” 
 
    “Are we to discuss even more classified information?” Toby demanded loudly. “What secret shall remain sacred after this reckless conversation?” 
 
    Again, Dr. Brandt ignored Toby. I was getting the feeling that everyone tolerated him, and they didn’t take his dramatic statements seriously. 
 
    “Well, funny you should ask, Chief. The specifics aren’t known—other than the scientists responsible were probably foreign and bank-rolled by secret funds.” 
 
    “Really… and how did he end up here?”  
 
    “They hushed things up, and we sort of inherited the boy when he was four. He basically grew up in a lab without traditional parenting,” Brandt explained. 
 
    “Humiliating. Simply humiliating…” Toby complained. 
 
    “I see,” I said.  
 
    “Please fill me in on your state of readiness, Dr. Brandt,” I said, changing the subject while I still stared at the teen. “When will this thing fly?”  
 
    Toby weighed in again. He couldn’t seem to help it. “It doesn’t fly. It does not create lift, or apply thrust. It transposes a local zone of mass over a given distance without traversing the intervening space. That’s why—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Dr. Brandt warned, pointing her finger at him. “…and don’t be trying to blow smoke on the fact that you dug into this CPU without permission and screwed it up. You’d better stick to the plan from here on out, Toby. We’re almost done with this project.” 
 
    “It’s not screwed up—I’m not finished yet,” he muttered and went back to tinkering with loader. 
 
    “This little hacker has gotten into engine protocols all over the lab. He’s had me running all over chasing phantom glitches.” 
 
    “I’ll admit I’m naturally curious, but my gift for innovation is being undersold,” the teen said. “I’m not guilty of introducing any defects into the project. My improvements are certain to be beneficial if I’m given time to complete them.” 
 
    Dr. Brandt muttered and brushed off her hands. “Just stay out of it. We’re almost done. We don’t need you to fool with things at this point.” 
 
    “Is there any way you could demonstrate what this device does?” I asked them, trying to get them back on track. 
 
    They looked up at me, startled. “Not really,” Dr. Brandt said. “We have to put it into a spacecraft to truly test it out.” 
 
    “When is that step being taken?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s really up to Dr. Adams—with consent from Gevan and Fillmore. You’ll meet them all soon enough.” 
 
    “A bunch of boring old farts,” Toby said. “Boring… but gifted.” 
 
    “All right then,” I said, contacting Colonel Hughes. “I think I’ve seen enough here. It’s time to meet the primary scientists.” 
 
    Toby laughed and shook his head. “They’re going to love you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A short time later I met a group of scientists in crinkling clean-suits. They eyed Colonel Hughes and me curiously.  
 
    “Colleagues,” Hughes said. “We’re having a meeting of the key staff—immediately.” 
 
    “It’s not on the schedule, Emily,” said one man with a frown. He had an overlarge forehead encircled by a tuft of hair like a Christmas wreath. 
 
    “No, Sean, it isn’t,” Hughes said, giving him a disapproving glance.  
 
    He eyed me curiously, then shrugged. “No problem. I’ll call them together.” 
 
    “Do that. We’ll be in the conference room.” 
 
    I followed Hughes again, although I’d rather have talked to the staff in person right away. The longer management kept me engaged and away from the average lab-worker—well, in my book that was time wasted. 
 
    Soon, a group of eleven met in the conference room. It was a small space and was almost cramped. 
 
    “Chief Gray, meet my key staff,” Hughes said. “Gray is our new internal security leader. If you have any—” 
 
    “Internal security?” the man known to me only as “Sean” asked. “Is he armed? Why do we need a gunman in here?”  
 
    He turned to me and made a face like a man who needed a good beating. I returned his gaze levelly.  
 
    “I’m always armed,” I said, despite the fact I had no weapon on me.  
 
    “This seems like an unnecessary distraction. Have you checked with—?” 
 
    “I have,” Colonel Hughes said, cutting him off. “And for the record, I share your concerns. By the way, where is Dr. Adams?” 
 
    Sean spread his hands. He looked around the group. They all shook their heads as well.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I said. “Perhaps we should do introductions first. Exactly who are you…? Sean, is it?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m Dr. Sean Fillmore,” he said watching me suspiciously. “Do you even know what we’re doing here at this facility, Chief?” 
 
    “I’ve seen the field generator,” I said.  
 
    This statement caused a buzzing to rise among the group. They were clearly disapproving. 
 
    “But I’m not here to interfere with any technical issues,” I told them. “My job is to make sure this project isn’t impeded in any way. The device will be completed, and it will be deployed—” 
 
     “I’m a propulsion expert by trade,” Fillmore interrupted me. I could tell already he was going to be a serial interrupter. “But here my specialty is almost useless. I function as a project leader for Colonel Hughes, our Principal Investigator.” 
 
    I nodded. “And you—” I said, pointing to another bespectacled scientist. “Who might you—?” 
 
    “Adams should be here for this,” Dr. Fillmore interrupted again. 
 
    “Yes…” Colonel Hughes agreed. “He has to learn to respect other people’s time. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    Dr. Fillmore threw up his hands. “Maybe he’s in his office, sleeping or daydreaming. I haven’t seen him all morning.” 
 
    Hughes was tapping at a slip of smart-paper. “Security shows he never logged out last night… Do you think he worked all night?” 
 
    People shrugged. Everyone admitted it was possible.  
 
    Curious to meet such a person, I stood up.  
 
    Every eye followed me, and they fell quiet. It wasn’t intentional, but I often had that effect on people.  
 
    “Take me to Dr. Adams’ office.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes smiled. “Yes… Let’s surprise him. The rest of you stay here and continue our regular agenda. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She led the way, and I followed. We left the rest behind us to wait. I could see them through the glass walls of the conference room, talking rapidly among themselves. Except for Fillmore, they were pretty quiet. I wondered if they had been intimidated by Colonel Hughes or myself, and I suspected it was Hughes. She seemed like a natural slave-driver. 
 
    We arrived at a locked door a hundred steps later. The placard identified it as Dr. Adams office. Hughes knocked, then worked the touchpad when there was no answer. 
 
    “Let me,” I said, and I caressed the lock.  
 
    It swung open without hesitation.  
 
    Hughes didn’t scream at what we saw inside. I’ll give her credit for that. She gasped in shock, and she dropped her paper, which luffed to the floor—but she stood her ground. Although she was a colonel in Earth’s collective military, she obviously wasn’t a trained front-line fighter. She was more like a doctor or a dentist who’d gotten rank because she owed her schooling to the government. But she wasn’t a wimp, even so. 
 
    A man in a lab coat lay on the floor of the office. Not only was he dead—he’d been eviscerated.  
 
    His open, staring eyes looked up at us from the cold floor. His mouth was locked in a rictus of horror and surprise. Flecks of blood were splattered in a semi-circle around his body. It was almost as if his guts had exploded from the inside. Something had made quick work of opening all his soft stuff and putting it on the ground. 
 
    “Is this Dr. Adams?” I asked Hughes. 
 
    She stared and breathed rapidly, but she managed to answer me. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “This is why they sent you, isn’t it? Do you think they already knew?” 
 
    I eyed the mess on the floor and slowly nodded. “Probably,” I admitted. “I’m never sent on a mission without good cause.” 
 
    She watched me with a different look in her eyes as I stepped into the office and began basic forensics work. She summoned her guards from outside the lab then fell strangely quiet.  
 
     It took the guards several minutes to reach Adams’ office. All those doors and robots… sometimes, that sort of stuff could work against you, like a difficult lock on a gun case. When you really needed help, minutes could seem like hours. 
 
    The office of the late Dr. Adams made for an interesting crime scene.  
 
    By all appearances, he’d been disemboweled by a large, vicious animal. It was an unusual way to go for a guy inside a secure room at a buttoned-down facility.  
 
    I made quick work of assessing the dead scientist’s office and then turned back to his body. The different perspective gave me new insight. What I didn’t see here spoke volumes. 
 
    Soon the cavalry showed up—the real goons.  
 
    “Please clear the area,” said some guy with a colorful patch on his jacket.  
 
    I lifted his gun barrel with my finger as I stepped back toward the body. The feisty guard barred my way. He was taking this seriously, but I could tell he was no forensics expert. I could also tell he was regular military, not special forces of any kind. His posture was untrained, unfocused—the chin tucked down a bit too far. 
 
    “Let him work, you idiot,” Colonel Hughes admonished him bluntly.  
 
    Everyone could tell she was flustered, and the security man complied with a glower and a shake of his head. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    They wanted to zip up what was left of Adams and haul the mess out of there, but I stopped them. After a few more minutes alone with the corpse, I made a gesture with a swirling finger. They removed the body and began to clean up. Robots did the dirty work, buzzing and spraying chemicals. 
 
    “Would you care to discuss this incident further in your office, Emily?” I asked Colonel Hughes. 
 
    “Yes, we’d better do that—I’ve already messaged the staff to break up the meeting at the conference room,” she said, frowning at me. Then she added, “and please, Chief Gray—call me Colonel Hughes.”  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As we turned down brightly lit hallways, I found them peopled by random assistants, researchers and confused-looking security people. Everyone looked nervous and there were dozens of whispered conversations. Word of the discovery had leaked out. Soon, it would be past the walls of this place and in the general population—it was inevitable, it was human nature. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice security had subtly tightened. Even innocuous doorways required some kind of new trick to gain access. We passed through a secure checkpoint as we changed sectors and approached the colonel’s private office again. 
 
    Once we were inside, I noted to myself that the delivery lifter was now missing—I hoped that wasn’t significant.  
 
    I resumed the chair I’d used previously. I even put my feet up this time. 
 
    She got right to it. “How could anyone have done this right under our noses? We thoroughly check everyone. We use extreme security procedures…”  
 
    I brought my feet back down to the floor. “Hold on—anyone? After seeing the physical damage inflicted on Dr. Adams, I’d say we’re looking for anything that might have done this.”  
 
    She got a little snotty at that point. “Oh, pardon me if I didn’t include clawed ghosts on my list of suspects.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant—” I began, but she cut me off. 
 
    “Okay—let’s go there then. Just because we’re talking about building a ship, everyone thinks there’s alien involvement in anything that goes wrong around here. The very idea is absurd.” 
 
    “We have to consider all possibilities,” I told her. 
 
    “Is the Ministry of Control in agreement on this?” 
 
    “They sent me, didn’t they?” 
 
    “So… you’re an expert on aliens? You should be aware then that there hasn’t been a single verified incident of alien malice documented. We’ve barely had any contact with outsiders for decades. What little we have had has all occurred out at the barrier, at the edge of our Sphere—not on Earth itself.” 
 
    “All true, but—” 
 
    “Someone at Control is going to blame me for all this, aren’t they? That’s the plan, here, isn’t it?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, not sure where she was going now. Most people became excitable when confronted with violent death, but Colonel Hughes seemed to be turning paranoid. 
 
    “We’re talking about my entire over-achieving career. It’s all rolled up into this project!” she shouted at me.  
 
    She stood and then continued. Soon, she was cursing.  
 
    I stopped listening after a half-minute or so and shrugged off her tirade. I could honestly empathize with her frustration—but I didn’t care to listen to it.  
 
    “Look,” I told her when she took a deep breath, “I’m not here to place administrative blame. I’m here to solve problems, not to make them. Rest assured I don’t get called into a situation unless things have gone beyond a certain threat-level.”  
 
    She took in a deep breath and forced herself to become calm. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry I’m not at my professional best right now,” she said a moment later.  
 
    “I understand. I’m just trying to get to the heart of the situation, and I want to be effective.” 
 
    “Right… right… You see, this project has almost reached launch day. It’s crushing to lose a key team member in such a horrible way. I can’t fathom what the hell is going on with our own security.”  
 
    “Colonel Hughes, I think we’re looking at more than a security problem.” 
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    “I still think the words we choose matter, and I’ll try to show you what I mean. Adams not only got torn apart by something which apparently didn’t even need a tool to do it. He was also surprised.” 
 
    She stared, waiting for the punch line. “So… you’re saying a monster stalked past our countless prohibitive check-points? That it crept up behind Bill Adams and killed him violently before somehow vanishing from the facility without a trace?” 
 
    I leaned forward and took another crack at it. “Emily, we’re short on time, here. What happened wasn’t an accident. It was murder. Something got to your Dr. Adams inside a secure room and put him down before he could so much as think to call for help.”   
 
    “Murder…?” she said, as if tasting the word for the first time. She crossed her arms and squinted at me. “Okay, go on.” 
 
    “Did you notice anything unusual about the man’s office?” 
 
    She thought for a moment. “Well… other than the dead body on the floor, no, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Neither did I. Dr. Bill Adams toppled out of his chair with one hand still in his pocket. There wasn’t a thing out of place in the whole damned room except his small intestine. No struggle, no messy desk, not even a footprint.”  
 
    “But… that doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Correct. We’re looking for something that doesn’t make any sense, and I’m going to need to be unhindered to keep you and your people safe.” 
 
    “Yes… all right, Chief Gray. I’m sorry—I’ve been difficult, and you clearly have a unique skill set. I am going to trust you with all of it—my life’s work.”  
 
    She deflated almost imperceptibly. Even though she turned to look up at me with resignation, she was conflicted. A leader to the core, Emily Hughes didn’t know what to do with herself when she wasn’t in charge.  
 
    I turned and gave her my full attention, touching her shoulder briefly. “I’m not taking anything away. You’re the boss here. My job is to keep you and your team safe. Without that, this launch won’t happen.” 
 
    “It’s still a go, then?” she asked quietly. “You haven’t heard anything from the Ministry about shutting it down?” 
 
    “That would be letting the bad guys win, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    She gave me a tight smile. “Fair enough, Chief—we’ll call our relationship symbiotic.”  
 
    “One more thing, if you don’t mind?” I asked. 
 
    “Now what?” 
 
    “I could sure use a comm-link if you’ve got an extra to spare.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t wear a comm-link these days?” she asked.  
 
    “I’ve got no answer to that question,” I told her truthfully. 
 
    “Well—I have an old external model I don’t use any more,” she said after making a quizzical face. “It’s yours to borrow. I’d like to be able to get ahold of you anyway.” 
 
    “We ought to be real careful from here out,” I said. “I’d like a full accounting of the primary staff A.S.A.P.—let’s round them up again.”  
 
    Colonel Hughes was already texting the summons. Fifteen minutes later, most of them had assembled in the too-small conference room once again. People were buzzing with adrenaline-fueled whispers and muttered conversations.  
 
    “Listen up, people,” began Colonel Hughes. “We have a job to do, and I can’t afford for us to steer off course now.”  
 
    Unable to pace in the small room, she stood and drummed her fingers on the table instead.  
 
    A scan through the group left her wondering. “Where has Dr. Brandt gone now?” 
 
    No one gave her an answer, so she became annoyed with them all. 
 
    “Fillmore?” she asked. “Why am I not seeing the attentive face of my leading engineer in this conference room?”  
 
    Shrugs and more muttering were the response. 
 
    “Damn it.” She grabbed her earpiece and clipped it on. “Brandt, report in immediately.” She waited and stared—then waited some more. “Dr. Brandt...?”  
 
    I met the Colonel’s eyes. “Any response at all?”  
 
    “Negative. She’s off-line.”  
 
    She was holding it together pretty well, but this couldn’t be a good sign. I grabbed the initiative. “We’d better go check on her. Where would we expect the doctor to be working right now?” 
 
    “Dr. Brandt has been on the team from the start—built the entire engine except for Sean Fillmore’s work on propulsion and the navigational tech that Dr. Adams contributed. The first place I’d look would be the construction bay.”  
 
    “Let’s do it. Lead the way.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes addressed the room full of unblinking eyes.  
 
    “Stay here. Do not leave for any reason. Even if you go for a piss, make sure you do it in pairs. We’ll check on things and be right back to clear up confusion and move the project forward.”  
 
    She dashed down halls that were now empty save for the scant presence of guards manning checkpoints.  
 
    Keeping up with a determined jog between these stops, I was impressed that the boss-lady seemed to be quite fit and capable. If I had to guess politely, I’d say she was pushing forty, but her eyes were clear and her breathing reasonably comfortable—even at a near sprint. Could she be taking longevity drugs already? Perhaps government policy had changed on that point since the last time I’d been awake. Whatever the case, she was giving me a run for my money.  
 
    It crossed my mind then that I didn’t really know how old I was. By my appearance, I guessed myself to be in my mid-thirties. I had no wrinkles or graying hair to speak of, and yet I felt much older somehow. I could feel the weight of many, many years of experience and training in my subconscious—like I had a lifetime of secrets held there. 
 
    Colonel Hughes nodded her head toward the next guard station. It was more heavily manned than previous checkpoints. Some of these guys even had two patches on their jackets. 
 
    “You know,” I said, “we’re going to need a lot more muscle around us. Real soldiers who are trained and know their business. The heavy reliance on robots and other tech in your facility isn’t enough. It’s reckless—even if you weren’t getting invaded by killer ghosts.”  
 
    “Hold on.” Emily Hughes pushed back her hair to touch her earpiece and listen. “Dr. Brandt?”  
 
    She paused to listen, but still heard no intelligible response.  
 
    “Chief, something’s wrong in there…” she said. “I’m hearing movement.” 
 
    Stepping past her, I went first. The automated vault didn’t give me an argument. I breezed through the daunting array of biometric screenings.  
 
    Glancing back, I saw Colonel Hughes cringe. She’d stopped cold and was now clutching her earpiece. 
 
    I could hear it now too, as the massive door unsealed before me. It sounded like a muted, squawking shriek. Was that Dr. Brandt? Could something be killing her right now? 
 
    Trickles of nanites drew back into recesses, and an audible snap of air popped as the pressure equalized.  
 
    Then we heard a desperate, scrambling scuffle.  
 
    Once the door had swung wide enough to allow entry, we stepped inside. The ceiling vaulted away, high above us. We stopped in our tracks with open-mouthed stares. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The noise was all coming from Toby. He was banging a hammer on the back of a robot, which was marching slowly over the deck ignoring him. He was crashing a hammer on the back panel, clinging to the shoulders and going for a ride—if a headless robot can be said to have shoulders.  
 
    “Well, now we’re getting somewhere,” I said, taking in the scene. “Are we witnessing sabotage, Colonel?” 
 
    “No… he’s always doing something odd. If we didn’t need him, I’d send him back to the university labs.” 
 
    I nodded, but I was still disturbed. Could this youth be somehow responsible for all the chaos? It seemed unlikely, as he looked like a skinny nerd to me—but looks could be deceiving. 
 
    Just then Jillian Brandt came out of a supply room with her arms loaded and a smart-scroll tucked under her chin. I was surprised to see her wearing what looked like old-fashioned librarian’s glasses.  
 
    Deciding that any peculiarities I was seeing passed for normal down in this vault, I turned back to Hughes. 
 
    “Give me five minutes with this little gentleman,” I said. “After that, I say we all get back to that staff meeting we’re having so much trouble getting started.” 
 
    “All right,” Colonel Hughes said.  
 
    She seemed relieved everyone was alive—even if they were behaving oddly. “It looks like we have matters under control. Jillian, get yourself together and head up to the conference room quickly, please. And for God’s sake, please keep your link handy so I can reach you.”  
 
    Dr. Brandt gave her an affirmative nod, and Hughes spun on her heel to leave. Hughes shook the comm-link on her wrist as she walked out and spoke aloud to communicate with others. “Security, it’s Hughes. Meet me at the construction bay, I need an escort back up to the main floor.” 
 
    The massive vault door soon opened with a gush of air, then resealed behind her after she’d left. After a quick scan, I sensed only three of us in the chamber. So far, things could be much worse.  
 
    Trotting after Toby and his robot, I soon caught up and plucked him off the back of it. I stood him up as he sputtered and complained. Half-dragging him, I took the teen by the scruff and hauled him into a break room that I found within hollering distance of the showers. He staggered and reeled dramatically, beginning to screech before we got through the door.  
 
    “Cut it out, or I’ll give you a reason to yell.” 
 
    Toby sat sullenly and just looked at me with dark eyes. His cap was now missing and revealed short hair the color of fresh pumpkin. 
 
    “Jeez, kid—what are you, fourteen years old?”  
 
    His eyes grew even darker. He had a downy halo of fine facial hairs on his neck and face which I believed wouldn’t know the edge of a razor for many years. 
 
    “You are as despicably disagreeable as the rest,” he said. “My age shouldn’t matter. Surely even you can see my capabilities far exceed my chronological years. Incidentally, what are you supposed to be? A security guard or something like that?” 
 
    “Something like that—maybe closer to an interrogator right now. We have about three and a half minutes left for you to offer convincing information to me.” 
 
    “Well, let me first convey to you that I prefer to be called Dr. Jonah. I’m an emancipated youth, and I’ve achieved an assortment of high level degrees which have been earned in every sense of the definition.” 
 
    “That’s interesting, but not very useful.” 
 
    “In spite of my—” he continued in an airy tone, but I reached out and clamped a wide palm over his mouth.  
 
    “I beg your pardon, professor,” I told him, “but I would like a turn to speak.”  
 
    This earned me another dark-eyed glare.  
 
    “You need to shut up so you can know what my question is.” I removed my hand. 
 
    “I refuse to believe that Colonel Hughes is permitting a mere guard—” he continued, but I interrupted him again. 
 
    “What do you know about Dr. Adams that seems like it would be a good idea to tell me?” 
 
    Toby shrugged. “Well, I was privy to his work, and I assisted him on every level. He had a brilliant mind. It’s profane that he would be torn apart in the very place where so much was accomplished.” 
 
    “You don’t seem too broken up about it.” 
 
    “It represents a great loss to science. He was gifted—very capable. I would put him in the same league as myself.” 
 
    It was clear to me that Toby was ‘on the spectrum’ as they say. He was all rolled up in the middle of this thing, and had to be handled firmly but also carefully. 
 
    “So,” I said, “you’re more likely to know his secrets than anyone. Your statement indicates you know he was murdered, even though the fact was only just discovered. On top of that, you have specific details about the scene of his death. How does that not make you the prime suspect?”  
 
    Toby was speechless for about five seconds. This appeared to be a rare state for him. 
 
    “But, but… well, yes I found him in his office. I have full access, but why would I do anything to him?” 
 
    “You’re the one telling the story.” 
 
    “Very well—I overheard Colonel Hughes calling for Dr. Adams. Curious, I did a quick search on his biometrics and found he was in his office—but not responding.” 
 
    “You mean you did all this right before we found the body in the office?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess so, yes.” 
 
    “You… overheard…” I said thoughtfully. “Are telling me that you listened in on Hughes comm-link? Or was it Adams?” 
 
    Toby shrugged again, noncommittally. “It hardly matters. I discovered him gutted on the floor.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell anyone about it, you just came down here and started assaulting that robot over there.” 
 
    “I knew you were coming to the scene. I didn’t think—” 
 
    “That’s right—you didn’t think. Toby, don’t you realize how bad this looks? You don’t just find a body and then run off without sounding the alarm.” 
 
    “He was already dead. There was nothing that could be done medically. I—you might find this surprising, Chief, but I’m often wrongly blamed for any number of negative events that happen at random in this place.” 
 
    “What a surprise.” 
 
    “And I’ll add the obvious here,” he continued, “and point out that a person of my stature couldn’t possibly have bested Dr. Adams in a conflict. Not sure what else to do, I decided to get right down here to the construction bay to check on the integrity of his contributions to the field generator.” 
 
    “Is that why the back panel of that robot is dented now?” 
 
    “Yes. The field generator needs to be adjusted mechanically before a diagnostic can be run on it. Without access to Dr. Adams’ security codes, I was forced to open the robot manually.” 
 
    “With a hammer?” 
 
    “A crude but effective approach.” 
 
    I snorted and shook my head. This punk was either the best liar I’d ever met, or he was lunatic. Maybe it was a little of both. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” I said. “You found Adams, but you didn’t tell a soul. That’s weird all by itself. Then, you headed straight down here to sneak around the construction shop? That’s even weirder.” 
 
    “You make it sound irrational,” he complained. 
 
    “It’s not my story.” 
 
    “I’m glad we had this discussion,” he said, standing up. “I’m clearly exonerated. Now, if you will excuse me, I’ll be going back to—” 
 
    “Not so fast. What’s in your pocket?” 
 
    “My…my pocket?” 
 
    “Yeah—what’s that bulge in your pocket Toby?”  
 
    He turned beet-red and started spitting with rage.  
 
    “I have told everyone not to call me that! My name is Dr. Tobias Jonah.” 
 
    “Okay, okay… Everyone will call you whatever you want—but I’m calling you Toby.” 
 
    “Absurd. Prejudice against youth is the bane of my existence.” 
 
    “Whatever. What’s in your pocket?” 
 
    He actually made a run for it then. It took me by surprise, although it probably shouldn’t have. I simply hadn’t dealt with anyone quite like him before. 
 
    After three steps, I caught a wrist and lifted it up between his shoulder blades.  
 
    “Look, Toby, I’m trying to give you an opportunity to come clean, here,” I told him. “I want to see if you can show yourself to be a trustworthy guy that I can work with, or as a piece of irritating garbage that I am forced to scrape off my shoe. So far, it’s not looking so good for you.” 
 
    “Damn you,” he said, squirming and hissing in discomfort. 
 
    “I’m sure you have noticed that I’ve conveniently left one arm free so you can still comply. Empty that pocket.” 
 
    He was reluctant, but he finally reached up to draw out a flat object and slap it into my waiting palm.  
 
    I was shocked when I recognized the object—caught off-guard. I was staring at a rune that was carved into a flat block of some kind of mineral. It wasn’t in the top twenty things I was expecting. 
 
    “This is what you took from Bill Adams’ shelf?”  
 
    The response was sullen silence, but he gave me a nod. I scanned him up and down, and by all appearances, I had to believe him. I released him, and he stood warily, rubbing his arm. 
 
    “I never divulged a thing about Dr. Adams’ possessions or his office,” he said. “How could you possibly know?” 
 
    “Shut up a minute.”  
 
    Something was eating at me. I closed my eyes and ran back through many things and then I got it. I snapped my fingers and squared back off with Tobias Jonah. “You and I need to talk a little more, Toby, and our time is getting very short.” 
 
    He made a childish face but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Where were you when Bill Adams was torn open?” 
 
    “Obviously, I can’t answer with precision since it probably happened last night. I spend much of my time at the university in the city when I’m not here at this compound. I’m working on finishing several degrees there.” 
 
    “Then why sneak down here to fiddle with stuff in secret?” 
 
    “Dr. Adams had a crucial detail in the navigational programing that he was withholding until just before the launch. That programming is dedicated and resides in the generator itself. This mission wasn’t going anywhere without it. He never told me why.” 
 
    “You think this rune has something to do with navigational coordinates?” I asked. 
 
    “I guess it’s possible.”  
 
    I could tell I finally had Toby’s full attention, but at that moment, Dr. Brandt rapped her knuckles on the doorframe.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, “Colonel Hughes wants to continue her meeting. Are you finished chewing on Toby?” 
 
    I glanced at my comm-link. There were several texts there from Hughes. I’d ignored the buzzing, and I was only one minute over, so I had her figured as the fussy type. 
 
    Dr. Brandt slipped into a chair. She’d removed her coveralls, which left me with a much better impression. She was striking, now wearing a clingy sweater and a pencil skirt with her legs crossed. I wondered if she’d been wearing this outfit underneath the whole time. I now found her quite compelling. 
 
    “I need to urinate now, if you don’t mind,” Dr. Jonah blurted out. 
 
    “Be my guest,” I said waving a hand, but also keeping an eye on him. 
 
    There was a restroom adjacent to the room we were in, so I let him go. Once the door closed behind him, I sat down across from Dr. Brandt. I couldn’t help but notice she’d cleaned up nicely.  
 
    “No more glasses?” I asked. “They suit you if you ask me.” 
 
    “I don’t use them to correct poor vision,” she explained. “They’re a work aide that allows me to see in an enhanced visual spectrum. Have you learned anything new about the murder?”  
 
    I showed her the rune, and her eyes widened.  
 
    “This is what Toby had?” she asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I heard from the doorway… How’d you know it was in his pocket?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but I knew he was hiding something. Sweating hands, darting eyes… He touched his pocket nervously three different times.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she mused. “This came from Dr. Adams’ office?” 
 
    “Yeah…while investigating the scene, I noted a dusty shelf with a few items missing. When I found out Toby had been in there, well, the connection was easy to make.” 
 
    “Still,” she said, eyeing the rune in my hand, “you have impressive observation skills.” She stared at it a little too long before looking back to me. 
 
    “You’ve seen this thing before,” I stated. 
 
    “Well… yes, I have,” she admitted.  
 
    “Tell me more about that.”  
 
    She reached for the rune. “May I?” 
 
    Reluctantly, I handed it over. She soon began to explain. 
 
    “This was Bill’s pride and joy, and I’m not sure where he got it from. He didn’t show it often and was very cryptic when he did, but I’ve pieced some things together.”  
 
    “I’m listening…” 
 
    “Every bend, intersection and endpoint of the rune coincides with stars of greater magnitude. I have a strong feeling the focal point of this rune is an ‘X’ on a map—a spot outside our own Sphere, of course. Dr. Adams didn’t bother with mere trinkets. If he collected such things they had scientific merit.” 
 
    A toilet flushed in the next room. So, the punk really had needed to go to the bathroom. 
 
    “That was a long time for a piss,” I commented when Toby finally strolled out. 
 
    Once again Toby made a pained face. 
 
    “That’s why they came, you know,” he said, gesturing toward the rune. “They wanted the icon.” 
 
    Now he had my attention. “Who wants it?”  
 
    “The visitors—obviously. They seem to be after these iconic symbols—or our technology. Come to think of it, maybe it’s both.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “Have you seen these invaders?” 
 
    He was somewhat reluctant. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    “Earlier, you only asked me about Dr. Adams.” 
 
    I stood suddenly and my chair tilted back to land on the floor. “When did you see them?” 
 
    Toby had his chin sticking out again. “While I was modifying the engine’s control software. I was near the navigation console—my mission having been accomplished—and I waited to slip out undiscovered. That’s when I saw one materialize. I cried out, and before it was able to molest me I made a hasty departure. It’s the only reason Dr. Brandt even discovered me.” 
 
    I immediately turned to Dr. Brandt. “Call Colonel Hughes and warn her of imminent danger. People need to watch their backs. We’re not even close to out of trouble yet.”  
 
    She nodded and withdrew from the room. Out in the construction bay, she began making calls. 
 
    “Describe the invaders,” I told Toby. “And tell me why you didn’t mention this before.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask, as I’ve already said. I’ve been mistreated,” he sniffed. “A victim falsely associated with the perpetrators. Your suspicious nature is groundless and unreasonable. You’re heavy-handed, rude—” 
 
    “All right, all right,” I said. “Just tell me what they looked like.” 
 
    “Am I still a suspect?” 
 
    “Everyone’s a suspect until this is hammered down—but no, you’re not my best guess for Adams’ murderer, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “An inadequate reassurance, but I’ll cooperate regardless. I only saw a single creature, and I didn’t get a chance to make a thorough examination. It had dark, close-set eyes under a heavy brow. The nostrils were small, and the mouth a narrow triangular slit. Its skin was bone-white and it wore a hood. In fact it was covered to the floor by a robe. The general build was humanoid—tall, slender and mantis-like.” 
 
    “Well… you’ve got grit that’s for sure—and the audacity to go take a long piss while we’re sitting around out here uninformed.”  
 
    With new eyes, I looked at this rat-like teen. He had casually shared his personal encounter with a threat to humanity like he was inappropriately describing bodily functions at the dinner table. For all of his drawbacks, Toby was full of surprises, and I planned to make good use of him. 
 
    My words weren’t terribly complimentary, but he seemed prideful that I’d said he had “grit” and he stood a bit taller. 
 
    “I’m not some sort of craven middle-brow,” he said. “Information is a powerful tool, and, there’s always a way out of circumstances if one stays unflappable.” 
 
    “I see—and that’s you, Dr. Unflappable?” 
 
    He released a quiet snort. 
 
    “I’ve got to hand it to you Toby, you’re a notch closer to Dr. Jonah in my book. I hope you don’t get us all killed. Let’s get ourselves back upstairs to see if your robed friends have torn anyone else apart.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    When we finally got back to the meeting, people were starting to lose it. 
 
    They all knew the death of Dr. Adams wasn’t an “accident” and by now, they were starting to get worried. They’d had time to digest the idea we were under some kind of attack, and they were personally in danger.  
 
    “This is unacceptable,” Fillmore complained. “You’re always talking about not wasting other people’s time, Emily, but here we are spending half the day—” 
 
    “I know,” she said, “and I apologize. But we’ve got a real emergency on our hands.” 
 
     Fillmore turned his glare upon me next. “I can’t help but notice that this gentleman—this officer from God-knows-where—showed up exactly when the trouble started.” 
 
    “What’s your point, Fillmore?” Hughes asked him. 
 
    “I’m sure Chief Gray can enlighten us concerning his supernatural timing,” he said, looking me up and down. “Are you gifted with precognition, perhaps?”  
 
    Not liking his snotty tone, I let my stare bore into his face for a moment without answering. Then, I lifted my chin and lightened my expression. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to tell us where you were, Dr. Fillmore,” I said, “at approximately nine pm last night.” 
 
    He looked aghast. “Really? You come in here from the oversight committees—magically knowing about Dr. Adams’ murder—and try to pin it on me? Is that really going to be your opening move?” 
 
    I had to admit, he was a committed ass. I could tell right off he wasn’t going to make my life easy. 
 
    “I’m not trying to pin anything on anyone, but I’m sure I’m not the only one who’d like to hear a response. Are you going to continue evading?” 
 
    “Certainly not. I was right here, working in my office. We have cameras and biometric sensors everywhere. It’s in the database. Everything is in the database.” 
 
    He was right, of course, but I’d wanted to let him know I wasn’t going to let him push me around. Fillmore was a bully, accustomed to browbeating people by surprising them. I guessed that it usually worked wonders on the typical crowd of lab coats. 
 
    “Let’s all calm down,” Colonel Hughes said, trying to reestablish control of her team. They were all murmuring to one another now. Soon, there would be a storm of questions and accusations. 
 
    They were scared, that’s all. They weren’t used to being physically threatened. The mysterious nature of the threat wasn’t helping their state of mind, either. 
 
    “Chief Gray has been sent here by the Ministry to help us with internal security.” 
 
    “We know that—but someone has already been murdered,” a bald fellow with a sallow complexion growled. “What good is he?”  
 
    Hughes shot him a look, and he quieted.  
 
    “We’ve had two reported intrusions,” she continued. “That’s not—” 
 
    “Two?” Fillmore demanded loudly. “What’s the other one?” 
 
    We quickly filled him in on Toby’s report from inside the ship. Fillmore laughed it off. 
 
    “That… person is a freak. A pet genetics project to keep Adams happy. He’s liable to say anything.” 
 
    At this point, I looked up from a computer document I’d been examining. I flattened it, touched it to the table, and played the action. 
 
    “I’ve located a vid of the event,” I said. “Notice the playback counter—it’s only hours after the time of Dr. Adams’ death.” 
 
    It transferred from the document to the table and began to play automatically under their elbows. They watched, pulling their hands, sleeves and papers away from the tabletop. 
 
    There wasn’t much to see at first. It looked like the inside of the basement lab where I’d met Toby and Dr. Brandt. The roof was metal and curved, but it was hard to see that. Equipment hung from every possible angle. Cables dangled and machines glowed with readouts and graphic bars. Most of the indicator bars were full and green. 
 
    Suddenly, there was movement. A hatch opened in the deck, and a thin shape rushed up into the frame. People jumped. 
 
    “Is that an alien?”  
 
    “It moves like an insect!”  
 
    With a tap, I froze the image when the figure was turned toward the camera. I zoomed, and Toby’s face filled the screen. 
 
    Fillmore laughed. “Good job, Chief. You’ve caught that little weasel in the act. Aliens… that’s a laugh.” He looked at some of the others, who grumbled in embarrassment. 
 
    “Let’s watch a moment longer,” I suggested, and I let it play again. 
 
    Toby rushed out of the frame. We waited. About eight seconds passed without anything interesting happening. 
 
    “Well then,” Fillmore began. “If we’ve wasted enough time, perhaps we can get back to—” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “Notice the power readings on the instruments? They just fluctuated.” 
 
    “The field-generator is still being fine-tuned,” Fillmore snapped. “That’s perfectly normal.” 
 
    “No it isn’t,” the bald guy commented. 
 
    Fillmore had been about to berate him when something else moved. Something else darkened the hatchway. A shape climbed up and stood there, in plain sight.  
 
    It was odd, seeing this thing for the first time. The vids in and around Adams’ office had captured nothing like this. Perhaps, in the ship, it wasn’t so easy to cover their tracks.  
 
    The figure did not advance. Where Toby had looked small, this thing appeared larger, and it was lanky rather than skinny. Most interesting to me was the fact it was clearly wearing some kind of simple garment. 
 
    “A robe…” I said aloud, remembering what Toby had described.  
 
    I paused and zoomed in on it, but it was too dark in the hatchway. There wasn’t much more detail. I saw a triangular line, however—a slit-like mouth? 
 
    “That could be anyone,” Fillmore snorted uncertainly. 
 
    “Yeah,” the bald guy said. “It could be you, right?” 
 
    Fillmore glowered at him. “You’re not being helpful, Dr. Gevan.” 
 
    “At least as helpful as you are,” the old man replied. 
 
    They were about to go at it when Hughes intervened. 
 
    “Well, we’ve seen it. Two times now, something has entered this lab complex without authorization.” 
 
    “At least two times,” I said. “It could have been thirty times. We’ve only got evidence for these two incidents, but there may have been many more. Let’s not forget, we’re not able to rule out the missing girl from the supply team as another incident.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip for a moment. “You think she might have been…? I hadn’t considered…” 
 
    “When a body turns up, previously missing persons are automatically moved into a new category.” 
 
    “I see…” Hughes said, her eyes staring at the image of the alien which was frozen on the table top in our midst. “How can we stop them?”  
 
    I shrugged thoughtfully. “We could set up a trap. My first goal would be to capture or kill one.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Fillmore interrupted, “but has everyone here just gone mad? We’re all talking around the situation, but we’re all thinking the same thing. No matter how unlikely, you’re saying Earth’s Sphere has been compromised.” 
 
    They all looked reluctant to agree, but no one argued directly. 
 
    “It’s simply not possible,” he said. “Earth is inside an impenetrable bubble. We’ve been trapped here for—for centuries at least. How could any alien get to Earth from an outside world?” 
 
    Dr. Gevan cleared his throat and leaned forward. He didn’t look like a healthy man, he was rather dried-up and jaundiced-looking, but he seemed to be honestly trying to get to the truth. 
 
    “We know there are countless star systems out there,” he said. “The existence of the Sphere englobing our local sun and planets proves that someone with technology beyond our own must have set it up. I mean, doesn’t the physical imposition of a fence indicate there must be a builder somewhere nearby?” 
 
    Fillmore shook his head emphatically. “Such a simplistic view,” he said. “We’ve argued about this for years, and honestly I doubted we’d ever learn the truth. But now, we stand on the edge of it. The Sphere itself is real. No ships, no drones, nothing artificial built here on Earth has ever been able to get much past Pluto into the Oort cloud before vanishing. Given that reality, how could anyone get in?” 
 
    Gevan lifted a finger and pointed it at Fillmore. “It’s you who is making ungrounded suppositions. First off, what if the builders have put in a gate somewhere we can’t understand? Secondly, just because the Sphere keeps us in doesn’t prove it also keeps others out.” 
 
    “Who would come here to investigate us knowing that they could never escape? If the barrier is passable at all it must be two-way.” 
 
    “Who are we to judge the minds of aliens?” Gevan asked waving his arms in a broad gesture. Both men were becoming agitated. “The fact is they’re here, that much is clear. What we need to do now is figure out what they want, and how we can stop them from getting it.” 
 
    Colonel Emily Hughes had stayed quiet, but she finally spoke up. “Dr. Adams had an alien artifact inscribed with a rune in his office.” 
 
    Several people gasped. 
 
    “The perspective seems to be from the point of view of Earth,” she continued, “it shows the constellation of Draconis.” 
 
    “Personal possession of a rune manufactured by aliens?” Fillmore exclaimed. “That’s crazy! It should be illegal. A felony, even! No one—not even science people on this project—should secretly own alien artifacts!” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was his personal possession,” Hughes said. “I simply said he had it in his office.” 
 
    There was a brief, stunned silence. So the colonel was aware of Adams’ little secret too. I leaned back a little and let her take the lead. The show was shaping up nicely. 
 
    “You knew about this?” Fillmore demanded.  
 
    “Think about it, Sean. Our project brings unprecedented technology to the table. Spacecraft will now be capable of traveling over a vastly longer range—our device is untested, it’s impact on the future unknowable.” 
 
    “It’s a dangerous precedent…” Fillmore muttered. 
 
    “So…” Hughes continued, “yes, I looked the other way. Bill has been working on targeting—on how we can find a weak point in our Sphere. He would never say how he got his hands on this item, but he was studying the rune as a cypher which points to a hidden pathway. It’s long been theorized that—” 
 
    Fillmore couldn’t contain himself. He rolled his eyes and interrupted again. I was surprised Hughes put up with the old goat. He must be some kind of a genius to get away with this behavior. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said, “that old nonsense about it being some kind of a treasure map. I’ve heard it for years, and I don’t buy it. The cause for all this violence is suddenly clear to me.” 
 
    “How so?” Gevan asked him. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” he asked. “The rune is of religious significance to whoever made it. That’s what I’ve always maintained. As a navigational beacon, it’s pointless. All it does is show you a local confluence of stars. But as a work of art, or an icon of sociological impact—” 
 
    “A religious symbol?” I asked. “Like a cross worn around one’s neck?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Well…” I said thoughtfully, “Toby did describe the figure as being robed and slow-moving. It didn’t lunge at him like a feral animal. You’re claiming these creatures are coming here to retrieve their property?” 
 
    “It’s a theory, nothing more,” he said. “But it fits the facts.” 
 
    “No it doesn’t,” Gevan said. “They killed Adams, and they didn’t bother to take the rune.” 
 
    “Maybe they couldn’t find it!” Fillmore shot back. 
 
    “Then how did they zero in on his office? How did they even know to start looking there? They seem too sophisticated for such a basic error. You’re theory is full of holes.” 
 
    Fillmore sputtered in rage. Nothing seemed to make a scientist madder than suggesting he hadn’t done his homework. 
 
    “We’re at the earliest stages of this,” he said angrily. “We’ll know more soon—and you’ll see I’m right.” 
 
    Gevan shrugged and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Doesn’t hold up…” 
 
    These words made Fillmore’s face redden. I thought the two might come to blows—they probably would have if they’d been fit enough to fight, but Fillmore was soft and Gevan was old as hell. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Colonel Hughes said. “I thank you both for your insights. It will take time to figure all this out, but I’m sure we will be successful in the end.” 
 
    I tossed my rolled-up screen out onto the tabletop, grabbing their attention again. 
 
    “We don’t have that kind of time,” I said.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because there will be more attacks, and they will be more serious in nature. We have to take action to protect everyone here.” 
 
    “How do you know there will be more attacks?” Fillmore asked suspiciously.  
 
    “Because while you’ve been talking, I’ve been searching the vid logs. Using the key-frames identifying the creature silhouetted in the engine bay, I’ve constructed and executed a query on the database.” 
 
    They were all frowning at me, listening.  
 
    “And?” Colonel Hughes prompted. 
 
    “They’ve been here several times. The frequency of their visits is increasing. Only recently have they begun to reveal themselves—they’re becoming bolder now. They killed Adams, and I must assume until I know different that they were thwarted in their attempt to kill Toby. Whatever they’re after, there’s no reason for them to stop now.” 
 
    Even after I’d shown them several more incidents involving shadowy figures haunting hallways, offices and labs all over the Arlington complex, the group wasn’t entirely cooperative.  
 
    Like the overly-educated people they were, they’d wanted to talk the problem to death. They’d wanted to argue about who was right, and what should have been done to prevent the problem.  
 
    Colonel Hughes adjourned the meeting at last, but she asked me to stay behind. What followed was predictable: she wanted a plan of action, and she wanted it now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Colonel Emily Hughes called her key personnel together again—this time in the construction bay. There was some grumbling, however. Theoretical researchers aren’t accustomed to being herded about like cattle. There were also some especially cranky people in the group. 
 
    “Oh please,” Dr. Gevan complained. As he spoke the wattles on his neck wagged. “Is all this nonsense really necessary? Can’t we settle on a plan of action in the conference room?” 
 
    “Dr. Gevan,” I agreed, “you’re quite right. It’s time for a plan.” 
 
    I began to pace the floor to get everyone’s attention.  
 
    “It’s getting late people,” I said, “but instead of going home to your cozy beds, it’s time to get back to work. Make a fresh batch of coffee—we’re going to have to pull all-nighters until we get this field-generating engine built, installed and launched.” 
 
    A muttering fervor erupted across the chamber. 
 
    “Settle down,” Hughes started. “We’re top-notch professionals here, and we all know how to meet a tight deadline. As far as security issues go, I have a call in to the Ministry of Control, and proper military support will be here soon.” 
 
    This caused me to look up in surprise. Another security team was incoming? And she hadn’t discussed it with me first—or even informed me? Clearly, I wasn’t filling her with confidence.  
 
    After a moment’s reflection, I decided I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t know me, and so far, she didn’t really like me. She had a murder on her hands, and she had to react to that. 
 
    Inwardly, I sighed. I was just going to have to get used to working with whomever the Ministry sent out. 
 
    “Chief Gray?” Hughes asked me. “What do we do next?” 
 
    Pulling at my chin, I took a deep breath before addressing them.  
 
    I began to pace. “First off, I’m told that this team is made up of Earth’s best technical minds.”  
 
    The room quieted, and they seemed to like this opening statement. I pointed at individuals as I continued to pace. “But… this project has an enemy. The situation warrants that we move into high gear. You’ll have to work as fast as possible, and I need you to be watching your own backs too.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes chimed in after that. “The Ministry of Control has authorized me to convert this project into an accelerated program.” 
 
    “And what the hell does that mean to us?” someone demanded in the back row. 
 
    “It means we’re going to move the entire project into this facility,” she said. “It’s the most secure space we have.” She swept her hand around to indicate the construction bay. 
 
    “Really… the entire project?”  Dr. Fillmore complained pushing his way to the front of the group.  
 
    “Yes, Sean—the entire project,” Hughes told him. “The construction bay in the basement vault has everything we’ll need to hunker down and finish up. There is already a cafeteria and locker room and more than enough open space to set up stations for everyone’s work if we squeeze a bit. Sleeping arrangements will be a little trickier since we’re trying to avoid isolating anyone without some sort of watch on duty. Most importantly, we can keep an eye out for intruders if we go at it this way.” 
 
    The grumbling got louder, so Hughes began to shout. 
 
    “For most of you, this will probably require adjustments,” she continued. “We will be breaking the group down into small teams of two or three. Each team will answer to a team leader. Those team leaders are Dr. Brandt, Dr. Gevan and Dr. Fillmore—who in turn will answer to me. Chief Gray will operate as an independent agent at my side.” 
 
    “Who put him in charge?” Fillmore demanded indignantly. 
 
    “I did,” Hughes said loudly. “This is a security problem. Our entire project is impacted, and our new security chief has laid out a plan for us to continue with increased safety. If any of you have serious objections you can turn around and go home… but you’ll leave your jobs behind.” 
 
    No one did more than mutter and shuffle about uncertainly. 
 
    “Good,” Hughes continued. “As soon as the teams have been assigned you will each put together a list of the essential equipment you’ll need to finish the project. Please be brutally pragmatic about what ends up on that list. We need to begin organizing this within the hour.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes began assembling teams as I walked over and stood pondering the state of the nearly finished engine. It sat bolted down to a massive automated loader. I recognized it as the same unit Toby had been messing with earlier. I hoped it still functioned after his meddling. 
 
    The control bank on the loader was dark except for a lone green indicator which displayed a full battery charge. The loader would be powered up to deliver its weighty cargo topside once the device was fully built and ready to move.  
 
    It was going to be an ordeal getting a delicate machine up into orbit intact. There would be plenty of opportunities for an enterprising enemy to strike. Even when safely aboard a transport, it would probably still be a fair amount of work to install it. The more I thought about it the more anxious I became to get started. There was much to do. 
 
    At that moment, something struck me. Before I even knew the reason, I flinched and felt a shot of adrenaline.  
 
    Someone was attacking me. I automatically took cover behind a row of inert machines nearby. I could feel a stinging blow over my left eye, and a scrap of metal clattered on the deck. Blood began to run from a deep gash. I spotted the offending object near my feet. It was some kind of graduated, germanium shim—heavy and sharp like a knife on one edge.  
 
    Evidently, there was an opinionated protester in the room. I slapped a hand to my wound to hold pressure there and surveyed the crowd. Everyone in my field of view was looking preoccupied. Nobody was interested in confessing. Everything seemed to be in place. 
 
    If that freaky punk did this… Already, I was wondering if this might turn out to be one of those loose ends I was supposed to deal with.  
 
    All in good time, I thought. I grabbed the shim with my left hand and made my way to get some first aid.  
 
    The mess hall seemed the most likely place to find a kit. I watched over the construction bay as I headed there. Still no volunteers taking credit—maybe the monster did this.  
 
    Dr. Brandt was sitting at the table nearest the door, compiling her team’s list as they discussed details. I stepped into the doorway while blood dripped off my chin and elbow. 
 
    “Chief Gray, Are you all right?” Dr. Brandt asked, standing abruptly.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah—just an accident with a foreign object. I’ll be fine with a bit of smart-mesh to keep the wound closed.” 
 
    “You sure that’s enough? You might want to lie down for a while.”  
 
    “I’m not much for down-time once I’m on the job. Just close the wound for me—that’ll do fine.”  
 
    “If you say so...” She retrieved a medical kit and went to work.  
 
    “Would you know where this might have come from, Dr. Brandt?” I produced the shim that had cut my head open. 
 
    “Hmm,” her lips twisted in thought. “That’s what caused this?” 
 
     “Yes, someone threw it.” 
 
    “This is pretty common stock in the bay. Anyone could have grabbed it from any number of places. I use them to align components that are sensitive to molecular charges in certain elements.”  
 
    She let the med kit go through the auto-phase, sterilizing the mesh and preparing it for application. After 90 seconds, all three blinking LEDs glowed steadily indicating that the patch was ready. 
 
    After mopping away the blood, Brandt applied synthetic sanitizers which produced bright, orange foam. Then she applied the smart-mesh over the wound and it buried itself into my skin. It stung like hell, but the bleeding stopped, and I was good to go afterwards. 
 
    “All set, Chief,” Dr. Brandt said. “I can get you a cold compress if you’d like.”  
 
    “No thanks, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Since you’re so eager, I have a short list of essentials ready to chase down if you’re looking for a job to do.” 
 
    “Well… I’m awfully busy at the moment.” 
 
    “You’ve got ghosts to chase?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “All right, Chief,” she said and saluted me with pretended severity. “Do you really think someone meant to hit you with that chunk of steel? I can’t believe anyone from this group would do that.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe targeting me was intentional,” I said. “As to the guilty party…I can’t say yet.” Jillian wasn’t putting it together, but it was obvious to me—the guilty party wasn’t anyone from this group. 
 
    “I’ll find the truth. I always do,” I assured her. 
 
    “Good enough,” she said, and she smiled as I stood in the doorway. 
 
    Just as I started to think Dr. Brandt was flirting again, a series of terrified shrieks rang out from the room around the corner. I spun on my heel and ran toward the sound with Jillian Brandt close behind.   
 
    The room was a storage area, just off to the side of the mess hall. The door slammed closed before I could reach it. A woman’s howls of despair continued on the other side as I tried the handle which predictably was locked.  
 
    Two kicks later, I was in. 
 
    This time the scene was much gorier than Dr. Adams’ death had been. The small cubes and shiny cylinders that were stacked on shelving all around the small room were spattered heavily with blood.  
 
    One of Toby’s visitors crouched over a wrecked body which wore a lab coat and gurgled out its last breath.  
 
    Squatting like a giant bug, the alien drew one of those runes out of the dead scientist’s pocket. It looked up with a passionless, reptilian expression on its face as it turned to display the rune toward me. Was I being mocked by this thing? It stood to its full height of about seven feet, wiped the rune on its already bloodied robe and then concealed it somewhere inside the loose garment. It wasn’t making a move to leave, and I figured it was ass-kicking time. 
 
    I advanced and landed a strong side kick, aiming for its chest. I was thinking to attack aggressively and throw off my opponent’s game. Unfortunately, it was my first time fighting one of these guys. 
 
    The alien had unusual body dynamics. It just didn’t move naturally—not like a human would. It was hard to tell exactly where the sensitive spots were under the damned robe. The creature’s anatomy was distinctly different from ours.  
 
    Displacing itself from the force of my kick in an odd manner, he gripped my leg and deflected my kick, sending me staggering past him. I decided I was calling the alien a he.  If this thing was female, I was already sure that I didn’t want to tangle with a male.  
 
    I got back to my feet immediately and scrambled up to square off again. My opponent did some kind of practiced, angular posturing and then flexed at the knees into an odd stance. The black eyes blinked in their deep sockets, and he rattled off a fast set of metronome-like clicks as he regarded me. I could tell he was in the same mood as I was. 
 
    “Jillian, get out of here!” I said when I noticed she was still standing in the doorway calling for help. “Close that door and don’t let anyone in. I’ll come out when this bug-lizard and I have sorted things out.” 
 
    “Chief, that thing will kill you!” 
 
    “Out, Dr. Brandt!” I insisted.  
 
    She tried to slam the broken door, but it wobbled half-way open, and a canister fell off the shelf. 
 
    This thing had height on me and a much longer reach. I was watching the way he moved when he took steps. As we closed, four long, clawed fingers tore at the air on each side of him.  
 
    This display left me with vague ideas as to what his weaknesses might be—but my instincts at such moments were usually reliable. 
 
    I ran at him the same way I had before. His response was nearly identical to the previous one—as I’d hoped.  
 
    Instead of repeating my last attack, I changed up my move and kicked hard to the inside of his knee, hoping to cripple him.  
 
    He wasn’t expecting that, and he reeled off-balance a little, but I hadn’t stopped him like I’d planned. We squared-off again.  
 
    Before he had too much time to think, I ducked very low and skipped in quick and close—defending my belly and deflecting his clawed hand. I came up inside his guard and then pounded blows into his abdomen. Changing it up, I planted two solid hooks into his lower face. His skin was rough and the strikes felt like they hurt me as much as him, but I was glad to see he didn’t like it. 
 
    He slapped at me and flung me back. I chalked it up to desperation on his part—I had gotten to him.  
 
    After that, he went nuts—like a pissed-off cat that’d been tossed into a wading pool. He scissored in close and fast with that graceful bug-walk of his, and his mouth gargled out a torrent of rattling fury.  
 
    Claws laid into me painfully, and it was a little hard to keep track of his enraged attacks. He grappled me and began to shred me into hamburger. I had managed to keep him away from my guts so far, but I couldn’t avoid those claws for long.  
 
    Our scrambling brawl took us near to that fallen canister, and I managed to grip it and smash it into his bony face.  
 
    It was a bulls-eye. The powdery contents exploded into his deep eye-sockets and caused a nice little cloud of irritation around us. I quickly managed to get an arm-lock on him that I’d adapted to his screwy joints.  
 
    The skin on my back and shoulders was badly shredded, but I focused on the problem at hand. I shut out the agony and cracked the fingers of his right hand like I was breaking up kindling for a bonfire. 
 
    That move was enough to motivate him into another mad kicking fit, and he got free. This bastard had leverage and was stronger than me. Still blinded and slipping on blood, he scrambled to his feet again and backed clumsily to the wall. He was favoring the one hand—holding it up with the broken digits oddly twisted. 
 
     He began to furiously paw at his garment as he retreated, using his good hand. He pulled his robe open and tried to grip tabs at either side. These hung from a harness he wore beneath the robe. 
 
    My own hot pain was creeping back. I had to breathe slowly and dial down my pain receptors. Blood dribbled off of me and pooled on the floor of the small room as I heaved deep breaths. I would certainly have passed out by now if my body’s modifications hadn’t improved my circulatory and nervous systems. Still, I wasn’t sure who was losing this fight.  
 
    “Come on crab-boy,” I told the intruder. “Let’s finish this like professionals.” 
 
    With a confident step I didn’t entirely feel, I closed in again to attack. 
 
    I caught sight of the dead scientist just as he stumbled over her, and it ticked me off all over again that this bastard had gotten to her. When I lost someone on my watch it became personal.  
 
    I launched into the alien before he could recover and try anything unexpected.  
 
    “You having trouble seeing me, Buddy?” I asked the monster. He was covered in blood—mostly his own.  
 
    Three more slamming fists battered his face, and I learned a little more about his unfamiliar anatomy. Then, I reached out to grab his left hand, planning to rearrange his bones as I’d done to the right.  
 
     I only got halfway done with that process when a blinding flare of plasma passed inches from my nose and seared through the intruder’s long, narrow chest. I stared at neat smoking holes which had appeared before my eyes. 
 
    The alien looked dead to me. I figured that if he was the guy who’d thrown that shim earlier, I was going to call us even.  
 
    Apparently, I was taking too long standing over the corpse for the liking of the man behind me. 
 
    “Stand down, you crazy son-of-a-bitch!” a very loud and hoarse voice screamed at me. 
 
    I looked over to the broken door at a pair of large men wearing salt and pepper camo and holding live plasma weapons.  
 
    “Are you talking to me?” I panted. “I’m saving the day, here.” 
 
    “Identify yourself,” he ordered. 
 
    “I’m Chief Gray—who are you?” 
 
    The man lowered his weapon. “Ah—the security officer. You’re worries are over, Gray. I’m Major Knox. You’ve been replaced.” He then turned to the man next to him. “Sergeant, take a team and clear every room in this bay.” 
 
    “Yes sir, Major,” replied the man while I lifted the rune from the dead alien’s robe. I tucked it out of sight and got carefully to my feet. I wasn’t in this for the recognition, but it seemed to me like I wasn’t getting the appropriate level of appreciation here. 
 
    Knox pointed a commanding finger at me and then stepped outside the door and pointed it at the floor next to him. My torn skin on fire, I took careful steps across the slick floor to the place he indicated.  
 
    The brilliant glare of the bay lighting overwhelmed my senses as I stepped out of the storeroom. A small cluster of men stood near Knox with the same camo and an assortment of ranks between private and specialist. 
 
    “Major? Did you have a question for me?” I asked tersely.  
 
    Knox narrowed his eyes and gave me a false smile. “I do not have a question for you, Chief. I have statements.” 
 
    “Okay...” He looked like he was pissed, so I added in: “…Major Knox.” 
 
    “The Ministry of Control has ordered me here to secure this facility. I’m now responsible for the safety of this compound—not you. Understood?”  
 
    He looked at me like I was in middle school, and he waited expectantly for my response. 
 
    “Understood, Major,” I answered after a moment. 
 
    “I’ll not tolerate a free-agent working under my watch. You’ll answer to me while I’m in charge of this facility.” 
 
    “Got it, Major Knox,” I returned. 
 
    My teeth were clenched against the pain in my guts by this time. Blood loss and fatigue were weighing heavily on my state of coherence. I was going to behave badly if I didn’t get a chance to recover and conduct a stabilizing procedure. 
 
    I couldn’t remember any specifics, but I knew my body and mind were modified to endure a tremendous amount of damage. My brain wasn’t designed to pass out—I could die, sure, but I was unlikely to slip away into unconsciousness. I needed some down-time to let my body heal. My only other option was letting my adrenaline kick in again—going berserk and possibly dropping dead at the end. 
 
    “Chief Gray, you’re dismissed to the infirmary,” Knox concluded. 
 
    There was one good thing about Knox showing up. His presence was the perfect opportunity to recover some strength and focus—without compromising my mission.  
 
    I took a last look into the store room. There, I discovered a new pair of glittering, black eyes looking back at me.  
 
    It was a fresh, undamaged alien. His strange eyes were sunken into pasty, bone-white features, and they roved over his fallen comrade.  
 
    He wore a robe which matched that of the first, and at my intrusion he retreated—backing away slowly. Lifting his dead associate, he threw the carcass over a shoulder.  
 
    His harness matched the partner’s. The tabs of that harness were in either hand, and he held them out and caressed them deliberately. He faded away as he backed straight into the store room wall and slowly vanished with the fallen alien’s body. 
 
    “Major Knox?” I boomed.  
 
    Knox turned irritably from where he had been speaking to his men. “Yes, Chief?”  
 
    “I believe you’ll find that you’re missing a body, Major.” I was quite amused, but I put on my best stony expression and indicated the empty bloodstained floor with a nod.  
 
    As he stepped to the doorway and stared, I shambled past Dr. Brandt. She had continued to remain nearby. She held a hand over her mouth and gawked at my physical state. I gave her a reassuring nod and patted the spot where the rune rested safely. Torn, bleeding and doused with flour, I made my way to get some medical attention, leaving a gory smear in my wake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    It was way past midnight, and the civilian team members were trying to take a sleep break under the 24 hour watch of Knox and his men. There was still a skeleton crew on duty, and I spent the next two hours being poked and prodded.  
 
    In the meantime, I’d been cauterized and stitched together with staples and glue. Then I’d been injected with a stew of pain-killers and antibiotics. Afterward, I was told to lie still for a while, so the medical team could keep an eye on my progress.  
 
    The moment they were done patching me up, I headed back to the labs. 
 
    There was the basic issue of replacing my clothing. My uniform had been shredded, but fortunately, Knox’s team had come in with replacements. I got my own boots back and added my rank insignia to the appropriate places of my new uniform. 
 
    The rest of the night remained quiet. I spent the next several hours in a state of low stimulation—staying relaxed and keeping my heart-rate as low as possible to speed my healing. As was my usual pattern, I dozed now and then, but didn’t really sleep. 
 
    I found a comfy armchair and passed the time by reading technical papers that had been written by Colonel Hughes and others on the team.  
 
    After giving my busy mind its fill of the experimental science that would soon be shuttling us far across the universe, I set the scrolled computer sheet aside and leaned all the way back.  
 
    My thoughts turned to the runes. I wouldn’t say I had them completely figured out, but I had a lot of it pieced together. I’d bet I knew as much about them as almost anybody indigenous to Earth.  
 
    They weren’t magic or extremely high-tech. As far as I could see, they were basically some kind of significant emblem to the aliens—unless their mineral composition was specifically reactive with some alien technology.  
 
    To us humans they were informational on some level but really only amounted to bragging rights for most—an alien artifact to keep in one’s pocket. It turns out those bragging rights could be lethal. 
 
    There was another fact I was certain of. I had seen the vector lines on Adams’ map, and they synced up with the angles of these icons to a degree far beyond coincidence. The icons indicated points of reference that Adams had taken an interest in, an interest he had been killed over. 
 
    By early morning, events had shifted into high gear. The brass finally realized we were under attack by some external threat. They didn’t send more security—they sent fresh orders. 
 
    “Huddle up, people,” Major Knox told the alarmed technicians. “I’ve got a new directive. Because of the second death—” 
 
    “Third!” Dr. Fillmore called out from the back. “That girl from the supply team never came back—and she’s not going to.” 
 
    Knox glared at him, and I made note of Fillmore’s consistency. It wasn’t just me that got heckled by Dr. Fillmore—the man was a dick to everyone. 
 
    “In any case, the most recent attack has caused the Ministry to order us to step things up another notch. Essentially, they’ve decided we can’t protect you here on the ground.” 
 
    That sunk in, but it left people blinking in confusion. 
 
    “But we just moved everything into this facility!” someone objected. 
 
    “Does that mean Control is giving up on us, or taking us somewhere else?” another asked. 
 
    Knox pointed a finger at the roof. A lot of people looked up, some wincing. Possibly, they expected to see an alien menace clinging to the struts up there. 
 
    “We’re flying out to Luna Station,” he said.  
 
    There was a tiny hint of disgust in his voice. I wasn’t sure if that was due to the stricken looks on people’s faces, or the nature of the orders themselves. 
 
    “What?” Dr. Fillmore complained instantly. “We’re not ready to deploy this generator! It’s entirely experimental. Explain these simple facts to him, Colonel Hughes.” 
 
    Major Knox glanced at her, but she looked away, not meeting anyone’s eyes. 
 
    “The time schedule has been stepped up,” she said resignedly. 
 
    “What about our alpha testing schedule?” Fillmore sputtered. “If you install this thing on some warship, it’s as likely to blow up as move anything around in space at this point.” 
 
    She nodded. “We’re going to have to skip alpha testing. We’re skipping all further simulations, too. We’re going to try the field-generating engine out in deep-space on the good graces of our thorough research alone.” 
 
    A groundswell of alarmed noises erupted from the crowd. 
 
    “Well,” Fillmore said, crossing his arms, “you can count me out of this fiasco. I can’t be responsible for the death of an entire crew—much less if I’m to be one of them.” 
 
    “For once,” Dr. Gevan said tiredly, “I agree with Fillmore. It’s too dangerous. I’m out.” 
 
    Major Knox looked at Hughes pointedly, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Well—I’ll be going on this voyage—no matter what,” Toby said decidedly as he pushed through the ring of taller people. “After my dissertation in plasma hydraulics next week, I’m free to go—I’ve already given notice at my internships until further notice.” 
 
    “Colonel Hughes, if you’re not going to tell them the rest, I’ll do it,” Knox said. Then he turned to us and lifted his chin high. “People, this isn’t a request. It’s an order direct from the Ministry of Control.” As he spoke, he rattled a plastic piece of computer paper. The embossed seal looked official enough.  
 
    “We’re heading out, and I’m taking you all into space in leg-irons if I have to. By the way Toby, you’re definitely going, but your little dissertation will have to wait.” 
 
    “My little...? But…” 
 
    ”Nobody leaves. Not from here on out. Access to the city has been cut off.” 
 
    Stunned silence met these words. 
 
    “When do we ship out?” I asked in a calm tone. 
 
    “Tonight,” the major said. “The first shuttle is making its final approach now. We’ll disembark from the roof. Don’t bother with personal items, a fresh kit will be provided for all of you.” 
 
    “What about the engine itself?” Dr. Gevan demanded.  
 
    “It’s not all that big. My men will load it into a shipping carton to protect it, and we’ll be gone in two hours.” 
 
    Fillmore’s face had flushed red with alarm. He turned toward Colonel Hughes. “Tell me you’re doing something to stop this madness. We’ve had an attack by a foreign power—but that’s not cause enough to destroy three years hard work!” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s out of my hands, Sean.” 
 
    I was shocked when Fillmore turned to me next. He didn’t even like me. “You,” he said. “You’ve got the good sense of a common man. This is a very delicate and experimental piece of equipment. To move it now, in its prototypical state—” 
 
    “Sorry doctor,” I said, “but Knox outranks me. We’re going up. If you’re so concerned, you should get to work packing the engine carefully.” 
 
    His lips twisted into a momentary snarl, and then he rushed out of the lab. Clearly, he was on a mission of some kind. 
 
    The major moved away to get his crews packing things, and the befuddled technicians and scientists did the same. They buzzed together like a hive of sorry bees. 
 
    I approached Colonel Hughes as the rest of them began to work slowly, as if in shock. 
 
    “Who’s idea was it, really?” I asked her.  
 
    She looked up as if she hadn’t heard me. “What?” 
 
    “Was it you? Did you suggest to Control that we should step up deployment?” 
 
    She frowned. “No. It was Dr. Gevan, actually—he cited some data about an imminent anomaly which will affect our course if we wait too long.” 
 
    I squinted at her, then at Gevan who was encouraging staff as they crated the big, experimental engine.  
 
    “That’s odd,” I said. “Didn’t he just say that we shouldn’t do this?” 
 
    Hughes shrugged. “I don’t know. I wasn’t listening. This whole thing has been a disaster from start to finish. I’d blame you, but it all started before you arrived, not after.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    She gave me a wan smile. “I’m going to pack the essentials from my office. Are you feeling well enough to resume your duties?” 
 
    I worked my fingers and rolled my shoulders. “My limbs are functional. I’m a bit torn up, but Knox’s medical team has patched all the leaks.”  
 
    The truth of it was that much of my shredded flesh had already stitched together, and I’d already begun to remove some of the bandages. 
 
    She shook her head, examining me for a moment. “You combat-types must be born with a higher pain threshold than the norm.” 
 
    “I know something about that theory,” I smirked. 
 
    The group worked for nine hours to pack up themselves and the generator. That last bit was the tricky part.  
 
    “It’s radioactive, isn’t it?” I asked the techs as they gingerly used robotic arms to lift and place the generating engine into a crate that was as big as a pickup. 
 
    “It ticks away all the time,” one of them told me. “If you keep your balls close to that thing, you’ll be sterile in no time.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Getting to the roof would require a number of lifting robots, sled-like loaders and smart cables. Everything had to be rated for maximum loads, too.  
 
    They packed the unit into a special cargo elevator built to carry multi-ton loads. Even so, the lift groaned and swayed ponderously when the engine was placed inside. 
 
    “We need someone to ride with this thing up to the roof,” one of the techs said. 
 
    “Well don’t look at me,” Fillmore said. “I’m a man of science, not a grunting laborer.” 
 
    Gevan slowly shook his head. “Bunions… and if I throw my back out, I won’t be worth a crap later on.” 
 
    The rest all shook their heads or looked away. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said, watching them. 
 
    They looked at me with a mixture of surprise and suspicion. 
 
    “In fact, I’m determined to keep it in sight,” I added. 
 
    “It’s not your job,” the foreman said. 
 
    I shrugged. “Then you can come with me and keep an eye on things.” 
 
    He hesitated, but at last he shook his head. He backed up and let me climb aboard the elevator car with the generator taking up the vast majority of the floor space. I was forced, in fact, to almost straddle the thing. 
 
    Remembering what the tech had said earlier about this contraption leaking rads, I found myself sweating a little as I perched there, hanging onto dangling chains to steady myself. 
 
    “Ready!” I told them.  
 
    The elevator didn’t budge. Instead, Major Knox appeared. 
 
    “What in the living hell…?” he asked, looking at me. “Chief, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Riding shotgun.” 
 
    “You’re unarmed and badly injured. That makes you a less than ideal candidate.” 
 
    After dabbing at a stained bandage, I shrugged and showed him my stitched-up hands. “I feel fine.” 
 
    “Criminy, Gray…” He narrowed his eyes at me, appraising me. “Here,” he said at last, handing me his service pistol. “I can tell you’re a dedicated man, and I appreciate that. There’s no room on the lift for more troops. You squat on that radioactive egg, and we’ll meet you at the top.” 
 
    The big doors rolled shut, leaving me alone with the device. I couldn’t help but wonder what I’d do if it activated somehow—die fast, I figured. 
 
    The pistol Knox had given me was big, old-fashioned and heavy. The grip was made from some light polymer, so all the mass of it came from the meaty barrel. Unlike most modern guns, it fired powder-driven rounds, rather than some form of radiation. Shrugging, I tucked it away and hung on. 
 
    Someone somewhere finally pressed a big industrial button. A green light glowed, a horn sounded, and the lift began to move. For some reason, I’d expected the lift to move quickly—but instead it crawled like a snail on a brick wall. 
 
    “Hey, tough guy,” the foreman called out to me. “If it starts to sway and rock in the shaft, tell us and we’ll stop until it settles down.” 
 
    “Will do,” I said, lifting a comm-link to my mouth. “Testing…” 
 
    “I read you,” the foreman said. “Luck.” 
 
    They were soon lost to sight below me as the elevator crawled up toward the roof. I heard nothing but grinding gears and a deep whirring sound. Minutes passed, a floor went by without incident, and the noisy ride continued.  
 
    I shimmied down to stand near the aft end of the device. Really, I was looking for a more comfortable spot. Then, a voice spoke up behind me.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you finally moved.” 
 
    I whirled around and gripped the chain again. One foot came up automatically, and I was already preparing to boot the hitchhiker off my slow-motion ride—but then I recognized him. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t sit astride the field generator,” Toby said. “Your testicles will become irradiated—didn’t anyone tell you?” 
 
     “Dude…” I said, “you’ve got nerve. What are you doing on this elevator? Knox will shoot you if you mess something up.” 
 
    Toby shrugged. “Your supposition is highly unlikely. Now, an alien attack is a different story... Do you think they’ll be agreeable about letting this thing leave Earth?” 
 
    I stared at him. “How’d you get in here?” 
 
    “I jumped onto the roof of the car from the floor above.” 
 
    Looking up, I saw a small air vent. Could he have gotten his skinny butt through that?  
 
    “It shouldn’t be possible… There were supposed to be guards on every floor, securing the cargo lift.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, let’s look for some when we get to the next level. We’ll be there in about forty seconds.” 
 
    Toby crossed his arms and put his back against the engine. He looked expectantly upward. I watched the shaft creep by through the open doorway. A crack of white light appeared. I saw boots standing there—three pairs of them. 
 
    In less than a second, I knew something was wrong. One guard per level—that’s what Major Knox had said. Besides—at least one pair of boots belonged to a workman, not a security guard. 
 
    My hand shot out and landed on Toby’s bony shoulder. 
 
    “Hey!” he complained.  
 
    “Listen,” I said harshly in his ear, “back up, and get behind the engine. Something’s wrong.” 
 
    He looked at me, and his face shifted to alarm. “You know, you seem to be a distinct focal point for trouble,” he said. 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “…and by the way, I told you so.” 
 
    Moving quickly, we clambered over the engine and crouched behind it. The white light from the next floor grew from a slit, to a bright bar.  
 
    Then the boots shifted. A stubby black gun barrel poked down toward us out of that brilliance, and I knew we were in real trouble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The slash of light grew wider. I noticed the guy in the middle was wearing a uniform. I could also see the soles of his boots—he was laid out on the floor in a heap. 
 
    I slid back down out of sight.  
 
    “Toby, you need to stay low—no matter what,” I whispered. “Let me deal with these guys, and then I’ll give you the all clear.” 
 
    “Okay,” he whispered back. “Wait a minute—what if you get killed?” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen, kid.”  
 
    “I told you not to call me that,” he snapped in a harsh, but low voice. 
 
    “Jeez, Toby—now is not the time…”  
 
    Missing the hint, Toby continued in a monologue. 
 
    “…furthermore, Chief—it’s quite apparent that you’re a reckless man and given to brash proclivities. It’s perfectly plausible—” 
 
    “Please shut up, Toby—so I don’t have to knock you out for your own good.” 
 
    His brows furrowed, and he glared at me, but he did shut up after that.  
 
    We were pressed in-between the back wall and the weighty cargo. It was great cover, but in addition to not wanting to get shot, I found myself hoping the load didn’t shift and crush us both.  
 
    Boosting myself up, I managed to peer over the massive crate once more. I could see the killers squatting down. It seemed to me they were dressed in common janitor’s coveralls.  
 
    They stood to either side of the fallen guard—crouching to get a look into the slowly rising elevator car. I made a judgment call then and decided to use my comm unit later when I could afford the distraction.  
 
    Hopefully, I could just lay low and there wouldn’t be any shooting. My main priority was getting this project to launch, after all. 
 
    As they peered down into the darkened car, I could see the faces on these two were concealed by a pair of welder’s masks. The gun barrel that slid back and forth in the growing doorway was a radiation-generating type. I was really hoping these men would be taking great care—to not hit and damage the engine.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Toby asked at my side, so I looked his way to shush him. That’s when the gun went off. A white bolt of energy burned into the crate near my head. 
 
    “Crap,” I rasped. “I was hoping they were going to be careful.”  
 
    “That was your plan? That they were going to be careful?” he hissed back. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t my plan…” 
 
    He stared at me expectantly as if waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “Just shut up for a minute,” I told him.  
 
    He didn’t look happy, but he did shut up momentarily. I’d decided to throw a little diplomacy at the hostile men.  
 
    “Hold on now, gentlemen,” I called out. “There’s no reason to get all crazy here.” 
 
    Then, I drew the major’s sidearm, did a quick check on the magazine, and flicked off the safety. It was a big gun. Toby’s index finger would have fit into the muzzle. The weight of it felt good in my hand.  
 
    “Is there some kind of problem I’m not aware of?” I asked them, trying to stall. 
 
    One of them spoke under his breath: “Your side—back corner.” 
 
    The voice was unfamiliar. Two more bolts sizzled into the wall near my head, so I got ready.  
 
    There was no room to straighten out for a proper stance, so I pointed the gun up and got my other forearm ready to brace behind it. I didn’t want the big bastard to buck into my face when I fired it.  
 
    “Cover up your ears, and keep your—” I started to tell Toby, but when I glanced over to my side, I noticed the little shit was gone. “Crap.” 
 
    I couldn’t afford to wait another second. The men should be presenting me a full target by now. I pictured in my mind where the welding masks would now be positioned—accounting for the plodding motion of the cargo lift.  
 
    This was going to be a shoot-out at close range, so in my mind I focused, envisioning fluid, instinctive action. My adrenaline was spiking again, so I exhaled a deep breath and went for it. 
 
    Muzzle first, I slid above my cover and aimed for the guy on the left. I squeezed off two deafening shots and slipped back down with my left ear burning. They’d returned fire, and one of them had tagged me.  
 
    My ears were ringing, but I could still hear somebody hollering out on the landing of the passing floor. I took that to be a good sign and checked my ear. I smelled like burning meat, but it was only superficial.  
 
    My groping fingers found the fried wires of my comm unit’s ear piece. I guess I wouldn’t be calling in about this attack after all. 
 
    It sounded quiet, so I decided to take a look. I fired blind into the ceiling and then popped up. Peering down at the floor outside as it inched away, I saw only the downed guard. There was no blood on the floor either. Damn. 
 
    “Toby!” I shouted. I heard nothing over the groan of distant machinery and the creak of the overtaxed freight lift as it crept upward. The glare of light from the landing passed slowly away below the open front of the elevator. 
 
    Satisfied that I was closed off alone between floors for now, I decided to get into better positioning. My ear had been partly burned, but it was cauterized. I focused my attention on it as if it were only pressure instead of pain and put it into the back of my mind.  
 
    I shuffled along the gap toward the spot Toby had stood in earlier. I looked around the end of the big crate just to make sure the punk was really gone. He was. 
 
    Finding a better position in case there was a repeat attempt to take me out, I crouched under cover and made ready to take another shot. I still had very little clearance, though. The gun would be going off inches from my face.  
 
    Eventually, the crack of light appeared and widened again. The boots were there too, but the men were cagier this time. They hung back and cautiously shuffled from several paces away. I only waited until I had a shot at kneecaps.  
 
    I started emptying the magazine before they could get a fix on my new location. One of them yelled, and they both went down—dropping to the floor. I reloaded.  
 
    Before I could follow up, the guy on the right popped up from prone, pulsed a blast of white radiation my way and dove again.  
 
    I ducked but could smell my hair freshly burning. I realized that these guys actually were being a little conservative with their shots.  
 
    Far from being completely worried about this engine getting damaged, they had the option to just spray laser-fire at me to much greater effect. They weren’t doing that. They were being moderately careful and aiming their shots. That meant it was me they were gunning for, not the field-generator. I just needed to stay behind this gigantic crate. I fired a couple more wild shots to buy me time to reach the next floor. 
 
    When I got there, I saw at least six pairs of boots. It would take some fancy shooting to clear this room. 
 
    “Gray? Hey, Chief—you okay? What the hell’s going on?” 
 
    It was Knox’s sergeant. He and the other men all wore salt and pepper camo to my relief.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’m fine. Did you catch those guys?” I asked him. 
 
    “We have two men down, but we only caught you—thanks to Dr. Jonah here.” The sergeant stepped aside to reveal Toby with his arms crossed and his chin stuck out.  
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud…” I said. 
 
    “I suppose a ‘thank you’ would prove too embarrassing?” Toby asked. “Yes… I see that it would be, so I won’t expect any gratitude. I’ll make do with a room full of witnesses.” 
 
    The sergeant reached around the edge of the elevator and smacked the red button, bringing the noisy car to a stop. 
 
    “So, who were these assholes who attacked my guards?” he demanded. 
 
    “How the hell should I know?”  
 
    “Well, you seem to be right in the middle of all the shit around here. Didn’t you get a look at them?” 
 
    I got an irritating I told you so kind of face from Toby. 
 
    “They were wearing masks and coveralls while they shot at me—sorry I didn’t get a better description for you.” 
 
    “If the major finds that this machinery is damaged there’s going to be hell to pay,” the sergeant grumbled. “You should have called for help the moment you got into trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I ran into technical difficulties,” I said, fingering the melted comm unit wires next to my burned ear. 
 
    “Oh, right—I see you got a spot of sunburn, there…Specialist!” he called out.  
 
    “Sergeant?” a man reported immediately. 
 
    “Give the chief your comm unit. He’s still got a floor to go…and get a med-kit for his burns.” 
 
    The soldier quickly offered me the gear. As he extended it to me, I saw he wore thick gloves that had heavy wear and ground-in soot. My mind was connecting them as possible welding gear. I took the medical unit and nodded my thanks to the man.  
 
    While I applied salve, I studied him, wondering if he was an accomplice to the mayhem. He didn’t seem too worried about anything. 
 
    It turned out that part of my ear was missing. After clapping a patch over it, I checked the major’s pistol once more and smacked the green button again. To my surprise, he squeezed aboard the car with me. His belly rubbed against the field-generator, and he looked far from comfortable. 
 
    “Jeez, this is tight,” he complained. 
 
    “Glad to have you aboard,” I said, but I watched him closely. I was fully aware he might be helping my attackers, who’d definitely been human.  
 
    The machinery groaned and squealed in protest as the elevator car crept upward. I hoped there wouldn’t be any more surprises since Major Knox himself was on the next floor waiting. I was sort of right. 
 
    “Just as I suspected,” a voice said behind me.  
 
    Once again, Toby had snuck onto the cargo lift. Unbelievable. 
 
    “See this protuberance here?” he demanded, pointing at what looked like a loose wire with a golden bolt head on the end of it. 
 
    “It’s that weasel again?” the sergeant demanded, his eyes blazing. “I ought to swat you!” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Toby said, edging away.  
 
    I fingered my belt for a moment, toying with the idea of fulfilling the sergeant’s threat.  
 
    When no one struck him, Toby quickly puffed up and started to lecture us. 
 
    “This protuberance is an element of the cooling array—for the idling-reactor. It’s the hook-up site to keep the engine from overheating during the primary leg of a long-distance voyage.”  
 
    Toby was leaning over the top of the elephant-sized crate—pointing at a gizmo on top.  
 
    “That thing almost got hit by laser-fire,” I observed. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what that means, Chief?” the youth asked me. 
 
    I shrugged and offered no comment. 
 
    “Well—let’s put it this way. If this item had been hit, we’d have been starting over… As it turns out, we’ve been very fortunate. I’ve already made a quick assessment, and the damage to the engine itself is minimal—two glancing contact points are damaged, but they’re stock structural components. They can be replaced.” 
 
    “That’s great, weasel,” the sergeant told him. “Maybe someone should make you the director of this program.” 
 
    “We couldn’t possibly be worse off if someone did,” he agreed. 
 
    The light was different once we reached the top of the building. It was harsh. Knox contacted me just before he came into my view.  
 
    “You intact, Chief?” the major’s voice crackled in my good ear. “We’ve been stressing up here, hoping you didn’t piss your pants on this mission.” 
 
    “I’m fine, sir, and so is the device.” 
 
    He had a gaggle of people around him, some wore lab coats and others military uniforms. 
 
    “Fair enough. You’re relieved for now, Chief,” he said. 
 
    He stuck his palm out face up, and I realized he wasn’t trying to shake my hand. I placed the man’s gun in his hand and he holstered it.  
 
    “It’s a real beauty, Major,” I told him. “I liked the feel of it.” 
 
    He gave me a controlled smile and walked away to yell at people on the launch pads. There were buzzing air-lifters everywhere. Cargo was being taken to the spaceport every minute or two as the stunned-looking scientists were relieved of their belongings as the cartons were loaded and sent away. 
 
    We were literally in the open now. I watched the sky for new trouble, hoping I wouldn’t find it. The team of people that were with the major scurried to get the engine from the cargo lift onto a massive glidecar. The shuttle would haul it to the spaceport after that.  
 
    Robotic lifters and smart cables came out once more to get the thing moved. Once the payload was secure on the glidecar again, the swarm parted. Led by Knox, they headed for the shuttle.  
 
    Colonel Hughes was up top with the rest of the scientists. They fussed over every detail, but she ignored most of their complaints.  
 
    “Sean,” she said, “I want you to check the rosters and find out who’s not accounted for.” 
 
    “Gladly.”  
 
    “Jillian, I want you to do a full assessment as soon as we’re aboard and before we launch if you can.” 
 
    “I’d like nothing better,” Jillian said, and she meant it. 
 
    The big machine got fawned over like a rock star leaving a concert. While the entourage passed slowly by, Major Knox paused to talk with his sergeant for a few minutes. During this time, they cast a few glances in my direction. 
 
    At last, Knox came toward me, looking thoughtful. 
 
    “That whole thing down in the elevator shaft—it bothers me,” he told me, his voice barely audible over the wind. “I’ll have to admit, I was planning to make you an exception to the flight roster and kick you off of this project right here and now—no matter who assigned you.” 
 
    I looked at him with surprise. There was no way I wasn’t going up with that engine, but he didn’t know that—not yet. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said, watching my reaction, “I’ve changed my mind. I want you aboard this transport when it leaves. It’s going up in twenty minutes. Are you ready for more, Chief? When you get to the spaceport, I want you to do what you’ve got to do.” 
 
    “Ready and able, Major. That’s what I’m here for.”  
 
    Knox nodded and then yelled. “Sergeant!” 
 
    The sergeant stepped away from the mob nearby. “Sir?” 
 
    “Get this man aboard the shuttle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    The major walked away, and I saw he was wearing thick gloves too—gloves that might pass for welding equipment. Or were they just a natural precaution around heavy loads?  
 
    Damn. I decided following a trail of welding gear wasn’t going to narrow down anything. I’d have to find another way to identify the bad seeds.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    When our shuttle and all the other cargo-drones met up inside a blast-pan at the spaceport, I was paranoid all over again. 
 
    It would be so easy for our opponents to destroy us right now. We were out in the open, and a simple accident might land a thousand tons of spacecraft on our circle of staff and cargo. 
 
    When the big transport lifter finally came down from orbit, it was quite a sight. Things had progressed in the area of large atmospheric cargo ships since I’d last been awake. 
 
    How long ago had that been? A decade? I hadn’t checked, and I didn’t think I wanted to know the truth. The idea of lying dormant in an organic soup for years was disturbing. 
 
    The ship landed on the roof, and we gathered around it. Most watched the shuttle, the engine, and the lab people who were doing the loading—but I watched the crowd. I watched their hands as they moved from pocket to nose, to equipment and back again. No one drew a weapon, but I watched them still in case they did. 
 
    A corporal walked up and handed me a tunic of dark blue and pants of gray—neatly folded. “These are for you, sir.” 
 
    I lit up and took them. I was glad to see a fresh uniform. My first one had been destroyed, and the second had been singed by radiation beams.  
 
    “Thank you, Corporal,” I said. 
 
    “Someone has issued you the good stuff, sir. The jacket, the pants—they both self-repair.” 
 
    I laughed. “I might need that capability soon. The clothes have got to fit the man.” 
 
    We exchanged an appropriate salute, and he spun away. I found a door to duck behind and was dressed right in two minutes. 
 
    Boarding the ship after the generating engine was loaded in the aft hold, I saw Colonel Hughes give me a double-take. She walked over to my side, put her hands on her hips, and looked up at me. 
 
    “Didn’t Knox have a talk with you?” she asked, interposing her small form between myself and the big transport hatchway. 
 
    “He certainly did. He insisted I join you on this jaunt into space.” I neatly sidestepped her and spoke over my shoulder as I did so. “You know, it’s been a while since I’ve been off-planet, and I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    She frowned after me in confusion. Had she possibly been the one pushing for my removal? Or had someone else made the call? I thought during our last meeting she’d been in agreement with me on the idea of my tagging along—but maybe that had been for show. 
 
    It hardly mattered—only killing me would keep me off their ship. 
 
    Hughes didn’t argue any further, but she did watch as I mounted the short flight of steps and vanished into the interior.  
 
    It was as spacious inside as it had looked from the spaceport. I found a seat, strapped in, and waited. 
 
    Noticing Fillmore across the cabin, I caught a snotty look from him. I was thinking there might be something personal behind his unpleasant expression, but I wasn’t a hundred percent sure. It could be that he didn’t like to fly—hell, maybe it was just the man’s charming personality. 
 
    Finally, he screwed up his courage enough to speak to me. 
 
    “Chief?” he said. “Chief Gray—that’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m called, Sean.” 
 
    “What are you doing aboard this ship? I thought that was—settled. We’ve got a real security team now. We can’t have you causing trouble and confusion.” 
 
    “That’s very considerate of you, Dr. Fillmore,” I told him, “but I’m not inconvenienced in any way by this trip. I’m enjoying the ride, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    The transport hadn’t taken off yet, but it was rumbling its jets ominously. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Fillmore said irritably. 
 
    Colonel Hughes intervened. She sat down next to Fillmore, strapped herself in and put a hand on his wrist.  
 
    “Major Knox asked for him. We’ve already discussed it. He’s back in.” 
 
    “I wasn’t informed about this!”  
 
    “Look Sean, sometimes, routine decisions are made without consulting you. Sorry to burst your bubble.” 
 
    The two exchanged annoyed glances, and they both fell silent. 
 
    I considered this new state of affairs to be a blessing. They were each galling in their own way, but they currently cancelled each other out as a pleasant side-effect. 
 
    At last, the silver ship heaved her decks and launched into the sky. The field-generator, something like thirty passengers, and a cargo hold full of our gear was all sent hurtling into the sky.  
 
    We were nose up, lying on our backs. The ship jarred violently as force pinned us to our seats, and one of the techs promptly vomited. Fortunately, he wasn’t in a seat near me. 
 
    I watched white clouds streak by with increasing rapidity—then the cloud cover broke and the blue sky purpled. Soon, it turned black.  
 
    Vomit, which had begun to pool on the empty seat next to the queasy tech, started to drip back onto Sean Fillmore. He swatted the occasional trickle without much luck, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as karma played out before me.  
 
    After several more minutes of hard acceleration, we began to feel the relative relief of freefall. We moved up into orbit and began to float. Our harnesses kept us tethered to our seats. 
 
    Again, I carefully swept my eyes over the crowd. Most people were relatively helpless in null-G. You had to be specially trained to handle yourself in such a foreign environment. Knox and most of his men sat near each other—some of them started to break-down weapons and polish or swap out lenses. 
 
    The details about why escaped my memory, but I knew I had been trained in this way. It felt very familiar, and if anyone had been considering making a move, I knew this would be an opportune time. 
 
    As nothing seemed out of the ordinary, I decided to move on. 
 
    “I’m going to check on the cargo,” I told Colonel Hughes. 
 
    She and Fillmore had been having an intense discussion, but the background noise in the main cabin had prevented me from overhearing it. I rather thought the topic of contention might have been me. 
 
    Hughes nodded to me dismissively, and I unbuckled my harness. Soon, I was floating toward the circular hatch in the deck at the back of the passenger cabin. 
 
    The hatch clanked open into my face, and I saw Toby behind it. 
 
    “I didn’t know you made it aboard the ship,” I said. 
 
    He looked me up and down in equal surprise. “…and I understood that you were to be excluded as unnecessary.” 
 
    “Any idea as to why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “A message from on-high, I suppose. I know Dr. Fillmore has been communicating with a lot of people, trying to figure out who sent you and why. After he was unable to get a precise answer about the culprit who signed your orders, he’s been speaking to Colonel Hughes about removing you—as a precaution.” 
 
    “Their best move would be to keep me around,” I pointed out. “Perhaps you could mention that to them, since you witnessed the events on the elevator.” 
 
    Toby shrugged again. “I’m puzzled that I need to tell you this, but no one listens to me. They’d probably like you better if I disparaged you with complaints.” 
 
    “You’re a big help, punk.” 
 
    “That’s also a derogatory labeling-word, you know.” 
 
    I snorted. “Tough.” 
 
    He floated carefully away in irritation, and I slid smoothly through the various doors and hatches to the cargo area. There, at least, things did look secure. There were only two spacers in the chamber—transport crewmen, not any of our people. They looked bored, indicating they belonged there.  
 
    “Anyone guarding the engine?” I asked them.  
 
    One pointed to his belt, where a sidearm was holstered. Again, it was a radiation unit.  
 
    “These needlers aren’t as effective as a real gun,” he said, “but they won’t punch a hole in the hull of your ship, and the recoil won’t spin your ass around in null-G when you fire one.” 
 
    I nodded to the man. A needler was a radiation-emitting device for very close range—basically a small, hand-held pistol. I didn’t bother to tell him, but I’d seen real combat in null-G, and that pea-shooter wasn’t going to help much if a problem manifested itself. 
 
    “Keep your weapons ready. I was fired at on Earth while escorting this cargo.” 
 
    “We’re in space, pal,” said the first man. “Nobody is sneaking aboard.” 
 
    “Somebody shot at you over an engine?” the second asked in a disbelieving tone. 
 
    “This is a special engine—it’s a prototype. Keep your eyes open.” 
 
    They dismissed me with headshakes and went back to doing nothing. I continued to glide down gleaming passages to inspect the rest of the ship. 
 
    Next, I followed the sound of raised voices to the engine room. There I found several techs having an argument. One of them was Dr. Brandt. She had changed once again, into that bright coverall, which was more appropriate for working while weightless aboard a spacecraft. 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” a woman told her. “The device was supposed to come aboard without damage from gunfire.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know there was a problem,” one of the techs defended, “until you ran that diagnostic panel minutes ago.” 
 
    “It’s not going to work,” Brandt said. “We’ve wasted our time—everything.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, interrupting.  
 
    The two techs that Dr. Brandt had been haranguing took their cue and wisely melted away into an adjoining compartment. I floated closer without apology. To align myself with Brandt’s face, I spun in the air as if it was my natural environment. 
 
    “Oh… Chief Gray,” she said. “I didn’t realize—” 
 
    “That I hadn’t been kicked off the roster after all?” I asked her with a poker face.   
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “Yeah…” I said. “I gathered from the gang in general that the plan was to ditch me on Earth. But here I am.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my decision.” 
 
    “Did you people have a meeting while I was babysitting the generator and decide it was time to remove me from your team?” 
 
    “Certainly not—none of that kind of input was from me anyway,” she said. 
 
     “Don’t worry, I’ve got no hard feelings about it. So, what’s wrong with the engine?” 
 
    She shot me a look. “You overheard that? Oh, of course you did. It’s your job to snoop around. Well, the two situations are related.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “You insisted on being the only person to ride the freight elevator up with the field-generating engine, right?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t insist on ‘being the only one’. I insisted on not letting it out of my sight.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much the same thing, as there wasn’t much room on the platform. But in any case, it’s failing its diagnostic check, and I’m not sure we can fix it.” 
 
    That caught my attention. Perhaps my mission had failed already. 
 
    “What does the diagnostic check say?” 
 
    “It’s a calibration issue. The generator is very delicate, especially before installation. Once active, it’s designed to run continuously, but we can’t start it up until we secure it into its permanent place. Are you following me?” 
 
    “Perfectly.” 
 
    “Good. Well, this machine isn’t going to fire-up right. That’s what the diagnostics are saying.” 
 
    Frowning, I considered the problem. “You tested it before and after the elevator ride?” 
 
    “Before we packed it, and once we got it into the hold.” 
 
    “Could a radiation pulse damage the unit?” 
 
    Brandt narrowed her eyes at me and put her hands on her hips. She seemed suspicious.  “Why exactly do you ask?” 
 
    I explained about the ambush I’d experienced in the elevator. She squinted at me thoughtfully, and noticed my ear. Changing her mood, she clucked in concern. Calling me over, she applied herself to patching me up as we talked. 
 
    “Hold still so I can have a look at that.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Did I mention before that my earliest training was as a medical doctor?” 
 
    “Nope, but it figures.” I said, smiling. 
 
    “Oh really?”  
 
    She pulled my head around to where she wanted it, and I let her. 
 
    As she worked, her body was near, and she smelled nice. I had no idea how long it had been since I was this close to a woman.  
 
    Her attractive figure wasn’t exactly helping me to keep my priorities straight, and when she pressed herself against my arm as she worked on my ear… Well, the contact was impossible for me to ignore. 
 
    “You were right to wonder about a radiation burst,” she said. “A discharge like that could damage my engine. It wouldn’t have to show physical evidence, but it could easily disrupt the internal fields…” 
 
    Pausing, she lowered bright, green eyes but then looked up to meet my own. She was very close and very intent. 
 
    “Do you think they were trying to shoot at my engine?” she asked me, almost  whispering, “…or were they trying to hurt you?”  
 
    I permitted the corner of my mouth to smile as I enjoyed her proximity and concern. “I was doing my damnedest to make sure they weren’t hitting anything.”  
 
    “A lot of the control nodules are located at the top of the configuration,” she said. “I really hope they’re is okay… We’ll have to run a diagnostic script.” 
 
    “Nodules? That almost sounds organic. Are you talking about that fuse box thing with nano-fiber cables running out of it?” I asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” She went back to patching up my injury. 
 
    “Hmm… It could be that I was overvaluing my priority as a target on that elevator ride—maybe they were shooting at the engine.” 
 
    She lifted her lovely face up out of my view again, and I went back to enjoying her tender fussing. Left on my own, I might have rubbed dirt on it and let it heal up with a bad scar, but this was much better. 
 
    My ear got a hard tug suddenly—stitches? Yes, I knew the sensation well. 
 
    “Ow,” I complained. 
 
    “That’s the first time I’ve heard you respond to an injury.” 
 
    “Yes—well, I can feel pain—I’m just not a complainer.” 
 
    She clucked her tongue again and let go of me at last.  
 
    “Looks good. That will heal better than that patch you slapped on,” she said. “As to the generator—you can see why people changed their mind about you. You made a big deal about riding up the elevator. There were already members of the team opposed to your participation, and when it turned out the diagnostics failed—” 
 
    “I caught some of the blame?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, all of it.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m already aboard, then,” I said. “They’re stuck with me now.” 
 
    “Be careful, Chief—you’re getting kind of beat-up,” she playfully warned.  
 
    I knew she was looking at the bandage over my head wound. I continued to wear it even though there was no trace of an injury underneath. I needed to avoid complicated explanations for now. 
 
    “Sure. Thanks for the field-dressing.” 
 
    “No charge, handsome.” 
 
    I would have liked to linger and talk to Dr. Brandt more, and I sensed she wouldn’t have minded, but I knew I couldn’t leave the engine alone. Those two guards might start taking pot-shots at it with their guns for target practice. 
 
    Making my way back to the hold, I re-discovered the two clowns that were supposed to be watching the payload. One played solitaire on his comm-link and the other was giving him advice about the next move.  
 
    Perhaps they hadn’t been told how important the engine was—or perhaps they were commonly told everything was critical and had become complacent. 
 
    It didn’t matter—the science team couldn’t even agree with each other. There was certain disunity there. Not everyone was as committed to the project’s success as they should be. Any number of them might be a rat, and there were many ways to get to the grain. I had my work cut out for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The transport had stopped rumbling, and now slid quietly through space.  
 
    I could hear Emily Hughes and Dr. Gevan having a loud exchange in the distance, so I went to find them. I passed a man and woman with poster-sized computer scrolls laid out side by side discussing highly intricate schematics. Ducking past them and rounding another corner, gained me some additional distance. I was able to get close and listen in without being in anyone’s line of sight.  
 
    Dr. Gevan looked like a cranky schoolboy. He clung to a grab rail with both of his clawed hands to prevent drifting and complained to the colonel, who endured the squawking tirade with indifference. I waited within earshot and listened in. 
 
    “Look Gevan,” Colonel Hughes said, “you’re the one who pushed for us to launch early.” 
 
    “That isn’t what happened—you know darn well that all I did was point out the obvious: the Perseid activity is encroaching on our mission’s path. The launch had to be quick to beat the interference, or we’d have to wait it out and launch next month—that’s all I said.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes was unimpressed with the old man’s complaining and quietly watched him.  
 
    “Damn it! I’m a researcher. I wasn’t volunteering to be a deep-space explorer—I’m nearly eighty years old!” 
 
    The old man seemed genuinely rattled, and Colonel Hughes softened her voice.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” she reassured him, and she reached out to touch his hand. “Traveling aboard Fairweather will be like falling asleep in a drift-cruiser. You’re all I’ve got for a navigator since we lost Bill Adams—I need you.” 
 
    The only response from Gevan was a grumpy pout. 
 
    “We’ll be relying on your professional input,” she continued.  
 
    After the exchange, Gevan awkwardly pulled himself back to a seat in the main cabin and buckled up. I took this opportunity to butt in. 
 
    “Colonel Hughes, I couldn’t help but overhear… Did you say your ship is called Fairweather?” 
 
    “Eavesdropping, Chief?” she asked. 
 
    “I was just passing by.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She was measuring me all over again with her piercing gaze. 
 
    “It’s an unusual name,” I said, “since fair weather offers little wind. In the past, a ship could be stranded for long periods of calm. Once everything was clean and organized, sailors had to be content to carve things with a blade or twiddle their thumbs...” 
 
    “We’re not living in the 1700’s, Gray—and we aren’t talking about a big boat in the ocean. Fairweather will go where she pleases in spite of any weather or no weather at all. That’s the whole point.”  
 
    She seemed wound up a little tight, so I didn’t pry further. “Your point is noted, Colonel Hughes,” I said neutrally in an attempt to defuse a little of her intensity. 
 
    “When we deploy the engine,” she said. “It might help you to understand better if you think of this device as being the eye of a storm.”  
 
    “Good enough for me. I can hardly wait to take our maiden hop through space. When would that be, by the way?” 
 
    “There are many factors.” 
 
    “Meaning: you don’t trust me enough yet to let me in on our exact itinerary?” 
 
    She frowned and evaded me, floating down a passage. “Excuse me, Chief—I have things to do.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said, and I watched her glide off.  
 
    I was left for a moment with my own thoughts. The Colonel seemed to be a busy and driven woman, under a lot of pressure, but she was holding it together. I wasn’t so sure about Dr. Gevan.  
 
    He was so terrified it left me wondering if this voyage wasn’t going to be more dangerous than people were letting on. After all, he’d been working on navigation with Dr. Adams—who had gotten himself on the bad side of the enemy. So, it was plausible that Gevan might know and be fearful about something that wasn’t on the surface. 
 
    I’d have to keep an eye on the old man. There wasn’t much to do in the meantime, so I decided to go find Sean Fillmore and fish for more information. 
 
    Eventually, I found him alone. He was harnessed into a seat in a small compartment with no viewports. He was looking green and studied an unrolled, portable computer screen. I drifted slowly over to him. He looked up, and then squeezed his entire face together in anguish.  
 
    “What do you want? Why are you bothering me?” 
 
    I would need to pour it on thick to get anywhere with this guy. 
 
    “Calm down, Fillmore. I need some very important information. Colonel Hughes didn’t want the other scientists to feel slighted, so she secretly directed me to you for the best answers.” 
 
    “Oh, she did?” he said, relaxing but still flushed in the cheeks. “Well, I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course it does.” 
 
    “What kind of information are you looking for?” he asked. 
 
     Before I could answer, Fillmore’s color once again blanched away from his face. He looked down and grabbed his forehead in his hands.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked him. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” he snapped. “It’s the whole ‘heavy G’s followed by weightlessness’ thing. It disagrees with me terribly.” 
 
    “So, you aren’t cut out to be in space…?” 
 
    “Well, obviously I’m struggling, but I can do it. I’ll be fine,” he promised. The tuft of hair hanging on his forehead fluttered with each syllable. 
 
    “You know, you ought to focus on a point far away from you, and don’t try to read a screen until the feeling passes,” I offered helpfully. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be a know-it-all, Chief Smart-Ass. It’s just a migraine brought on by the gravity shifts.”  
 
    Before I lost him entirely, I decided to get down to real questions. “Dr. Fillmore, do you know how Emily Hughes’ ship moves?” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot. I’m this mission’s propulsion expert.” 
 
    “Well… Could you explain at my level, how the engine functions—so I can understand?” 
 
    He took a moment to swallow hard. “Hmm… you probably won’t comprehend any of it, but I guess I can try.”  
 
    “I’m sorry—I must be bothering you,” I said suddenly. “I should probably go look for a layman’s explanation from a lower-ranking team member. If you’ll excuse me—” 
 
    “Hold on—don’t back out now! You’re just afraid you’ll get bored by an over-educated scientist rattling away, is that it?” 
 
    “Nothing like that, Doctor. I merely—” 
 
    “Have the courtesy and respect to listen when an expert is taking the time to explain something. Who knows? You might actually find yourself learning a thing or two.” 
 
    I allowed myself a modest smile and nodded to him. Playing to the man’s vanity had him eager to tell me about the ship’s propulsion now. 
 
    Fillmore cleared his throat loudly and began what sounded like a lecture on thermodynamics but turned out to be much more comprehensible. 
 
    “Fairweather is designed to exploit electromagnetic fields. The ship uses these fields as a driving force to move her through space and even other dimensions. On board, Dr. Brandt’s engine essentially creates a virtual sail which takes advantage of any given EM configuration. To dumb it way, WAY down, these so-called sails adapt to and capture any given so-called electromagnetic weather and use it to travel anywhere desired.”  
 
    “Are you shitting me?” I asked, crossing my arms and looking doubtful. “That doesn’t even sound real.” 
 
    “Certainly it’s real!” he shouted. “Didn’t you get the experimental-prototype memo? This is cutting edge tech—we’re not canning vegetables here.” 
 
    “What about the part where you mentioned other dimensions?” 
 
    “Oh… Well, just to lay some groundwork… how far did you get into advanced  calculus and theoretical physics?”  
 
    He waited for an answer, so I shrugged. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” he said in disgust. “I’m not even going there with you.” 
 
    “So, who is the dimension-travel expert?” I asked him. 
 
    “You’re looking at him,” he said—getting snotty again. 
 
    “You…and no one else on the team?” 
 
    “No one comes close to my level. Not when it comes to understanding PDM.” 
 
    “PDM?” 
 
    “Para… Dimensional… Manipulation—PDM.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, in full bullshit mode now, “I thought you were talking about something else for a minute there.” 
 
    Fillmore proceeded to blow on for several more minutes. The primary point of his lecture was nothing new. His every word sought to prove that he was the most unique and critical member of the team.  
 
    “Alright, thanks for schooling me, Doctor.”  
 
    He just eyed me in contempt, like I was a bug in his food. Fillmore apparently had an affliction that I’d seen from time to time among academic types: I called it the Superiority Complex.  
 
    After escaping the gravity of the man’s ego, I moved into the ship’s central passages. I found a quiet spot and peered through an oval viewport into the inky blackness of space. I picked out a spot to focus on.  
 
    I chose a red star: Antares, the heart of Scorpio. It was very attractive as long as you kept your distance. 
 
    After several minutes went by, I let my attention fog over. Doing so allowed me to remember a scrap from my past.  
 
    My memory conjured a pastoral scene. It was a beautiful day in a beautiful place… There were a good number of people present… birds… trees… the smell of barbeque in the air.  
 
    It was in the suburbs outside of the city, and I was wearing my colors—blue and gray. As I walked through crowds, laughing conversations stopped and then began once again after I had passed by.  
 
    They refused to answer my questions. Instead, they stood tight-lipped as I neared and only relaxed again when I was out of range. I appealed to them sincerely, but they were unwilling to yield. 
 
    My mind drifted back to focus on the red giant called Antares. Was it me or the work that was so damned difficult to deal with?  
 
    Hell, if I know, I thought to myself. 
 
    I had completed my mission that day in the park, but many people had died. It wasn’t exactly my fault—I’d tried to help them. Still, while I watched the heart of the scorpion glint, I hoped this mission would leave a better feeling in my guts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I caught the drifting scent of musk and vanilla, and found my thoughts shifting, while my spirits became lighter. It struck me then that there was more I wanted from Jillian Brandt. I stopped thinking about the darker scenes of my past and went to find the fragrant doctor.  
 
    She wasn’t far off, as my nose had indicated. I found her staring into space—literally. She was peering outside at the stars beyond the ship, lost in thought as I had been a short while ago.  
 
    I rapped on a shiny white wall-panel near the porthole, invading her privacy.  
 
    When she turned to see me gliding near, I got a smile. She made a simple smart-cloth coverall look like a party dress. It clung to her slender waist just right—and the rest of her too.  
 
    “Is something on your mind, Chief—anything you want to know?” 
 
    “There is always much on my mind, Jillian,” I answered. 
 
    “Anything in particular you’d like to take a crack at?” she said. Then, she lowered her chin and looked at me, musing. I judged that the look was at least friendly—probably more than that. 
 
    Taken a bit by surprise, I didn’t respond aggressively, but I did give her another appraising glance. She was sounding awfully friendly. 
 
    Amply supplied and well-formed, her body type was downright old-fashioned in all the right ways. Better than that, I knew it didn’t even matter to her. She was comfortable in her own skin and had a pleasant confidence that wasn’t based on her looks.  
 
    The unspoken vibes were coming through loud and clear, but I managed to keep my composure for now.  
 
    “So…” I said after a moment, having honestly been distracted by her charming beauty. “Oh yeah—how long will it take to install the new engine?”  
 
    She snapped her fingers. “Once we arrive, if they haven’t messed with the couplings, it ought to go in without a hitch.” 
 
    “Nothing to it, huh?” 
 
    “It will practically install itself. The difficult part is over—I mean getting away from Earth. Waiting for the big finish is all that’s left now, and I’m not accustomed to waiting around with nothing to do. I confess—I’m a bit frustrated.”  
 
    She removed a tethering device she’d been using to restrain her long hair and shook loose the dark tresses. 
 
    “Well,” I said, trying not to stare, “if there’s anything I can do…” 
 
    “Sure there is,” she said. “Come over here.”  
 
    She held out a hand to me and took my own hand in her slender fingers. Pulling me close, we turned to face the viewport and the black wall of space beyond it.  
 
    “Loosen the kinks in my neck and shoulders. Would you? The gun-play and murders back on Earth still have me spooked—I’m really keyed up.” 
 
    I complied, enjoying the process immensely.   
 
    “Everything’s going to be alright, Jillian,” I told her.  
 
    “Yes, I think so too,” she said.  
 
    She made approving sounds for a minute or two. Then, she rolled her shoulders and arched her back.  
 
    “Oh… that’s much better,” she said. 
 
    For a moment, I thought I’d been dismissed—but then she came closer again. She wrapped my arms around her, nestled back against me and sighed deeply.  
 
    “It feels so good just to stop and connect for a moment,” she said. 
 
    Over her shoulder, I watched the darkness outside. At least I had one fan on this ship.  
 
    A nagging feeling told me, however, that I would regret letting this go any further—but I soon realized I didn’t care. I suspected forming a new relationship would make for difficulties in the future—but I couldn’t make myself care about that, either. 
 
    “Yes, it does feel good,” I said.  
 
    A thought crossed my mind about aliens appearing on this transport, but I had already discarded that probability. I was betting they couldn’t hit a moving target with their little trick. My feeling of foreboding was coming from somewhere else.  
 
    I pushed my worries away. I was feeling reckless and impulsive. I only cared about the present. We were in a unique bubble of time where all the important things were on hold for a short while. 
 
     Letting my hands have free reign, I touched her in a different way, and she responded pleasantly. My fingers found the tab of her smart-zipper and slowly pulled it. Without a sound, the edges parted and the tab slid down to her navel. The warm rush of her heady fragrance washed over me. 
 
    While we hovered near the forgotten viewport, she spun in my embrace to wrap her arms around my neck and it was all over. My hands cradled her by the sides of her face and I leaned in almost touching her lips with mine.  
 
    I paused like that, drinking her in. Our lips came slowly together, but still lingered, teasing. I felt her hands slide under my tunic, and then her warm body pressed against my skin. 
 
    I took a second to shuck off my tunic, and then another second to dart over and slap the privacy setting on the entry portals. After that we let ourselves do whatever we felt like for an hour or so. 
 
    Enjoying a pause sometime later, we drifted in weightlessness. We smiled dreamily at each other without words.  
 
    When that spell was broken, Jillian began messing with my bandages. 
 
    “So… you seem to be healing unusually fast. I’d say the rate is something like twenty times faster than normal?” Jillian said, clearly wanting an explanation.  
 
    She held my head bandage in her hand. The wound she’d revealed underneath was small and puckered. The scab had already fallen away and been replaced by new, pink skin. Other bandages had concealed injuries that were entirely healed. 
 
    “Yeah—something like that.” 
 
    “It’s amazing…” she said, touching each shrunken injury and marveling at it. “Would you care to try to explain it?” 
 
    I peeled away more of the useless coverings, revealing fresh-grown skin. I set the stained bandages adrift.  
 
    “I’m not the only fast healing person in the world, am I?” 
 
    “People do heal at different rates. But this—” 
 
    A loud chime sounded, interrupting our mood.  
 
    “Passengers and crew, welcome aboard the United Earth ship Quark. This is your captain speaking. Everything is on schedule, but we’re going to have to reverse the ship and brake hard for our final approach to the Luna Station. In fifteen minutes, I’ll need you all harnessed into your launch-seats in the main cabin. Thanks for traveling with us.” 
 
    Jillian and I made full use of those minutes. Afterward, grinning like bad children, we jumped into our clothes and then embraced one last time before pulling apart from one another.  
 
    “Back to work, Chief Gray,” Jillian whispered. She spun her hair tether, which tied up her dark hair again. Then she turned and shot down the passage away from me. 
 
    “Back to work indeed, Dr. Brandt,” I called after her. For the sake of chivalry, I let her have a sixty-second lead back to the launch-seats. Making one last check, I tidied and aligned my appearance.  
 
    I was the very last one to return and strap into my seat. Keeping to myself, I focused on a rolled-open computer screen while the ship maneuvered roughly. On the navigation screens, the ship seemed to crawl slowly into range of Luna Station. I’d found a floor plan of the base and used my time to commit as much as possible to memory.  
 
    The jets rumbled steadily as we decelerated. Now and then, hydraulics whined and revved. I wondered how long it had been since I’d listened to a spacecraft coming in to dock—it seemed like a long time indeed. We were pressed back into our seat firmly for the next twenty minutes or so. 
 
    After playing it cool for a minute or so, I shot an admiring glance at Jillian’s profile to my right and smiled to myself.  
 
    Glancing to my left a moment later, I found the brown eyes of Colonel Hughes boring into me. They studied Dr. Brandt for a few moments, and then moved back to me again.  
 
    Uh-oh, the boss was on to us.  
 
    Okay… so we’d been busted to some degree, but I wasn’t about to offer any excuses. I couldn’t be sure whether Hughes was just being protective of her project and team members, or if she was jealous for a little attention herself. Either way, all she got out of me was a non-committal nod and a friendly but neutral smile.  
 
    After that, I turned to watch for glimpses of the Moon through the nearest viewport. Hughes busied herself by taking some notes on a screen.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Toby was plopping down into the seat next to me and attaching his harness securely. 
 
    “Toby, you’re not supposed to be floating around the transport right now. Didn’t you hear the pilot?” 
 
    “As if anyone could not hear the pilot speaking over a general broadcast…” 
 
    “Well then, why don’t you sit tight and behave?” I asked. 
 
    “Again, I am mistaken for ordinary,” he said with a touch of drama. “I chose to approach you for a specific purpose, Chief Gray.” 
 
    “…and what purpose is that?”  
 
    Then he grinned with those odd teeth and leaned close. “So… I hear you and Dr. Brandt have gotten quite friendly.” 
 
    I sighed and looked at the cabin walls overhead. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    “Not at all—but that’s not what I’m here to talk about. I just wanted confirmation on the gossip.” 
 
    Sighing, I decided you couldn’t really expect to hook-up on a spaceship without someone noticing. I hadn’t seen any cameras—but they were very small these days. 
 
    “All right. What are you here for, Toby?”  
 
     “I happen to have been putting my time to good use—unlike anyone else I can think of aboard this ship.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I turned to face him again. 
 
    “Yes, that’s so. I’ve executed repairs to Fairweather’s engine.” 
 
    “What!?” I yelled it a bit too loudly—people looked over, but I ignored them. “What do you mean, you’ve executed repairs?” I demanded in a lowered voice. “Weren’t there guards?” 
 
    “Those two crewmen in the aft hold? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Yeah—you’re right. What have you been using to commit this violation?” 
 
    He produced a small hand-tool.  
 
    “This!” he said, and he grinned again. “I found it in a gear bag.”  
 
    He clipped small tinted goggles on the bridge of his nose and flicked a stud at the side of the tool.  
 
    “This is the cutting feature,” he said as a small jet of plasma spurted from an insulated nozzle and then steadied. “Don’t look at it directly. It’s a portable, hand-held welder.” 
 
    “Shut that off—right now.” 
 
    “Observe: Here’s the feed-trigger for making a weld.” 
 
    “You give me that damned thing—right now.” I reached for it but he pulled it out of range.  
 
    “Careful Chief, you don’t want to get burned.” 
 
    “What have you done? You crazy little runt?” 
 
    “Calm yourself. I’ve repaired the device, not damaged it. I previously advised you that laser-fire caused contact damage in two places on structural components of the engine.”  
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “You know—back on the cargo lift. Remember?”  
 
    He frowned at me, and in his moment of distraction, I reached out quickly and snatched the welder away from him. He glared at me and hissed in surprise. 
 
    “Yes Toby,” I said, stowing the tool, “I remember.” 
 
    “Well, slag from the scorch was causing an unintended deviation of electrical currents—a shortened circuit. I made some precise cuts to remove the damaged trusses and improvised an ingenious substitute.” 
 
    “You don’t say…?” 
 
    “Oh, I do say. I am ninety-four percent certain that Dr. Brandt’s testing protocols will now produce clean diagnostics.  
 
    “Ninety-four percent? That’s a six percent chance you’ve killed everyone aboard if it fails. You’d better be one hundred percent sure you didn’t piss in the soup.” 
 
    He shrugged, calmly looking past me and out of the viewport.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. 
 
    Moments of silence went by. I thought about alerting Colonel Hughes, but I passed on the idea. It would look like a failure on my part, since I was fooling around when it happened. I figured it would be best to suggest they run a full diagnostic later—which I was sure they’d do anyway. 
 
    “Hey,” I said at last. “How did you know about Dr. Brandt and myself?” 
 
    “I hacked into her comm-link,” he told me. He was still calmly staring out the viewport. 
 
    “You didn’t…” 
 
    He shrugged. “I didn’t see any of the important stuff. She dropped it into her pocket and then it timed out into sleep mode. I missed almost everything—almost.” 
 
    “You’re a deviant—I don’t care how smart you are.” 
 
    The high-G braking got even rougher then, and it went on for several more minutes. It was hard to get enough of a breath to talk. It was a long burn, but eventually it cut out. 
 
    “We’ll be coasting now for the next hour,” the pilot said over the PA system. “Feel free to get up and move around the cabin. There will be another fifteen minute warning before we go into our final sequence.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” Toby said. “They’re operating outside of normal procedure.” 
 
    “You’ve been to the Moon on transports often, then?” 
 
    “No, never… but I still know how it’s supposed to work.” 
 
    Slapping him on the shoulder, I climbed out of my harness and stretched. “I’m glad for the break. I’m going to have a look around.” 
 
    Toby nodded, absorbed in his computer tablet again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Toby had a point. Something seemed off, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Colonel Hughes was the person of interest I looked for first, but she’d already left her seat. I located her and followed her discreetly. 
 
    We passed through a security door. As it was unguarded, I noticed the door was slow to close. Following her before it swung shut, I found myself in a frosty-cold storage chamber. Frozen foodstuffs were netted and strapped against every wall. 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t trying to be a pain in the ass, but we both knew she wasn’t giving in to this business of teamwork easily.  
 
    When the colonel finally turned and saw me, she wasn’t completely shocked, but she did put her hands on her hips.  
 
    “So you’re telling me you just waltzed past security into this chamber?” she demanded. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “How can you possibly have access at this level?”  
 
    “Come on, Emily. It’s enough to know my clearances let me go wherever I need to go.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed tightly, like a pissed-off cat.  
 
    “I told you not to call me that. I expect you to show me the respect my rank deserves.” 
 
    “Sorry Colonel,” I said. “Is there something else bothering you?” 
 
    “There are countless things bothering me.” 
 
    “I mean about me? You’re being uncooperative all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Well, not every woman you meet will be easily swayed, Gray. You should know that by now.” 
 
    Ah-ha, I said to myself. She was being pissy about Brandt and I—even if she was only suspecting we had a thing going. I sucked in a breath and let it out as she stared at me.  
 
    This was the sort of complication I didn’t need at all. It was frivolous and unprofessional of her to begin treating me poorly over a suspected dalliance with one of her staff. But then again, it was also quite human. My intuition told me that on some level, she was interested in me herself. In a word, she was acting jealous. 
 
    After we faced one another in the cold storage room for several seconds, then she turned and moved through the next door. I followed her quickly. It was possible she would seal the door on me and leave me inside the passage. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said as I crowded up and almost bumped into her. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to poke around a bit on the upper decks—on my own.” 
 
    Before I could slip away, however, Major Knox showed up. Had Colonel Hughes summoned him while she was staring me down? I suspected that she had. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Gray. I’d almost forgotten you were playing guard dog on this ship.” 
 
    That comment stung, but I didn’t let it show. “Sorry, sir. I’m going to inspect the decks outside the passenger module now, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes had taken this opportunity to vanish through another door, but I wasn’t so lucky as I moved to follow her and escape Knox. 
 
    “Wait,” Knox said. “Are you aware of any new threats to this project?” 
 
    Thinking about that for a moment, I shook my head. Except for Toby’s tampering, the situation was unchanged.  
 
    “Then you’re just playing night watchman, making your rounds?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I admitted. “I can’t stop worrying about the engine.” It was pretty much the truth.   
 
    “I can understand that. If this propulsion system works—well, I don’t need to tell you what it might mean for Earth. We’ve been stuck in our own star system for far too long.” 
 
    “Agreed. But let me ask you something, Major: is it normal for a transport like this to change course on the way to the Moon?” 
 
    He glanced at me and shrugged. “I’m not a frequent flyer. I’m not certain.” 
 
    “Hmm… maybe I’ll check with the captain and ask him why we’ve deviated.” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t disturb the crew without cause—but all right, carry on.” 
 
    We had a brief stare-down. His attitude toward me had improved, but he still hadn’t accepted me as a trusted member of his team. 
 
    Leaving him behind, I went deeper into the ship, looking for Hughes. 
 
    I found her looking through a triangular porthole. The tiny window provided an angular view of the flight deck.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, peering over her shoulder. 
 
    She looked up at me in annoyance. Our faces were almost crammed together in the narrow viewing space. 
 
    “Do you mind?” she demanded. 
 
    I backed away reluctantly. Using my comm-link, I tried to reach the crew’s secure comm-channel, but I found it blocked. 
 
    “I can’t hear anyone yakking on chat,” I complained. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Communications channels on this deck are partitioned,” she said. “The guards who usually work here have a wired com system. It’s old-fashioned, but utterly secure. The problem is—I’m not getting anything from them. I’ve tried calling them several times—but there’s been no response.” 
 
    We exchanged glances, and I saw right off that she was both serious—and scared. 
 
    “I see…” I told her. “Have you contacted Major Knox? I just talked to him.” 
 
    “I just did, but he’s more worried about the engine in the main hold. He’s moving his assets there.” 
 
    That annoyed me. She’d talked to Knox—but not to me. I’d just talked to Knox a few minutes ago myself. Neither one of them saw fit to contact me and bring me into the situation. 
 
    That was typical. I was still on the untrustworthy lists for these people. They didn’t want me snooping and reporting back to the Ministry of Control, I imagined. Maybe they thought I was a spy as much as a security asset. It was something I’d have to work through. 
 
    “Hmm…” I said, “Knox is focused on the engine—but you’re more worried we could lose the helm?” 
 
    She frowned at me and then looked back through the triangular window. “I—I’m not sure what’s happening up there. I can’t raise the crew directly. I can’t talk to the guards that are supposed to be posted here. Could aliens be taking hostages? If so, I’d rather not open this door. I’m considering blocking off the upper decks completely until I understand the situation.” 
 
    I thought about her plan and quickly discarded it. These aliens could walk through walls. Sealing off portions of the ship would only hamper the humans aboard. 
 
    “I’m probably just being paranoid…” she said. 
 
    Shaking my head, I put my hands on the wheel that opened the door. “Paranoia is my job. Let me do it.” 
 
    “Wait…” she began, but I was past waiting around. 
 
    Without any more delays, I pressed the emergency release. An alarm sounded and the door shot open with a loud blast of released gas.  
 
    “You—I didn’t give you permission to do that, Gray!” she said angrily. 
 
    “No, not implicitly. But I’m in charge of security. I’m doing my job. I can’t protect people if I can’t get to them.” 
 
    Things could go wrong very quickly when you’re trapped in a hurtling shell of thin metal surrounded by an endless void. Leaving Hughes behind, I headed up a ladder. Reaching the ship’s central passage, each “step” turned into a lunging effort. I moved from handhold to handhold as I dragged myself rapidly toward the cockpit.  
 
    In short order, I reached the cockpit and hammered on the sealed steel door. After waiting a moment, I pounded on it again, but still there was no answer. Needing to rule out a worst case scenario, I applied my code key to the lock, and the door slid open. 
 
    On a transport, the bridge was on the less formal side. It wasn’t any bigger than your average kitchen, and it was just as full of equipment. Three crash seats were in evidence, all with their backs turned toward me. There was a jump seat to the side of the open door. Switches and glowing touch-screens were everywhere. 
 
    Craning their necks and gaping at me, the pilot and the copilot looked at me with wide eyes. The sensor op stood up and put his hand on his sidearm.  
 
    I showed my ID, and they all seemed relieved when they recognized my name on it. 
 
    “You’re Chief Gray?” the pilot asked. I cocked my neck a few degrees and read the name badge. It was engraved ‘Captain Whitman’. 
 
    He was a very young-looking blondish guy. His expression was earnest and determined. Next to him, the copilot who was a Scandinavian-looking gal had the same earnest face. These two looked like they could have grown up in the same village in the far north.  
 
    “Yeah—I’m Gray,” I acknowledged. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Whitman swallowed dryly, then he glanced at his copilot who looked back at him and then nodded. Something in their manner said they’d flown together for a long time. 
 
    The copilot went back to poring over the plotting screen. She wasn’t wearing a helmet, and her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun that looked like it might be annoying inside a spacer’s helmet. Her nametag read: Jensen. 
 
    The sensor op in the back of the cockpit continued to tap his fingers on the grip of his weapon in a less than friendly manner. 
 
    “Logan, back off,” Whitman ordered.  
 
    The sensor op muttered, but then complied. 
 
    “I think we should tell him,” the copilot said with a hint of an accent. 
 
    “I’ll handle this, Lieutenant,” Whitman said. 
 
    “Tell me what?” I asked. “If this involves security, you shouldn’t hesitate—” 
 
    “The thing is, we’re not certain,” Whitman said. “Look, you’re internal security. We’re talking about local space traffic. This isn’t some kind of gunman—” 
 
    “Give me the full report, Captain.”  
 
    Whitman relented after a moment’s hesitation. “All right. What’s happening now all falls outside of regs, and I could use input.”  
 
    Despite the fresh-picked look these two shared, I had the strong feeling they were more than novices. They were down for business. Though his usual duties had to be fairly routine, Captain Whitman seemed to have some raw gravitas. He could be flying something much sleeker than this transport. 
 
    “I just didn’t want to start a panic,” Whitman began. “It may all be nothing, you have to understand.” 
 
    It was all I could do not to make a “hurry-up” gesture with my fingers. 
 
    The copilot took a deep breath and let it out—but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “What have you seen, Lt. Jensen?” I asked her.  
 
    “Well… about half an hour ago, our destroyer escort left us.” 
 
    “Our escort? I didn’t realize we had an escort.” 
 
    “This ship has been designated by the military to be a high-value target,” Whitman said. “I don’t know who they think would try to damage us—maybe some kind of rock-rat separatists—but I’ve never heard of piracy this close to Earth.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “so we had a destroyer traveling with us, and now they’ve left. What’s so upsetting about that?” 
 
    “Nothing. When we started braking for our final approach to Luna Station, the destroyer kept her velocity steady and left us behind. Now, however, we’ve got a new, unidentified contact on our scopes. Whoever they are, they’re tailing us.” 
 
    I looked at Logan the sensor op, who was staring at me with his arms crossed. “What have you got?” I asked him. 
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked. “You’re in charge here—exactly how?”  
 
    “Good attitude,” I said. “Suspicious to a fault. I’m from the Ministry of Control. Unless you can make a good case for thinking I’m a separatist infiltrator, you should tell me what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    He chewed that over for a moment, then nodded. “All right. At fourteen hundred hours, we isolated a new signal. At first, I thought it was the destroyer. Maybe the captain changed his mind and slowed down with us, right?” 
 
    “But it wasn’t the destroyer?” 
 
    “That’s correct. See, this is a glorified shuttle. We don’t have military spec sensors, nothing really long range and precise. One fleck of metal looks a lot like another when you’re thousands of kilometers downrange, you know? But this contact was moving with too much agility to be space junk…” 
 
    “A raider?” I asked.  
 
    He shrugged. “Some kind of ship in that class. Maybe a patrol boat. In any case, we started pinging and asking for ID. We got nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing—” 
 
    “Just a radar signature. A reflection coming off the ship and bouncing back at us.” 
 
    My heart accelerated. Now this was alarming—more alarming than they knew. They were just wary, cautious—I was thinking of full-fledged disaster scenarios. 
 
    I turned my back on the surly sensor op and faced the captain again. He looked up at me from his seat clearly open to suggestions. 
 
    “Captain, we have to take evasive action.” 
 
    “I already announced that intention to the passengers. A few minutes ago—” 
 
    “No,” I said, “not a few minutes ago, not a few minutes from now, either. I’m talking about immediately. Get a call out to that destroyer escort, too. Let’s hope it’s not too late.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    For a second, I thought Whitman was going to give me trouble—but he didn’t. He saw the wisdom in caution, and after one more check on the approaching ship, he went into action. 
 
    “To all passengers, please take your seats and strap in. We’re going to be making some high-G maneuvers starting in ten seconds... Nine…Eight…” 
 
    Complaints began coming in from all over the ship via the comm-system. The pilot wisely ignored them.  
 
    “Jensen—ship wide alarm.” 
 
    Whitman didn’t even bother to look at me, so I got in the jump seat, folded it down and strapped in. It wasn’t anywhere near as secure as the crash seats the crew were tucked into, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Two… One… Igniting port side directional jets—on full.” 
 
    The jets flared. You could hear the roar right through the hull, and the whole spacecraft shook. 
 
    Flung against my harness, I felt a moment of sympathy for anyone on the main deck who might have been caught in the restroom by surprise. It felt like we were doing a spin, but that was because at this speed, a lot of thrust had to be applied in order to counter our inertia.  
 
    Quark handled more like a cargo van than a sports car. Like a ponderous bus making a hard turn, we were really feeling the lateral forces, our bodies wanted to hurtle in the same direction they’d been going before. The thrust went on and on.   
 
    “This thing sure doesn’t turn on a dime, does it?” I observed disappointedly. 
 
    “You asked for this, Chief,” Logan said. “At least you’re in a seat. There will be injuries in the main cabin. Everyone couldn’t have gotten into a harness in time.” 
 
    “Better than having us catch a missile and die.” 
 
    Seat straps dug into all of us, resisting the force of the long burn which gradually changed our course. The sensor op turned awkwardly to look at me with open mistrust. “You know something, don’t you Chief Gray? Why don’t you just tell us what that ship is doing out there?” 
 
    “You want to know my real suspicions?” 
 
    “Didn’t I just say that?” 
 
    I hesitated. My theory was just a theory, and it had come to me in a spur of the moment. The idea was so monstrous, so grim, I hadn’t yet dared say it aloud. 
 
    “Spill it, Gray,” Captain Whitman said. 
 
    “All right. I don’t suppose you’ve heard about the aliens that have been attacking our project back on Earth…” 
 
    They looked at one another in confusion. 
 
    “Aliens?” Logan snorted in disbelief, “we heard there were corporate agents, maybe. Saboteurs—” 
 
    “Not just them,” I said. “I’ve dealt with aliens face-to-face. Look, it’s classified on a need-to-know basis—but you need to know.” 
 
    I transferred a few choice video clips to their public computer stack. They brought them up on their forward screen and watched in disbelief. 
 
    “These clips aren’t doctored in any way?” the captain demanded.  
 
    “No sir—that’s the raw stream. If you want confirmation, you can check with Hughes.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “let’s say for the moment that I believe you.” 
 
    “Come on, Captain!” Logan scoffed. “How do we know this is legit? These vids could easily be manufactured. Honest-to-God aliens? How the hell would they have gotten inside our Sphere?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m concerned,” I said. “They seem to be capable of trans-dimensional movement.” 
 
    “Trans what?” 
 
    “They can slide through dimensions. I don’t know how, but they can move through solid objects. We’ve theorized that they couldn’t move a spaceship with their tech, but that’s just a guess—and I hope it’s true.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Gray,” Whitman said. “But what the hell are you talking about?”  
 
    Lt. Jensen just watched—taking it all in without choosing sides. 
 
    “I’m talking about them teleporting, or sliding between dimensions, or whatever they do—and getting out here onto our ships. They plagued us down on Earth, trying to keep us from launching. Now that we’re up in space, they haven’t tried anything—until now.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that blow your insane theory right out of the water?” Logan snidely demanded. “You sound a little like you’re a paranoid nut case.” 
 
    “No—I’m being thorough and observant. Also, tolerant. Think about this: enemy commandos with the power I described might be attempting to get aboard this ship right now.” 
 
    “Get to us?” Whitman asked. “But, why?” 
 
    “Because they want our cargo.” 
 
    “Your experimental engine?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “They seem to want to steal it, but I’m thinking they might just destroy it if they can’t take it for themselves.” 
 
    “I knew this charter was going to get us into trouble—” Jensen said, finally weighing in. “Too many secrets and last minute changes… and that escort…” 
 
    Logan smirked at us and shook his head. “I don’t know, Captain,” he said. I can’t believe you’re buying into all this. I think he’s got us on a UFO hunt. Maybe he’s just a distraction covering for some bold rock-rat move.” 
 
    “Shut up, Logan. Gray, keep talking—but I hope this story gets better. I’ve got a report of a broken leg in the main cabin. One more minute of burn, and we’re going to have to cut out the jets.” 
 
    “We’re going to miss the Moon entirely now,” the copilot said, tapping at her computer. 
 
    “I am well-aware, Lieutenant,” Whitman said tersely. 
 
    “So…” I began again, “they don’t seem to be able to jump onto a maneuvering ship—at least not from range. But what if the ship that’s following us wasn’t moving when they jumped aboard? An unsuspecting crew would be a pretty easy target. They might not even have weapons ready. What would you do if hostiles suddenly appeared aboard this ship under your nose?” 
 
    “I think we’re looking at one,” Logan said. He was no longer wearing a smile. 
 
    “Logan,” Captain Whitman said, “I’ve had about enough of your shit. Just do your job. Give me a report. Is that bogey still after us?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. He hasn’t lost any ground.” 
 
    “Our shadow changed speed and velocity to match our latest maneuver? Is he matching our current course?” 
 
    Logan tapped at his screens for a moment.  
 
    “Come on, Logan!” Whitman complained. I could tell he was feeling the pressure. 
 
    “It looks like they managed to keep up with us…” Logan said at last. “What do you want from me? This old board is outdated equipment.” 
 
    “Gray?” Whitman said, turning a worried face to me. “What’s next? What can they do to us?” 
 
    “That depends on the ship they’ve pirated. So far, we haven’t seen any alien vessels. If it’s one of ours, one they boarded and captured, then it will depend on what that ship can do.” 
 
    We all looked at Logan, who was looking stressed now. “I—I think it’s a patrol boat. The displacement, the reflectivity at this range—they all match. I mean, I could be wrong—” 
 
    “Not good…” Whitman said. “A patrol boat is too fast and maneuverable for us to outrun. She’ll be armed with at least one rack of WASP missiles… Jensen, get on the radio. Ask Luna if they’ve lost contact with any patrol boats. And has that destroyer gotten back to us yet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jensen said. “They’re requesting confirmation on our escort request. They want to know if this is an emergency or not.” 
 
    “Yes, dammit!”  
 
    Sitting back in my jump seat, I relaxed somewhat. The crew finally seemed convinced, and they were taking action. There was little I could do to help, other than sit here and offer advice, so that’s what I did. 
 
    “Uhhh…” Logan said, “Captain? That contact is catching up.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “Assuming it’s a patrol boat… ten… maybe twenty minutes before we’re in they’re missile range.” 
 
    “Do you think they will fire at us?” Jensen asked me soberly. 
 
    “It all depends,” I said. “We can’t be sure they know how to operate our weaponry.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Logan said. “Whoever is flying that ship knows how to use her weapons. If they can pilot her like a pro, they can push a button.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d been trying to downplay the extreme possibilities, but there was no point any more.  
 
    “Right…” I said. “Okay, we’ll have to assume they can fire at us. But I still don’t think they will. So far, in their various attacks, they were sometimes violent, but they mostly seemed to be trying to gain access to Colonel Hughes’ field generator.” 
 
    “So, they want to steal it?” Lt. Jensen asked. “Not destroy it?”  
 
    Her eyes were big now, full of fear. 
 
    “It seems that way,” I told her, but she didn’t look reassured. 
 
    “Great. Just great,” Logan complained nervously. “Whoever they are, maybe we should hand it over to them. Maybe we should jettison the frigging thing overboard and withdraw. I’ll push it out of an airlock myself if it comes down—” 
 
    The copilot had cut the lateral thrust out by now, so I took this moment to stand up and approach Logan. I grabbed him by the throat.  
 
    “How long do you think we would last,” I said through clenched teeth, “if there are bad guys on that patrol boat, and we give them the only thing that’s keeping them from shooting at us?” 
 
    He flushed and worked his mouth, but no words got past my grip. 
 
    “We’re throwing you off this ship before we jettison that engine. Do you understand me? My mission is to get that thing to the Luna Station, and get it installed—and beside that, quit being an idiot.” I released the man’s throat and let him start coughing. 
 
    “Installed where?” Whitman asked, looking uncomfortably at the gagging sensor op. 
 
    “I don’t know—some kind of ship.” 
 
    He nodded. “All right then. Stand down please, Gray. We’re nervous enough today.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I retreated to my jump seat. Logan looked at me like I’d stolen his cookies, but I ignored him. 
 
    “Okay,” the captain continued, “if they aren’t going to blast us, what will they do?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The situation is new, but it makes sense that they’ll come alongside and jump from their ship to ours.” 
 
    They looked at me in alarm. 
 
    “You think they can do that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But if hitting a bulls-eye is a problem due to distance and having a moving target, that targeting solution has to become easier if the ships are close together in space.” 
 
    “Right, and we can’t lose them. Logan, ETA on the destroyer?” 
 
    “They’ve turned—but it’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “Will this pirate catch us before the destroyer can reach them? That’s what I want to know.” 
 
    “Uh… yes,” the copilot said. “I’ve been working on that. Even with our new course and increase in speed—the pirate will reach us first.” 
 
    “Damn…” Whitman said. “We’re going to have to do something crazy, then. Lieutenant, plot a course that turns us back the other way. I want to get closer to Luna, not out to open space.” 
 
    “How close, sir?” 
 
    “I want to be skimming over craters.” 
 
    “Working on it.” 
 
    Getting up again and approaching the control boards, I loomed over Lieutenant Jensen as she crunched numbers and tapped at her screens. 
 
    “What’s the new plan, Captain?” 
 
    “It’s a theory, working off yours, Gray,” he said. “If they have trouble getting a targeting fix on small craft at range, I’m thinking the Moon Colony might serve as a disruption if we’re right on top of it.” 
 
    “In other words, you’re going to buzz the defensive towers on the surface? Activating the cannons at Maraldi Crater instead of trying to dock at the station?” 
 
    “Right. Everyone’s better off if we steer clear of the space station while we’re being chased by this rogue craft. Most of the Moon’s colony is dug deep under the surface near the mines and should be safe. The base in the crater has a few cannons on those towers near the mouth of the compound. We’ll get in real close and see if they’re awake.” 
 
    Approving of the plan, I nodded and told him to call it in to warn them. Then, I went back to my seat. The ship began to thrust hard again, forcing everyone to lurch in their harnesses back in the opposite direction. We were making another harsh course adjustment. This time around, if anything, we were gunning the jets even harder than we had initially. 
 
    I hoped it would be enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, things were much more intense. The Maraldi mining base was dead ahead. On the scopes, it looked like we were going to crash, or at least plow a fresh furrow in the ancient, crater-riddled surface.  
 
    “What’s our clearance going to be?” the captain demanded for the tenth time.  
 
    Patiently, Lt. Jensen reran the numbers.  
 
    “No changes,” she said. “We’re coasting at about ninety thousand kilometers an hour. We’ll skim by the base at an altitude of sixteen kilometers.” 
 
    “That’s not close enough,” he complained. “Bring her down.” 
 
    “We’ll be risking it all. Any mistakes, and we could plow right into Mons Maraldi—one more meteor slamming into the Moon.” 
 
    Luna Station glinted in the unfiltered sunlight. It hung about ninety kilometers above the base in synchronous orbit. The Maraldi mining base itself was located on the broad flat land inside the Maraldi Crater. I wasn’t surprised there was a neighboring mountain by the same name. 
 
    Whitman weighed the odds for a moment. “Do it anyway,” he said at last. 
 
    “All right,” she said, releasing a long-held breath.  
 
    The ship bumped and nosed downward a fraction. The Moon seemed to grow bigger and brighter up ahead. 
 
    “Is this chrono right?” Whitman asked. “Are we talking nine minutes now?” 
 
    “Rechecked,” Jensen responded. “Everything is correct.” She turned her eyes toward the sensor op.  
 
    Logan shook his head slowly. “The unknown craft is still overtaking us. We’re going to be inside of weapons range just as we make our low pass over the Moon.” 
 
    “Gray,” Whitman said, turning to me. “Are you sure the enemy won’t fire on us?” 
 
    “I doubt they will. They seem Hell-bent on stealing the engine, or information about it—not destroying it. Still, I can’t be sure of their intentions. I’m only projecting from their past behavior.” 
 
    Whitman nodded. “And if they don’t fire, they’ll try to board? To jump from their ship to this one?” 
 
    There was a loud snort from the rear of the cockpit. 
 
    “Captain, we have enough trouble without the dimension-slipping aliens crap,” Logan said. “Gray’s fantasies aren’t possible because of… physics.” He then tapped his temple while making a snide and incredulous face.  
 
    I would have handled Logan differently if he’d been serving on my bridge and acting like this. To me it looked like he was kicking shit on his captain’s boots and getting away with it.  
 
    To my thinking, he should be respecting the position or dealt with, but right now we all had bigger fish to fry. 
 
    Captain Whitman patiently glanced at both of us. “I took the time to talk to Hughes. She was pissed off that Gray had discussed classified info like that—but she confirmed it was a possibility.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it…” Logan threw his hands up in a gesture of capitulation. He turned back to his boards and shut up—a blessing to us all. 
 
    The captain turned his eyes back to me. “As our most dedicated security man aboard,” he said, “where do you think you should be?” 
 
    “You mean in preparation for a ship-to-ship boarding attempt?” I asked. 
 
    Whitman nodded. 
 
    “Major Knox is covering the engine and the main cabin. I’m staying right here where I can keep an eye on things. Notice how I haven’t left the bridge since I got inside?” 
 
    He smiled. “I thought that was because you figured we might lock the door behind you.” 
 
    “Sorry, but you’re stuck with me,” I said with a grin. “If the enemy is going to try to take this ship, as they did that patrol boat, they’ll start right here on the bridge.” 
 
    “Right…” Whitman said, looking uncomfortable. “Are you armed?” 
 
    “Always,” I assured him. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The minutes crept by after that conversation. The pursuing ship kept edging closer. We weren’t firing any of our jets now, so it was easy enough for them to gain ground on us. Captain Whitman had timed it so they would be right on top of us just as we zoomed over Maraldi. He’d already reported the situation to the base commander and told him the ship was a pirated vessel. 
 
    That hadn’t gone over well. They’d had trouble believing it at first, as piracy normally only occurred farther out in the Solar System. No rock-rat had ever had the balls, so far, to try pulling a raid inside of the orbit of Mars. The region was too heavily patrolled. 
 
    But when they’d tried and failed to raise the approaching ship, and determined her identity as a vessel that had gone missing from Earth orbit sixteen hours ago, they had to admit piracy was likely. 
 
    Wisely, we’d told them nothing about our theories the ship was piloted by aliens—or worse, that they had the capacity to slip on and off the ship at will. That would have made us sound crazy, and we needed help, not scoffing and arguments. 
 
    Finally, the Moon grew until it filled the bottom half of every screen. A white glare like the brightest snow-capped peaks burned into every vid-feed and porthole. It was more than enough to make us squint until Lieutenant Jensen filtered the images down on the bridge’s front screen, and we could see comfortably again. 
 
    With no atmosphere to protect her, Luna’s surface varied between one hundred degrees Celsius in the day and negative two hundred degrees at night. As we were approaching the sunlit side, the heat was significant. 
 
    “I’m told the largest power drain on Luna Colony’s generators is from having to run air-conditioners non-stop during the day down there,” Captain Whitman said.  
 
    That was the last idle comment any of us had time to make.  
 
    A moment after the captain had spoken these words, a sound caused me to crane my neck around toward the closed door behind me.  
 
    It wasn’t a knock, or the sound of the lock being opened via the combination. Instead, it was an odd, rattling noise. It seemed like someone was wrapping tin foil over the whole thing. 
 
    “What—what was that?” Jensen asked. Her eyes roved the angled metal walls. 
 
    “Captain,” I snapped, unbuckling myself. “Contact the guards in the passageway.” 
 
    He glanced at me with a set jaw. He called for them, three times, but then shook his head. “No response.” 
 
    All of us drew our sidearms. The odd sounds at the door continued. 
 
    Suddenly, the porthole went opaque and reflective. Then, it became very quiet. We were all listening, but except for the whirring of fans and soft tones made by instruments, we heard nothing. 
 
    “I don’t believe this—we must have a stowaway,” Logan said—but I noticed that despite his bravado he was speaking in a whisper. 
 
    We were rats in a trap, I realized that now. They hadn’t attempted to slip aboard the bridge itself. Instead, they’d opted to take the passageway outside.  
 
    Was that tactical genius, or random chance? It was hard to know, as I had little idea how precise their dimensional-slipping accuracy was. Maybe they’d tried to land among us, but missed. 
 
    “Logan, what’s their ship doing now?” I asked, speaking in a hushed tone, as if that would do any good. 
 
    “It’s just pacing us. A few kilometers above—with respect to Luna’s surface. No changes in their course for the last several minutes.” 
 
    “Damn it…” Whitman said. “Maybe I should have been more evasive, making it more difficult to board us.” 
 
    “At least they aren’t firing on us,” the lieutenant added. 
 
    “Captain, you did your best,” I told him, and I reached for the lever that unsealed the door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The sensor op boomed. 
 
    He was on his feet, and he had his gun out. It wasn’t aligned with my body yet, but I could see the intent in his eyes. 
 
    “Logan,” Whitman said, “stand down.” 
 
    “No,” he said nervously. “No, I don’t think so. You know what I think, Captain? I think this guy is working with them. He’s on their side—I’m sure of it. We’re going to stay in here, safe, until the Maraldi base blasts their ship out of the sky as we fly-by.” 
 
    “Logan,” I said gently, “they aren’t aboard that patrol boat any longer. They’re aboard our ship now.” 
 
    “So why would you want to open the damned door?” he demanded. 
 
    “Because they aren’t expecting that. If we wait until they’ve fully prepared, we put ourselves at a terrible disadvantage. But, if we do the unexpected—” 
 
    Logan lunged forward, putting his pistol in my face. I’d half expected this. I’d have to disarm him, or put him down fast. It was too bad, really. I’d rather have had a man of action at my side in the coming minutes. But if he was going to get in my way, Logan had become just another problem that needed to be dealt with. 
 
    “No,” Logan repeated, shaking his head slowly. “I don’t think so, spy. You’re a rock rat, aren’t you? Or maybe your grand dad was. Maybe he left you crying one day and went out to die on some plutonium dig, and you’re still bitter about it. Well, that’s too bad, because—” 
 
    The door, which the sensor op was now standing in front of, clicked and began to open slowly. 
 
    Hearing the hiss of chamber-to-chamber pressures equalizing, he turned in shock. 
 
    There, past Logan, was something out in the passageway. I recognized one of the enemy aliens almost immediately.  
 
    What stood out to me most were long claws and those robes clamped tightly against its weird body—as if they were vacuum sealed under some kind of transparent pressure suit. 
 
    I had mixed feelings about my next move, but I quickly did the math—Logan had to go. I shoved him into the alien. I’m not sure who looked more surprised. It was a mean trick for both of them.  
 
    Logan’s gun went off, but I couldn’t tell if he’d nailed the alien or not. Firing with practiced aim, I placed several shots into our visitor. 
 
    Clacking with emotion and pain, the creature took its natural rage out on Logan. The senor op’s flight suit was tough, but those claws soon tore through it. A moment later, both of them were on the deck. 
 
    There was more movement, farther back in the passage. Something charged at me then, out of the dark.  
 
    A glance down at Logan’s wide-open, staring eyes told me he no longer thought I was a bull-shitter. He was quietly mouthing something—but I didn’t have time to lean down and find out what it was. 
 
    The charging alien gave me no options. I couldn’t allow it to board the bridge—if it beat me, the ship was as good as lost. 
 
    I slammed the door shut and spun the wheel. Putting my shoulder against it, I hung on tightly with both hands.  
 
    On the far side, something tried to open it. The lock seemed to have been disabled. 
 
    The thing outside was strong—but so was I. The contest went on for several long seconds. 
 
    Finally, I turned to those behind me. “One of you get over here and help me hold this thing—or better yet, find something to barricade it with.” 
 
    Lt. Jensen rose out of her seat, looking pale with fear. Behind her, the dazzling gray-white surface of Luna was dead ahead, filling the screen. 
 
    “Chief,” she said. “Won’t they just slip from that side of the door to this side? I mean, if they can jump from ship-to-ship—” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, “but I’ve never seen them make two jumps in a row. Maybe it takes time to recharge, or something.” 
 
    The captain made his way over and joined me. He locked his hands with mine on the door, and it stopped doing more than giving an occasional shiver. 
 
    Jensen handed me a long lever she had kept next to her seat. “It’s a grab tool—for a weightless environment,” she said. 
 
    I gave a nod to Whitman before I let go of the wheel to test the strength of the tool in my hands.  
 
    “Seems sturdy enough,” I said. 
 
    Nodding, the rattled copilot went back to her panel at the helm. Her hands were shaking. 
 
    “You left Logan out there,” Whitman said bluntly. 
 
    “That’s better than having that thing in here with us, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You shoved him out.” 
 
    I looked Whitman in the eye. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    He thought about that, and he nodded his head. “You played it right. Logan always was impossible. He knew it all—you couldn’t tell him anything.” 
 
    “Let’s just make sure we don’t join him.” 
 
    “We’re approaching the base—fast!” Lt. Jensen announced. “The turrets down on the surface… the cannons are firing!”  
 
    Captain Whitman left me and took his seat once more. I turned my head to watch. Plasma lanced out, almost invisible, but most of the punch from those punishing beams came from beyond the visible spectrum..  
 
    The lieutenant adjusted the various views afforded by our cameras, and the pursuing patrol ship spun into view. It was a tumbling wreck. Without oxygen, the flames that puffed out were short-lived, but they told a tale of thorough destruction.  
 
    The raider ship that had chased us didn’t fall to the Moon, it was going too fast and there was no air to drag it down. Instead, it tumbled on into space with us. The puffs of gas and fire died down, and soon it was a cold, spinning mass of metal. A halo soon grew around it, made up of tiny bits of metal and ash that flew away in an expanding sphere. 
 
    “I hope the crew was all dead before they got hit,” Whitman said. His voice was melancholy, and we turned to look at him. 
 
    “I put in that request for Luna’s help, after all.” 
 
    “Don’t let it haunt you,” I told him. “You did what had to do.” 
 
    “Hey…” Jensen said. “I don’t hear them tugging at the door anymore.” 
 
    “That could mean they’ve recharged,” I said. “Everyone keep your gun out and your eyes open. They might try to jump in here, just like the captain said.” 
 
    We all complied, and a tense ten minutes passed. 
 
    Finally, a tapping sound began at the door. The copilot exchanged glances with me. 
 
    We bunched our muscles, holding onto that wheel for all we were worth. 
 
    “Chief Gray?” a female voice asked in our headsets. “Captain? Are you alive in there?” 
 
    We all smiled in relief. The voice was familiar. 
 
    I spun the door and allowed a confused-looking Colonel Hughes to enter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    It took a full day to turn Quark around and limp back to the Moon. We’d been going so fast, we’d easily broken orbit and shot out into open space. As a result, we were tired, hungry and running out of every kind of supply when we finally made it to our destination,  
 
    By the second dawn ship’s-time, we finally arrived at Luna Station. I could see other lifters splayed like spokes pointing away from the main trunk of the structure like long tongues.  
 
    In addition to these tongues and their sealable locking ports, there were many docking bays open to space, where a ship could be tethered, and its hull more easily accessed by spacers.  
 
    Sticking up like pegs at intervals were short thick towers with clam-shell doors. I knew they concealed defensive laser armament that mirrored the ones that surrounded the mine at Miraldi Crater. Turrets like these had covered our ass when they’d downed any alien bastards left on that patrol boat. 
 
     “We’re in our final approach. I thank you all for suffering this long flight with so few complaints. A friendly warning to first-timers: There’s a mild gravity-field in place here on Luna Station. Watch your step until you’re comfortable with the change.” 
 
    Six minutes later, the lifter shuddered and then stabilized as the docking clamps engaged with an echoing boom. 
 
    “Crew, man your stations. Passengers, we’re locked-on, and you’re free to move about. Be careful as you disembark.” 
 
    I’d been the last man to buckle in, but I was first to unstrap and get to my feet. A light tug of manufactured gravity came from a weird angle due to the direction of our docking spoke. I quickly grabbed my gear and hopped with bouncing steps over to the opening door.  
 
    On the way over, I leaned toward Dr. Brandt and had a quick word.  
 
    “You might want to make some time to talk to Toby about hacking your comm-link.”  
 
    I didn’t meet her eyes or wait for a response, but I heard a growl come from her throat as she figured out what I meant. 
 
    After a blasting hiss of adjusting air pressures, the door swung away, and I started through it.  
 
    The welcoming-committee wasn’t here yet, and I felt relieved about that. I didn’t need to listen to a greeter’s tutorial on functioning in low artificial gravity. I wanted to case the place immediately. 
 
    There were voices nearing so I ducked aside. They passed me by and I heard them welcome the team behind me. I hopped away with long bouncing steps and got some distance in the passageway behind me.  
 
    “Chief Gray—?” Hughes called after me. “Follow me please.”  
 
    She ended a call on her comm-link and waited for me. 
 
    Reluctantly, I returned to the docking bay. I’d been planning on a quick tour of the Luna Station’s showers, restaurant and bar in that order. 
 
    “Let’s not get off task here. We have people to talk to.” 
 
    Her tone was stern, but I didn’t let that bother me. She hadn’t been happy with me since she’d noticed I was involved with Dr. Brandt. 
 
    “Sure thing, boss,” I said, and I bounced after her. 
 
    Without giving me much of a hint concerning what was to come, she walked me to the station’s commander’s office, General Niederman.  
 
    He was an old guy, quite fat, but he carried it well on Luna Station. Maybe that’s why he’d taken the job, I mused. A four hundred pounder could move like a ballerina out here. 
 
    “So,” Niederman said, eyeing us both with a tight smile. His accent was German, but not overpoweringly so. “This must be the infamous Mr. Gray.” 
 
    “Chief Gray, yes sir,” I said. 
 
    “Chief? Ah, yes. So I see,” he said as he eyed a small hand-held screen. 
 
    “I’m impressed with your laser armament,” I told him. “We were able to get a close-up demonstration a few days back down at the mining colony on Luna.” 
 
    “Yes, we have big guns and we know how to use them,” he said sternly, and he stared at me in a way that felt awkward. 
 
    I got the feeling he wanted to aim his big guns at me. 
 
    “Uhh—thank goodness,” I said, wondering why he was acting like a dick. 
 
    “I see you have some kind of service record, but it’s quite sketchy. Can you fill me in further, Chief Gray? At what post did you last serve?” 
 
    “No, sir. Can’t do that.” 
 
    His face relaxed. “No? You refuse to answer my questions? May I remind you that I am in charge here? This isn’t Earth. I am in high command on Luna, and—” 
 
    “Sorry sir,” I said. “It’s classified.” 
 
    “Classified? Everything? Even the location of your last post? The name of your last commander?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    He nodded slowly and set down a computer tablet. He cleared his throat, and he looked at Colonel Hughes.  
 
    “I’m quite disappointed in this sequence of events,” he said. “As I’ve told you, I’m the responsible party for anything that happens out here.” 
 
    The Colonel affirmed his words with a nod. 
 
    “We’ve lost nearly twenty personnel, and a local patrol boat. You do realize spacecraft cost a lot of money, yes?” 
 
    “I don’t see what I had to do with it—and Chief Gray was just doing his job. We were boarded by intruders.” 
 
    Niederman lifted a finger and pointed at me, as if he’d found a witch in desperate need of burning.  
 
    “Ah…” he said. “But Chief ‘Classified’ here is under your command, true?” 
 
    Hughes shrugged. “On Earth, maybe. Once we boarded that transport, the captain was—” 
 
    “Ah-ha! Of course!” Niederman said. “Dodge and weave! Pass the buck! A game as old as the hills of this rock down below us! Please, tell me who else would you like to blame for this disaster?” 
 
    Colonel Hughes didn’t even flinch. “I’m not dodging anything. I didn’t request Gray’s help. I was provided with it mandatorily. Anything he’s done since we left Earth is his own mess.” 
 
    There it was. I’d been ditched. This is how things usually ended up. The mysterious new guy was a natural scapegoat. It might as well be in the damned job description.  
 
    I also found myself marveling at the speed with which people could jump to self-preservation. Why was everyone so ready to sell out the next guy to make their own lives slightly easier? 
 
    Clearing my throat, I got their attention. “Are there misconduct charges coming my way? Something that the Ministry of Control needs to hear about?” 
 
    They both frowned at the mention of the Ministry. No one in their right minds wanted to tangle with that institution.  
 
    Hughes shrugged. “There are no complaints from me. You got my cargo here in one piece. It might not have been an optimal trip, but it was a success.” 
 
    “From your point of view, perhaps!” Niederman corrected. “I’m missing a patrol boat, more than a dozen crewmen, and many explanations.” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir,” I said. “I’m a security man. I prevent disasters as best I can. Are you asking me to conduct an investigation of this entire—” 
 
    “No! No, no, no!” he sharply interrupted. “No self-examining ‘investigation’ is going to happen. The perpetrator isn’t going to cover his own tracks. Not this time. I’ve got my own investigators on the task. In short, your questionable services, Chief Gray, are not needed in my domain!” 
 
    “Uh…” Hughes said. “I’m afraid I must differ with that, sir. He’s still my security chief. I have no replacement.” 
 
    “I’ll provide one. No charge—my budget, not yours. We can ship Mr. Gray back to Earth on the next shuttle.” 
 
    “Excuse me—it’s Chief Gray,” I interjected. They both ignored me. 
 
    “Unacceptable,” Hughes said. “He’s been cleared. I have no one else.” 
 
    “You have Major Knox.”  
 
    “No… he’s staying here on Luna.” 
 
    That was news to me, but I didn’t argue. I just looked mildly at both of them. 
 
    Niederman looked enraged for a moment, but then, suddenly, his face cleared. That fake smile grew back on his blubbery lips like a weed patch after a spring rain. 
 
    “All right then. He’s all yours. We’ll talk about this later, Colonel.” 
 
    That was it. We were kicked out of his office like problematic children.  
 
    Out in the passageway, I glanced at Hughes. “You kind of threw me to the wolves in there.” 
 
    “The mission comes first. You were a handy scapegoat—but you survived the sacrifice. I knew you could take it. Congratulations, in any case.” 
 
    “You might have warned me.” 
 
     “Hmm… yes. He took it even worse than I thought he would.” 
 
    “What’s pissing Niederman off so badly? The destroyed patrol boat? The alien attack in general?” 
 
    “No… neither of those. There’s something you might not know… that raider had a crew… and one of them was related to Niederman.” 
 
    “Oh…” I said, feeling a pang of regret. “So his son was killed?” 
 
    “His nephew, I think it was.” 
 
    “But he can’t really blame us for that. The aliens did it.”  
 
    “I know—he’s been advised of the alien contact. He just doesn’t believe it.” 
 
    “It is a lot to absorb at once...” 
 
    She nodded her head. “We have little proof. Some blood samples, some dark, streaky security vids. Too bad they took their dead with them when they dimension-slipped back off our ship.” 
 
    “What about on the patrol boat?” 
 
    She shook her head again. “Nothing. The destroyer we called back to help ran down the wreckage and did a complete analysis. They didn’t find much. The whole ship had been roasted in flame and radiation.” 
 
    “Right…” I said, heaving a small sigh.  
 
    This was a setback, that was for certain. We’d gotten the cargo to Luna Station, but in the process we’d alienated the local brass. Hopefully, that wouldn’t interfere with the next step of the mission. 
 
    “Where are we headed now?” I asked, noticing we weren’t walking toward Quark’s docking bay, or the main hub of the station. 
 
    She gave me a smile. 
 
    “I’m going to show you where that engine of ours is going,” she said.  
 
    We stopped our bouncing march, and I looked around. A large vaulted door stood nearby with heavy security.  
 
    It was thick—like a bank vault. From the look of it, it was lead-lined, too. After identifying ourselves to the guard-bots, we went inside the vault and found a bulbous contraption that resembled a deep-sea submarine.  
 
    “Could this be the curiously-named Fairweather?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes. Come inside—I suppose you’ve earned it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    We were crouching above the open hatchway of a dark and weirdly bulbous vessel. It seemed very small and round for a deep-space vehicle, and could easily have passed for a large deep-sea diving vehicle. 
 
    “Look, duty calls and quite soon,” she told me. “You have my undivided attention for a short while. Let’s make it count.”  
 
    I could tell by the expression on her face this was true, and that the advice was solid. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “My first impression is that the craft itself is very compact—I was expecting more of a traditional and elongated ship.” 
 
    “How typical…” she said and offered nothing more. 
 
    “Come on,” I said coaxing her, “let’s be professional.”  
 
    She glanced at me sharply, but she didn’t ask what I was talking about. I think she knew. Immediately, she donned a professional approach.  
 
    “Your observation is quite astute, Chief Gray,” she said. “I prefer the word ‘craft’ myself in fact—and this craft is utterly unique and experimental.” 
 
    “I’m surprised at the size... but how is it different from a conventional deep-space vessel?” I said jumping right in. I was thinking this would cut to the chase about why her ship looked like a small submarine instead of a battleship or something.  
 
    “I’m sensing mockery beneath your expression, Chief. This is no toy, I assure you. Fairweather is a capable machine—she’s both intelligent and formidable.”  
 
    “Is the engine installed?”  
 
    “Not yet. That’s the key component, of course. This ship is designed to control and operate the engine.” 
 
    “How will we all fit in here?” 
 
    “It’s a test unit. We’ll send a crew, and if that works out, we’ll attach Fairweather to a larger ship and move the whole thing.” 
 
    I glanced at her, more impressed. 
 
    “Show me something amazing,” I said.  
 
    Her eyes began to gleam as she continued. “I will. Designed as an exploration craft, she’s capable of such far-reaching range that a weapon systems retrofit is being installed—there’s no telling what she might run into.” 
 
    “Or who?” 
 
    “Precisely, Chief Gray. To answer your earlier question, she varies the most from typical ships in the way she gets places. Our design doesn’t need to follow the usual approach because this craft doesn’t move or perform like other vessels.”  
 
    “But… I don’t even see an engine exhaust port anywhere.” 
 
    “Correct. There is no engine exhaust.” She paused again.  
 
    I waited and inquired for more with my expression. She came to some sort of conclusion in her mind.  
 
    “I’m going to level with you Chief,” she said. “You’re a significant pain in the ass. You continually hang around and interfere with my work—not to mention seducing my team-members.” 
 
    I began to protest, but she waved for silence. 
 
    “Let me finish,” she said. “Having said all that, I know you’re not going anywhere, and I do have a degree of respect for you. Dr. Brandt is no push-over, and she seems to like you. In short, I’m not happy that you’re here, but I’m going to trust you with some secrets I wouldn’t tell just anybody.”  
 
    “I appreciate that, Colonel.” 
 
    She peered up at me for long enough to determine I wasn’t goading her, and then she led me further inside the ship. I followed, crawling down meter-wide tubeways.  
 
    Then I heard the hatch seal behind me. The sound reminded me of a cork being forced into a bottle.  
 
    A glance showed me that the hatch had been secured by sort of melting it into the rest of the craft. There was only a shadowy outline where the open portal had been. I’d never seen anything this advanced before—it had to be nanite technology. 
 
    I was led down glowing passages until we came to a globe-like chamber with smooth, dark walls. Hughes took a seat in one of the swiveling chairs, so I took the other and found it surprisingly supportive and comfortable.  
 
    “Not bad,” I said, settling in. 
 
    “I’m a busy woman, Gray. I have no time for unnecessary discomfort. We’re sitting in the nerve center—the nucleus if you will. All systems can be accessed from here even though there is a separate bay being installed for weapons control. This is the navigational center and overall seat of command. The knowledgebase onboard is a current and exhaustive library of science, history and other data.” 
 
    “The design is very unusual.” 
 
    “You’ve only seen the beginning,” she said. “Note that I’m now sitting in the pilot’s seat?” She indicated two joysticks that pegged up at either hand. She caressed them fondly and a distracted smile grew on her face for a second. Then, she flipped up a virtual screen and toggled something on a flat glossy dashboard. 
 
    The walls all around us jolted to life. The hangar bay outside—Hughes had told me it was fondly known as the inner sanctum—became visible from every angle. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, feeling like a kid at a space-launch for the first time. I couldn’t help it.  
 
    I stared, and she let me drink in the view for a moment. We could only see the small hangar around us, but the highly defined view was remarkable. Even the stained floor below the craft was visible beneath our feet.  
 
    “You’re sitting at the copilot’s position, Chief.”  
 
    I was well aware she meant this figuratively as well as literally. She indicated a dark, glossy screen that was folded back out of the way of my own chair. 
 
    I watched Hughes again as she toggled something on her dashboard, and the room shrank around us as if we were staring at every wall from an inch away. Next, my stomach lurched when the walls drew back suddenly. It appeared as if the craft itself had become miniscule in size. 
 
    “That’s quite an illusion,” I said and pulled my own dash into view, so I could have a look at it.  
 
    “Technically speaking, it’s not an illusion,” she said without bothering to give details. “It’s a conglomeration of live video feeds merged together.”   
 
    “All right. Since you haven’t explained it yet, how does this ship move, anyway?”  
 
    I was hoping to gain still more information, while keeping up the novice act. Also, I needed to do another bullshit test on Fillmore. 
 
     Colonel Emily Hughes stood up from her chair as if she needed room to gesture. She then launched into a brief, but dizzying, torrent of physics and astronavigation. The most interesting part to me was the theory about permeating the usual barriers between dimensions. By the end, she’d given me much more than Fillmore had been willing to. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said at the finish, “but that’s as close as I can get to a layman’s explanation.” 
 
    “So… this dimension travel thing sounds new—who’s the expert on all that stuff?” 
 
    “We all have some familiarity, and I know more than most, but Sean Fillmore is the real expert here.” 
 
    “I see… So, Fillmore is more than a bag of charmless hot air? There’s something to him after all…?”  
 
    “Yes,” she sighed, “I’m afraid so. We overlook his short-comings in character because he’s a brilliant scientist.” 
 
    “Short-comings in character…? Ha! He’s a shameless ass.” 
 
    “Yes… we’ve noticed that, too.” 
 
    “Back to the main subject,” I said. “How important is dimension-jumping to your project?” 
 
    “It’s vital, Chief—it’s the whole point. We’re going far out into the Oort cloud.” 
 
    “Where no one has gone before?” 
 
    “Where no one has been able to go before,” she corrected. “This is more than an exploration mission.” 
 
    “Beyond the boundaries of the Sphere, huh? Others have tried before. What makes you so sure this ship can pull it off?” 
 
    “Fairweather was built for the task. We’ll be following a map of electromagnetic confluence. Let me over-simplify it for you: the lattice of intersecting EM waves creates weak points that can be penetrated and thus gives us access to inter-dimensional travel.” 
 
    “Short-cuts?” 
 
    That’s a trite and vulgar way to put it, but yes—these points amount to short-cuts through space-time. 
 
    “What do you make of these alien infiltrations? They seem to be using inter-dimensional travel too.”  
 
    “It does seem likely,” she agreed. “But, they’re certainly not doing it in a manner we’re familiar with. We can’t transfer a person alone, only a ship filled with people.”  
 
    “You sure you want to go off exploring with these hostiles around? What if they have a fleet outside our system, waiting to attack any Earth ship they see?” 
 
    “We won’t start exploring at first, Gray. It’s almost more of a surveillance operation to infiltrate and study a particular target in far space which certain people have an interest in. We are counting on speed, surprise and being unnoticeable” 
 
    “Really?” I said. “Well, I appreciate the time you’ve taken, and your confidence, Colonel Hughes…”  
 
    I’d considered adding that it seemed to me like the unnoticeable part was questionable and the surprise part had failed for sure, but I didn’t want to alienate her any more than necessary.  
 
    My mind spun with a torrent of new questions for a moment, then a sound interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    The double doors of the inner-sanctum vault clanged loudly outside. A burst of activity erupted as a throng of excitedly chattering scientists poured in to surround Fairweather. 
 
    I was amazed that even the sounds outside were piped into the nucleus in low tones. 
 
    “Have you seen enough?” she asked me, smiling.  
 
    “I’m good for now.” 
 
    “Well, I’m overdue to check-in with the weapons installation team-leader. Niederman has also called a team meeting with the military and our people to discuss weaponizing Fairweather. You’ll have to get any further information you need from the archives—you know where they are.” 
 
    “Yes…” I said. “I know where they are. Wait… where’s the engine?” I said, peering outside. 
 
    Hughes didn’t even follow my gaze.  
 
    “It’s in a secured bay nearby. Niederman has put a hold on the installation until his people sign off on inspections. The big man wants regulation protocols followed to the letter, and up here he’s the boss.” 
 
    “Oh, hell. I’d better go find Jillian.” 
 
    “Jillian…?” Hughes echoed, drawing attention to my familiarity 
 
    I looked at her flatly. She could mind her own business. 
 
    “I would prefer that you leave her alone. Dr. Brandt is probably very keyed up right now. You might want to give her some space.”  
 
    “Colonel Hughes, I’ve got a mission to fulfill. That is my highest priority, and nothing will deter me from seeing it through.” 
 
    Fairweather’s main access hatch popped open out of sight. The sounds of activity outside could be heard louder than before.  
 
    “Oh, you’ve proven that much, Chief,” she said. “That’s why you’re still around.”  
 
    She ducked out of the nucleus and I quickly followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The engine occupied my mind. I envisioned Major Knox and his questionable team crawling over it, damaging it somehow… 
 
    After a brief search I found the field-generating device was quite close to Fairweather, just as Hughes had said.  
 
    I saw a closed vault door that stood at the end of a short, wide passageway. The big door was six meters across, but to one side there was a smaller, man-sized access door. 
 
     I saw Niederman had placed a triple guard just outside the vault itself, and I was impressed. At least he was taking this part of the job seriously. Major Knox had been lax in comparison. 
 
    I passed up the vault to look for Jillian and other members of the team in the Personnel Housing sector. After I questioned her, one of Dr. Gevan’s aides directed me to a meditation garden. 
 
    The garden was impossible to miss. An open archway yawned—central and near to a concentration of private quarters.  
 
    The margin around the archway was decorated with the colors of life. Greens, yellows and browns flecked with hues of red festooned a meter wide lip of the opening as if living vines were clawing their way out of the chamber. 
 
    Through the portal was a convincing holographic effusion of verdant life—complete with the appropriate fragrances and humidity. A quaint stream trickled and spluttered over small stones cathartically near a cluster of low, comfortable benches.  
 
    Amid this paragon of soul-nourishing peacefulness the frustrated words of Dr. Jillian Brandt reached my ears. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re feeding me this garbage!” she said sharply—pacing furiously between a pair of seated techs. “There should be no question about the duty roster at this point. Why isn’t anyone taking initiative?” 
 
    “Look, Dr. Brandt…” the younger of the two men started, and he stood up. Jillian stopped, turned to face him and waited. He considered a few different things that he might say, but none of those things were spoken aloud. 
 
    “Yes, Vincent?” she said daring him. 
 
    “I’ll see that it’s taken care of, alright?” he said after a pause. 
 
    The other tech, who had remained calmly seated had a brave face on, but the way he gripped his computer tablet with two hands like a shield exposed his intimidation. Standing as well, he added his voice. 
 
    “Dr. Brandt, there is no problem here. Consider it resolved.” 
 
    It was a perfect break in the whole exchange, so I made my way near the tense trio. 
 
    “Dr. Brandt, please excuse my interruption,” I said. “I have something I believe to be of great importance to share with you at the engine bay.” 
 
    “The engine bay… What’s going on at the engine bay?” she asked. She stepped forward to meet me—her rant now forgotten.  
 
    “It really doesn’t translate well. I was hoping you’d accompany me there, so you can appreciate it in its full context.” 
 
    “Just tell me what’s going on. Why hasn’t anyone contacted me?” she demanded, giving her comm-link a shake. 
 
    “Look, just trust me. It won’t make any sense unless you see it yourself. C’mon,” I said.  
 
    Tugging her sleeve, she finally came with me, leaving her relieved lab techs behind.  
 
    By the time we were passing the private quarters, she started fussing and slapping at my arm, but I kept on going. Several attempts to get me to divulge more information caused me to speed up my pace. She followed in frustration. 
 
    When we finally rounded the corner into the short passage, Jillian saw there were guards—Luna guards—at the entrance. 
 
    “Those aren’t our people,” she told me. 
 
    “Nope, they aren’t.” 
 
    “That’s against protocol. Niederman can’t do that.” 
 
    I gestured, urging her forward. “So… enforce the rules,” I suggested. 
 
    Jillian took the lead and approached the guards.  
 
    “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you gentlemen to leave,” she told them. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s impossible. This zone is restricted. No one gets in or out.” 
 
    “Step aside, soldier,” she said. “I need to get check on the status of our equipment inside that door.” 
 
    Jillian moved as if to walk by, but the guard grabbed the sleeve of her spacer suit. 
 
    “Hold on now Miss.” 
 
    “Don’t go there, Corporal,” she said sharply. She was nearly eye-to-eye with the guard. 
 
    “I said hold on, lady,” he repeated. “I’ve got orders to follow. Nobody goes in there until General Niederman says different.”  
 
    The two others nodded and crossed their arms. 
 
    Trying to squeeze past them, Jillian’s voice got louder and more shrill. “I built that damned thing, and I need access to it right now!”  
 
    While all this was happening, I’d backed away from the scene and stepped to the side. Jillian was making a fine diversion, so I managed to slip by and reach the sensor pad by the door. I palmed it and got an immediate green light.  
 
    The access door shot open. In the moment of surprise, I grabbed Jillian by the back of her suit and dove inside. Then I slapped the pad again, closing the door in the startled guards’ faces. After another few touches, the door was locked. With my clearance level, the guards couldn’t do a thing about it.  
 
    “How did you…?” she began. “Oh, forget it.” 
 
    The guards peered in the window in the door, cheek-to-cheek—watching us. They gawked in astonishment. After trying the sensor pad for a while they began to hammer at the door. I found this distracting, so I set the window to its opaque privacy setting, and we turned to inspect the bay.  
 
    There was a sort of alcove to our left. It had a table with upholstered seats, near a small kitchen and a decent-sized bunk.  
 
    The engine itself sat in the middle of the bay still sitting on top of the powered down loader. Banks of quiet machinery and chests of tools neatly lined every wall.  
 
    “I don’t see anything wrong in here,” Jillian said. 
 
    I draped an arm around her shoulders and pivoted her back toward the alcove. “Well, look what I’ve found over here,” I told her. “I couldn’t have done better if I’d planned it.” 
 
    She shrugged my arm off. “Wait a minute. You told me something was wrong.” 
 
    “No—I said I have something of great importance to share with you.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her to a seat in the alcove. “Sit.” I took two clean glasses from a shelf and then a slender decanter which had been sitting next to them.  
 
    In my grip I swirled the golden booze inside the decanter. “Would you like a drink?” I smirked. 
 
    She opened her lips and inhaled deeply. “You tricked me,” she hissed. “I don’t believe it…” 
 
    “This isn’t a trick,” I insisted. “I wanted to get in here and check on the engine. It’s in good condition, right?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “On top of that,” I continued, “I do have something of great importance to share with you, and I didn’t know there would be refreshments—that was a bonus.” 
 
    “This is just absurd,” she said standing up and turning away. “I’m under enough pressure already.” 
 
    “Jillian,” I said softening. “Please hear me out.” I stepped over to her and gently took her face in my hands. She glared at me, but I continued. 
 
    “I know how important your work is to you. I know you’ve been exacting and thorough—that you’ve more than exceeded expectations.”  
 
    She continued to glare. 
 
    “You just want to see the completion of a task well done,” I told her, “but your hands are held back by unseen bureaucrats. I know how frustrated you are. You’re intelligent, capable and beautiful and deserve to be recognized. Will you have a drink with me and relax for a while?” 
 
    Her glare broke into raised eyebrows. “That’s what you wanted to share with me?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, and leaning to her—I lightly kissed her lips. 
 
    Her eyes searched mine during a long pause. Then, she slapped my chest with both hands and shoved. She twisted away and folded her arms. “You are so bad. What makes you think I’m not going to be mad at you for this?” 
 
    I took a seat and poured a splash of liquor into each glass. I pushed the other chair forward with a boot heel before stretching my legs out—crossed in front of me. “Please?” 
 
    My comm-link beckoned to me with a short, audible chime, so I muted it. 
 
    It took her a moment, but she faced me again. Struggling to suppress a smile, she ended up with a look of pretended disapproval. 
 
    I swallowed my drink in a gulp. “You’re still perfect,” I said and poured another. 
 
    “You, on the other hand, are awful,” she said, relaxing at last and dropping her arms. “I’m still pretty sure that I won’t forgive you for this.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. 
 
    She removed the lab coat and tossed it on a countertop. Her brightly colored blouse had a silky sheen. It shimmered over her like liquid, and she looked fantastic. Pausing only for a moment, Jillian muted her own comm-link which had also chimed. 
 
    Stalking toward me, she wore an expression that seemed interested after all. “What’re we drinking anyway?” she asked. 
 
    “Who cares?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    She plucked the glass off the table and downed it as she let that dark hair loose again with the other hand. 
 
    Setting the glass back on the table she nestled herself into my lap—wrapping her arms around my neck and kissing me deeply.  
 
    “I’ll have another one of those please,” she told me. 
 
    “Of course,” I said as I complied by first pouring the drink and then kissing her again—just to be sure. 
 
    The muffled voices and drumming on the access door had slowed, but after a while fresh sounds began. Despite my distraction, it was obviously different when fingernails rattled out a pattern on the window glass around the corner. 
 
    I took Jillian by the hand again and went back to the door. Pecking the correct icon, the small window resumed transparency. 
 
    As the fog cleared, I found myself looking down into the face of Colonel Emily Hughes. The window height was such that I couldn’t see her from the chin down. She was anything but pleased. 
 
    Hughes held up her wrist and tapped at her comm-link accusingly. Then, she pointed at the sensor pad outside, mouthing words and making unpleasant expressions with her face. 
 
    In response, I cupped a hand to my ear and shook my head. Afterwards, I raised my hands in a gesture of helplessness.  
 
    She became even less pleased and mouthed something more deliberately.  
 
    I had to admit, Hughes had the temperament of a boss. She was ticked off but still holding it together with a resolve of steel. I wasn’t going to budge, though. 
 
    Slowly, I mouthed back at her: “it’s okay.” I indicated my eyes with two fingers and then pointed back at the engine with two fingers. I shrugged one last time as Jillian came up and hugged me from behind and rested her chin over my shoulder. 
 
    Colonel Hughes looked at each of us and then turned aside shaking her head and spoke to someone. I frosted the glass and Jillian giggled. 
 
    “Where were we?” I asked smiling. 
 
    “Right here,” she said, pulling me backward into the alcove and pouring us another round. 
 
    We took our respective seats and grabbed the glasses. Clinking them together, we downed them and slammed them back to the table in unison.  
 
    “You know… they’re probably trying to hack their way in here by now,” she said. 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “They might even pull it off, but I’m not apologizing.” 
 
    “Are you fearless?” she asked me. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it that way. I’d say I live forthrightly, regardless of outcomes. That said, being wired for commitment and sacrifice describes me best.” 
 
    Tucking her chin down, she looked at me again like she was hunting me and smiled widely. “I like that,” she said almost purring. 
 
    “Allow me to reciprocate. You’re as damn fine a woman as I’ve ever come across,” I told her. Given everything I could recall, it was perfectly true. 
 
    “You know if I was ever going to settle down… you’d fit the bill nicely,” she said sounding tipsy. 
 
    “Easy, girl.” I put my hands up in pantomime as if to calm her. 
 
    It occurred to me then that I wasn’t getting drunk. I felt the heat of each belt go all the way down, and I enjoyed it, feeling warm and happy.  
 
    After that, colors appeared to be more vibrant, but I wasn’t impaired. I just felt relaxed but quite lucid. My thoughts almost seemed enhanced in a way. Apparently, my metabolism was burning the booze almost as fast as I could drink it, but I found it quite pleasing.  
 
    Dr. Brandt however, was looking more than relaxed. In fact, I’d say she was moving toward a bit intoxicated. 
 
    “Oh—it’s warm in here,” she said loosening her neckline. 
 
    “You know, Jillian…” I said. “I’d hate to think I’ve been leading you on. I’m really not a good prospect for the long run.” I meant it, knowing that I wasn’t normal—more different than superior—but decidedly not normal. 
 
    “Nobody’s perfect,” she said.  
 
    She leaned forward, and one finger circled the rim of her empty glass.  
 
    “I mean it,” I told her. “I’m duty-bound in a way that prevents me from any permanent relationship with a worthy and deserving woman such as yourself.” 
 
    She frowned at me. “I liked you better when you were trying to cheer me up,” she said. 
 
    I laughed and then reached over to touch her hand in a neutral but affirming way.  
 
    She eyed my chaste touch dubiously. 
 
    “You know, I’m not letting you off the hook,” she warned. “I expect you to follow through on this little diversion of yours.”  
 
    Then she smiled prettily and poured a fourth shot. 
 
    “Jillian, I think you’ve had too much to drink. As a gentleman, I won’t take advantage of that.” 
 
    She abruptly stood, pivoted and then did a flawless backward cartwheel. Facing me with her arms out to the sides, she walked back a perfect line like a tightrope.  
 
    Of course, her grace and strength of motion had a lot to do with the low gravity—but it was still impressive. 
 
    Once I was in range, she kicked a leg up like a dancer. It came down on the other side of my lap where she sat squarely facing me. Gripping my shirt in each hand, she pulled me forward and kissed me again.  
 
    “I’ll tell you when I’ve had too much,” she whispered. “And a gentleman doesn’t leave a lady hanging.”  
 
    I was pretty convinced she knew what she was doing at that point—and who was I to leave a lady hanging?  
 
    With a glance at the door, I noted the banging had stopped for now. I was going to put every minute I had to good use.  
 
    We began to kiss, and soon I didn’t care if Hughes or the guards got in. Even if that fat General himself showed up—or aliens—I wasn’t stopping.  
 
    We proceeded to make love with abandon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The beautiful Dr. Brandt nestled against my side and made sounds like a purring kitten. I held her and enjoyed the fleeting moments even as I pondered our doom.  
 
    I knew she wasn’t mine and couldn’t ever be. Still, I considered her a present temptation worth the ultimate cost, and I hoped I would be right this time. If certain things were different, she would be perfect… 
 
    My mind raced, clear and relaxed. There were many other things to be distracted by. What was I to make of this pestilent, alien race of dimension-sliding goblins? What were their true intentions? How would they employ tactics toward their desired gains?  
 
    A fist began thumping on the access door again, and looking at my comm-link I saw the indicator flashing.  
 
    I ignored them both, but realizing it was time to get my head back in the game, I reversed the privacy setting on the vault’s main comm-channel. As an afterthought, I glanced at the thick body of a holstered, hand-held pulser—insuring that it was in quick-draw range. 
 
    I had gathered a solid assessment of the enemy’s capabilities by now—their anatomy, their physical strengths and weaknesses, even the way they thought in the heat of battle to a degree.  
 
    My guessing about their true goals and how they would go about achieving them was still largely stabbing in the dark, though. For the most part, I’d have to wing it in that department. I’d go on instinct—my preferred approach to most situations.  
 
    Still, some deep thinking was in order. Letting my vision fog over, I saturated my mind with everything I knew or suspected about these adversaries. The expanse of my thoughts wove a deeper level of connections to draw upon later in the moment. 
 
    I was snapped back to the here-and-now when speakers suddenly blared. A voice echoed over the general channel.  
 
    “All personnel, Viper is approaching the station. Prepare for docking.” 
 
    The destroyer! It had returned from chasing after the raiders. I could imagine it out there, beyond these thick metal walls, nosing closer and connecting to a docking tube from the station.  
 
    Making a quick judgment call, I decided to go and have a look at that ship. There was bound to be valuable intel to be gained from the crew, I felt sure. They’d chased the raider for days, and they were serious fleet people, not just bored guys guarding bases. The only real military action in modern times happened far out on the fringe of the Solar System these days. Out there, small rebel colonies and pirates were common. 
 
    Sliding a dark lock of hair away from her cheek, I could see that Jillian was sound asleep. Smoothly sliding my arm from under her warm body, I laid her head carefully on something soft. She murmured nice sounds and snuggled into the makeshift pillow. 
 
    It was as unlikely as ever that a follow-up attack would hit exactly now, while everyone was on high alert. My feeling was that the aliens needed a little more downtime to recover before they hit us again anyway. They seemed to take days between attempts—and that was just fine with me. 
 
    Shrugging and tugging my way back into my uniform, I decided to leave the weapon with my sleeping beauty—just in case. Putting my boots back on at the access door which stood just to the side of the main vault portal, I took a last look to make sure Dr. Brandt’s dignity was fully covered by the sheet and tucked a pair of folded spacer’s coveralls under my arm. 
 
    Without fanfare, I hit the lock and quickly slid outside. Before anyone could react, I shut it again securely at my back.  
 
    Two guards came at me a moment later. They looked sleepy, and it made me wonder how long I’d been distracted in there. 
 
    I straight-armed the first guy, and he sat down hard. Then I held a finger to my lips. “Shh, Dr. Brandt is in no mood to be trifled with. Her baby is in there. She built that damned engine and wants some more undisturbed time while she runs final systems-checks.” 
 
    I was inches taller than either of the men, so they didn’t attack me. But they sure didn’t look happy. 
 
    “We’ve talked to your commander, Colonel Hughes,” the corporal said. “She was annoyed, but she verified you two did have clearance to enter the chamber. Still, sir, we have to object to—” 
 
    “My methods? Fine. File a grievance. I’m sure Colonel Hughes will punish me harshly.” 
 
    They glowered at me, but at the mention of Colonel Hughes, the corporal brightened. “Hughes did say she wanted to have a personal talk with you when you came out of there. You’re lucky—if she hadn’t intervened, General Niederman would have brought a cutting torch down here and taken that door right down.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said disinterestedly. “In any case, I’d suggest you stay on this side of the door—and let our people through when they ask.”  
 
    I tapped the latch button to check if it was secure—it was. Then I looked back and forth at the muttering guards. I gave them my game face and one last curt and confident nod before I left without looking back. 
 
    After a few turns, I ducked into a maintenance compartment and donned the spacer suit, pulling it over my uniform. I quickly located the right passageway. It was choked with the station’s receiving hands. Blending in with the other crewmen, I followed lit beacons that directed us to the active sector where the warship was docking and followed along with the regulars.  
 
    My disguise worked well enough, and people didn’t pay much attention to one more yard-dog in the mix. I carefully adopted neutral gestures and facial features—training that came in handy at moments like this. I could look like any of a dozen other guys in a crowd if I wanted to. 
 
    Viper locked on to the docking tubes, which reached out like spidery arms to grab her by the nosecone. Out here at the fringe of the station the core gravity-field had lost most of its effect. Everyone was floating and hopping around—moving like balloons with rocks tied to their strings. 
 
    A klaxon blared. It was a double warning blast. A moment later, a massive shudder jarred the structure. Viper had docked. 
 
    We swarmed through the tube-like passages like flying insects, There was a bustling commotion as we moved up into the receiving bay and felt a sequence of massive mechanical impacts. The grab-bars all over the docking tube walls quaked in our grip.  
 
    Another double-blast sounded, and a huge opening appeared at the end of the receiving bay. It was a dilating iris, and it exposed a large, oval hatch-cover. Dogging locks were disengaged, and the big hatch popped up, breaking its seal. Plumes of vapor sprayed and then curled around the edges. 
 
    After the big cover had swung wide open, several dozen of the destroyer’s crew disembarked onto the station. Two or three abreast, each team paused upon leaving their ship to make a ninety degree spin to correct for the differing alignment of the destroyer. 
 
    “Dock and locked. Make way for the crew.” 
 
    Whenever a ship returned to port, the crew was anxious to disembark and get a beer in their hands. They’d been on duty for long days and nights, pulling twelve-hour shifts in the infinite cold dark vastness of space. Yard-dogs knew this, and they hugged the walls to let the rush exit the ship and flow on by unimpeded. 
 
    Once the stream of crewmen died down, I fell in with the station’s hands as they began to board the ship. Most ignored me and made off to perform their particular tasks.  
 
    An ensign glided next to me, seeming to keep pace alongside. After a fourth side-glance, he came near to confront me. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. “What are you doing here, crewman?” 
 
    Pulling aside my collar, I tapped my rank insignia. He outranked me, but not by much and only indirectly. “I’m Chief Gray. I’m under orders from General Niederman himself—I can’t really say more about it.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and stared at me for a second. “I don’t know you.” 
 
    “That’s right, and you don’t want to. I’m going up to the bridge. You can call Niederman to check up on me in the meantime.” 
 
    He frowned. I could tell he didn’t want to call Niederman—but he didn’t give up. 
 
    “That just doesn’t sound right to me,” he said, not backing down. “I think something’s wrong here. You wait right there, Chief.” 
 
    He drifted away to confer with a lieutenant. That left me on my toes inside the main hold, and I didn’t wait for him to come back.  
 
    Instead, I bounced away from him while his back was turned.  
 
    I hadn’t even gotten a glimpse of Viper from a distance when we were in the transport earlier. Now that I was able to get a feel for her, she seemed large for her class. 
 
    Even other destroyers had some variation, and it was necessary to get to know any new ship’s layout. I was looking forward to exploring her, but I was sure moving forward and topside was going to take me closer to the bridge.  
 
    It seemed abnormal to me that a ship this size would stay fully at null-G during a refit. Maybe she had a big load-out or some circumstances that required it. 
 
    I paused at a side passage. All was quiet so I made my way to the gunnery deck which was clear of personnel. The ship’s gunnery stations were impressive. One man could command a whole battery of cannons from a single seat. I grabbed the Gunnery Ops’ high-backed chair and swung myself into it, and then I spun to face a black upright screen.  
 
    I’d never been aboard this particular ship, but I’d been on many just like it in the past. It was all familiar in a haunting way. Unfortunately, I couldn’t recall one damned specific as to how and why I’d served on a gun-deck before. 
 
    Activating screens with a brushing touch, I looked out at the universe. The view was made up of harsh glaring whites—such as the Moon’s surface, reflecting sunlight, and dark shadowy geometric shapes. Struts, beams, tubes… Luna Station and Viper herself looked almost as if they’d merged together. Here and there, vapor vented out into space in white plumes. 
 
    Farther out, standing like fireplugs with rotating heads, were cannon turrets. They didn’t move often, but when they did, you couldn’t help but wonder what they were looking at with their AI brains.  
 
    Besides the turrets, there were plenty of other docking slots. Viper was the only major ship that was connected to nurse power and fuel from the station at the moment, but there were five other slips massive enough to accommodate cruisers, and a dozen more for smaller craft. 
 
    The whole space yard had a menacingly industrial appearance. It looked like a great place to sever a limb or be crushed by things much weightier than a man—perhaps die in vacuum or get burned alive.  
 
    Tired of sight-seeing, I tapped into the main comm-feed. 
 
    “…so, where the hell’s my gravity, Commander Collins?” I heard the captain’s voice growl. 
 
    “We’re still trouble-shooting the grav-generator, sir. It’s just a glitch.” 
 
    “The back-up too?” 
 
    “We’re working on it, sir.” 
 
    “Make it right. You’re fouling up the party for a lot of tired souls.” 
 
    “Roger that,” the commander sighed. “We’ll get it squared away.” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    Flickering lights caught my eye. Under a glossy bubble, which allowed partial containment against hard vacuum, bright welding arcs twinkled over the hull of a corvette docked there. Men in reflective suits looked tiny as they crawled and bounced all around the moored ship. I also noticed there was a squatty defense turret on a limb of the station straight across from my viewport. 
 
    There was a lot more I wanted to see aboard Viper, so I shut the board back down and left the Gunny’s chair spinning as I bounded back into the passageways. 
 
    I ran into several commissioned grunts, all of whom looked at me with a bit of confusion. After ascending two ladders, I caught a glimpse of a sleeve sporting the heavy bars of an officer.  
 
    Turning away before I could be identified, I grabbed the push-bar of a transport cart. Reaching to its side I flicked off the stow latches and threw myself behind its bulk and steered it down an adjoining passage.  
 
    No one followed me, so I ditched the cart once I was out of sight and continued on. 
 
    Security was disturbingly lax. I wasn’t getting challenged much—and that surprised me. I guessed these boys were just doing a job—glad to get off-duty for a drink and some down time.  
 
    To me, it made no sense since they had recently encountered an unknown enemy, but I chalked it up to my good fortune for the moment. I was getting a good look around. 
 
    My luck held out until I got to the next deck. There were no station hands buzzing around anymore, so I’d shucked off the spacer suit.  
 
    Up here, the main passage was broad and much shorter. There were numerous viewports to either hand on this deck—rounded rectangles of thick, curved polymer most of which framed the starry blackness of space.  
 
    As I shot down the central passage, I encountered an officer wearing his duty cap and a commander’s insignia. He was right in front of a viewport, but he was looking straight at me. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled. “Get yourself over here.” 
 
    Before I responded, I guess I paused, and he didn’t like that. He drew a close-range sidearm and quickly pointed it at my chest.  
 
    “Get over here,” he warned me again. “I want to see your hands. Right now!” 
 
    “Easy Commander, I’m here on business,” I said.  
 
    I wasn’t positive yet if this was the same Commander Collins I heard getting heat from the captain—but the voice sounded right. My foggy long-term memory allowed me to be ten times as sharp for the present, and I was rarely wrong about these things. 
 
    I showed him my palms and made my way carefully over to him. I was plainly caught in the act and unarmed to boot.  
 
    Automatically, I assessed the man’s speed and temperament. I was pretty sure that I couldn’t turn that gun away before he blasted my ribcage open with a gush of plasma—even though I was pretty fast. I was still measuring the odds though, and I considered it an option. 
 
    “Just what in the hell are you doing on my ship?” he asked. 
 
    “Commander Collins, right?” I asked. 
 
    Caught off guard, he paused. He didn’t have a nametag I could see—but his expression assured me I’d guessed right. 
 
    “You’re the guy that ensign was talking about. We figured you were probably some kind of indentured miner who’s trying to stow away. Am I warm?” 
 
    “Ice cold, sir. All you need to do is scan me. Call it in and check me out. I’ve been cleared by the Ministry of Control. I’m allowed to access the command deck of this ship, and I’m exercising that right at this time.” 
 
    As he tapped his earpiece and started muttering to someone, I knew he was going to have to access his comm-link at some point.  
 
    The thing was, I should have clearances—but I wasn’t certain. Getting into the lab had been one thing. The Watchers had sent me there, and they’d arranged a path through every guard, lock and bureaucrat. But now, I was up in space, and this destroyer and her crew were pretty far off the grid. It might well be that my authority didn’t extend so far from Earth. 
 
    Accordingly, as I watched him, I made plans. When he got distracted enough, I would make my move.  
 
    I knew he wouldn’t be able to kill me now that he was messing with his comm-link. His gun wasn’t even leveled evenly at my chest, and his eyes had drifted away from the target. I could best him and escape—perhaps only wounded. 
 
    But I didn’t want to do that. Collins was just doing his job—in fact, he was doing it better than most of the crew on this boat. So, I watched, and I waited patiently. 
 
    What happened next surprised me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Chief Warrant Officer Gray, Special Ops?” Cmdr. Collins asked me. “Is that you?” 
 
    I immediately dropped my plans to disable him and escape. I became very pleased instead. 
 
    “That’s right, sir.” 
 
    His weapon hand dropped to his side, and my heart rate slowed.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said into his comm-link. He squinted at the readout on his unit and twisted up his lips in disgust. “Affirmative, that’s him.” He nodded his head and listened some more. “All right. If you say so,” he said and tapped his earpiece. 
 
    He holstered his gun and faced me while I continued to give him my calm poker-face.  
 
    “Chief Gray, you’re to follow me,” he announced coolly. He drifted up the passage toward the bridge. 
 
    That was the direction I’d wanted to go in the first place, so I didn’t give him an argument. 
 
    “Lead on, sir,” I said politely as I slid down the passage after him.  
 
    In under two minutes, we’d stopped outside a closed and sealed door in a bulkhead. The captain emerged after an awkward wait during which Collins stared eyes-ahead and stone-faced. 
 
    The captain passed through the bridge access-way, and spun the dogs back into their slots behind him. He tapped a smartscreen pad by the door which turned red, then flashed off a return salute to my escort.  
 
    “Thank you Collie,” the captain said with a smirk. His voice was deep and impossible to ignore. “I’ll take it from here.”  
 
    It was hardly detectable, but I noticed the commander’s expression soured at the nickname.  
 
    Once the captain and I were alone, he stretched his arms and took in a deep breath. Dark-haired and wearing a high collar, the man was taller than me, thin of build and very fit. His hair was beginning to lose its dark color. Single strands of silver were scattered everywhere.  
 
    He nodded to me and wore the relaxed smile of a man who loved being at the top of the food chain. 
 
    “You’re a determined man, Chief,” he said. “But I don’t like spooks who come aboard Viper and snoop around like they own the place. How can I get your ass off my ship?”  
 
    He turned and stared at me in way that probably made many people uncomfortable. I cocked my head for a look at his nametag. “Captain Jessup?  
 
    Jessup nodded a single time. “That’s right.” 
 
    “I’m just here to brief myself in general about your vessel,” I said. “Would you mind if I asked a question or two?”  
 
    “Not at all, son. Follow me to the mess deck, and we’ll grab some hot caffeine.” 
 
    Springing from the knees and toes, he shot off very fast and smooth down the passage to the next door and straight through it. He moved quickly, and I followed on his heels. 
 
    I managed to keep up, and three turns later we were there.  
 
    As I drifted up to him, he was already dispensing a suspended blob of dark, scalding liquid in the air of what served as a galley on his boat—and then a second one close by. While they hovered there, a thin skin of steam wrapped around the surface of each drink in a swirling haze. 
 
    He neatly nudged the steamy skin of the globe before him, and it began to oscillate rhythmically. He admired the effect for a moment before taking measured sips. I was getting the impression he was showing off—maybe showboating to intimidate me. 
 
    I noted his uniform was trimmed on the snug side, and he appeared to enjoy wearing the trappings of his accomplishment unnecessarily. There was crap tidily pinned all over him—like a glory hound who’d grab some wherever he could. 
 
    I gave my floating beverage an experimental tap. A small sphere broke off and drifted slowly away, wobbling. Without thinking, I leaned over and slurped it with enough air to avoid a burn. 
 
    “This is your chance, Gray,” he told me. “Start snooping. What does the Ministry want to know?”  
 
    He gave me a calm stare like he was hunting prey—in fact much about the captain reminded me of a wolf. On the surface, he was respectable and almost elegant, but something from underneath was wild and dangerous. He was not unlike myself in this way. 
 
    I was no prey animal. In fact, I was broader of shoulder, deeper of chest and longer in reach. I was put together to get a job done. I didn’t need any applause, and I gladly took his invitation—diving into it.  
 
    “Captain Jessup, it seems unconventional to me that your ship is docked-on in zero G—you’re not even running light gravity.” I said. 
 
    “True,” he returned as he studied me. 
 
    His eyes looked tired or just unimpressed, but I knew there was a lot going on behind them. They drifted to my rank, and I watched them scan my clothes. He was measuring me up carefully. 
 
    “You’re a chief warrant officer from Control,” he observed, “but you sound like a Fleet man. Why’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve served on ships before,” I said vaguely. I studied my beverage, and I hoped he would take the hint and stop prying. 
 
    He didn’t stop. 
 
    “So, Chief, let’s cut the bullshit, shall we? Who are you working for—who pulls your strings? Give me a name.”  
 
    “That’s privileged information. I can’t really discuss that sort of thing.” I tapped off two more sips of hot coffee while he watched with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “You seem very familiar with a null G environment.” 
 
    “It’s second nature to me,” I agreed, and I turned back to face him with a smile. Before he could form his next question, I grabbed the initiative again. “Have you seen anything unusual or suspicious aboard your ship lately, sir?” 
 
    “You mean before the last ten minutes?” he said and chewed the inside of his cheek. He was still watching me. “Nope.” 
 
    “Captain Jessup, I assure you I’m only here to help my people safely execute their project.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, just see that you keep yourself on their list of problems, not mine.” 
 
    “Fair enough...” I said. “You picked up the remains of that rogue patrol ship before you came back in. Isn’t that right, sir?” 
 
    “Huh… and what do you know about any of that?” 
 
    “I was hoping to find out what you knew about it, sir. It’s extremely important that I isolate and prevent any opposition to the project under my care. It mustn’t be compromised in any way.”  
 
    He eyed me with distrust. “You’re some kind of spook, aren’t you? I’ll bet you’re not even a real chief. You’re a con-job from Control.” 
 
    “As you know, Captain… my clearance—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” he said, heaving an annoyed sigh. “Save it, Gray. I’ll tell you what I know. Back at around fourteen hundred hours, there was definitely some oppositional activity out here—illegal flight patterns, too close to restricted space. Whoever those crazy, separatist bastards were…”  
 
    Jessup just shook his head without finishing the thought. 
 
    “So Viper did investigate the wreckage?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Was there anything unusual discovered?” 
 
    He maintained the eye contact, but paused before answering. “No.” 
 
    “When your destroyer stopped escorting the transport,” I said, taking a new direction, “you spent a good amount of time chasing something. What did you find?” 
 
    Jessup’s face darkened, and he didn’t speak for a while. “We were… led on a goose chase by someone who seemed pretty good at it. We didn’t find anything, and I’d rather not linger on that waste of my time.” 
 
    “What exactly was it that fooled you into abandoning your position as escort?” I asked. 
 
    I watched his face sharpen with a hint of bitterness. “I don’t appreciate the label of ‘fool’ or the accusation of abandonment, Chief,” he said. “Nobody makes a fool of me, and I do what I’m damned-well supposed to. Let’s call your unauthorized interrogation over—shall we?” 
 
    “Look at the bright side sir,” I said pleasantly. “Your career isn’t finished… yet.” 
 
    Jessup’s expression shifted back to hostility. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I just mean to say that I’m sure you’ll have plenty of opportunities to redeem yourself. Any lingering negative impressions these events have created won’t necessarily damage your reputation. The jury is still out, sir.” 
 
    He bent an arm and adjusted one cuff link and then the other. Then, he straightened the front of his jacket into a crisp plane with a line of shiny buttons. “A threat, huh? That’s how you’re going to end this interview? Fine. Is there anything else, Chief Gray?” 
 
    “That’s all I need for now,” I lied. He’d been far from cooperative. But I found it interesting Jessup hadn’t mention anything about aliens. He didn’t seem to suspect any non-humans were involved.  
 
    “You know…” Jessup said, forcing what I knew was a false smile. “Maybe we shouldn’t end things like this. I think I’m ready for a drink and a massage. Come with me, and we’ll wrap up this investigation of yours on a positive note.” 
 
    With a shrug, I agreed. After all, I hadn’t gotten much through questioning. Maybe a drink in a social setting would get him to tell me more. 
 
    Following him through Viper’s guts again wasn’t easy. I hadn’t had the time I’d wanted to learn my way around her, so he led me on a merry chase. I could tell he wanted to leave me in the dust—but he couldn’t quite do it. I was physically younger and more agile than he was, despite his long familiarity with the ship and with null-G. 
 
    We ended up at the officer’s lounge. Captain Jessup spoke into his comm-link as he tapped an earpiece. “Collie! Commander Collins—get up here and find someone to pour me a drink!”  
 
    The man appeared in less than two minutes. Behind him was a young lieutenant—junior grade. 
 
    Jessup stretched out while he waited for a scotch, which Collins quickly had the lieutenant pour. It was plain to me then that Jessup was something of a tyrant. It wasn’t just me who was mistreated. His own officers were his servants. 
 
    Sometimes it was like that on space-going warships. These vessels were often isolated on deep patrols for months, and their captains held ultimate power over their crews.  
 
    The lieutenant flashed a questioning look which I ignored. Then he handed both of us a squeeze-tube with a shot in it, which we drank in tiny squirts. Collins watched us quietly. He hadn’t been invited to join us, but he didn’t seem to care. 
 
    Jessup suddenly jabbed Collins with his index finger, then he pointed out the viewport. 
 
    “Before I go find a nice young lady on this station to rub my shoulders,” he said, “I want you to arrange for me to get a look at that corvette over there. The one parked in that large bay next to the cannon turret.”  
 
    “Yes sir,” Collins answered.  
 
    I got the feeling he was trying not to roll his eyes at Jessup. Collins looked me over curiously for a moment, then withdrew. 
 
    Meanwhile, the lieutenant playing steward for me looked like he smelled dog shit. I guess he must have noticed I was a mere chief, and maybe he figured I should be serving him. I couldn’t blame him for that, so I avoided his eye. 
 
    Jessup gazed out of the viewport a moment longer. The captain seemed to relax a little.  
 
    “You know, Gravy,” he said, startling me with the nickname, “when I was still a third class petty officer, I had plenty of good times on a sweet little ship just like that patrol boat out there…” 
 
    “I’ll bet you did, sir.”   
 
    “She was fast and pretty… I didn’t know what I had back then. Let me tell you something Gray, a young man can’t fully appreciate what he’s got. By the time he realizes it—the best times are gone.” 
 
    This was going nowhere fast. I got the feeling Jessup planned to get drunk and tell me war stories. It was time to check out. 
 
    “Thanks for the drink and the info, Captain Jessup. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got other people to bother.”  
 
    He grunted in surprise. I shot out of the lounge and left him staring at the soles of my boots. 
 
    After I left Jessup, I kept myself out of sight and avoided crewmen as much as possible. I had the idea I was going to lay low for a bit and then get to the bridge for a quick look around.  
 
    I was mindful that time was passing, and I didn’t want to leave Jillian alone and so close to the engine for much longer. That strange device attracted danger. 
 
    I peered into cabin doors and gear lockers for a diversion before I was surprised by Collins. He was right there outside the bridge when I arrived. 
 
    “I figured you’d show up here sooner or later,” he said. 
 
    “It’s good to see a professional officer on watch,” I told him. “Would you like to show me around the bridge?” 
 
    “I have orders straight from the captain. If you can get through this door, I’ll have to insist on accompanying you.”  
 
    Collins moved aside and made a ‘be my guest’ gesture at the red smartscreen pad by the access-way. 
 
    Taking him at his word, I palmed the pad and went straight on in.  
 
    In the bridge compartment, lighting was subdued, and large screens dominated all views forward, astern and at the flanks of the ship. Centrally placed, a broad, round disc sat upon a stubby base about knee-high.  
 
    A skeleton crew manned Viper’s stations—and I noticed something right away. They were all young women. They turned from their work to stare over their shoulders at us as we intruded. 
 
    Collins led me to a dark blonde who sat at the comms station. Her features were youthful, but her manner seemed assured and mature.  
 
    Her name tag and rank insignia identified her as Lieutenant Alice Fletcher. 
 
    “This is Chief Gray,” Collins said. “As you probably know he has a high clearance, and the captain has given him the run of the ship.” 
 
     “The mysterious and infamous Chief Gray…” she said. “Welcome aboard Viper. What can we do for you?”  
 
    “I’m investigating this ship and her crew.” 
 
    “Investigating? What are you looking for? A scapegoat for that patrol boat that got itself blasted out of orbit?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not interested in blaming people. I’m interested in any information that might help me succeed in my job.” 
 
    “And your job is highly confidential, I understand?” 
 
    “That’s right, Lt. Fletcher.” 
 
    “Call me Allie.” 
 
    “Right… Will do.” 
 
    “So secretive…” she said, watching me. “How intriguing.” 
 
    Suddenly, she tapped at her earpiece and turned back to her station. Her fingers danced over icons. 
 
    Another pair of women had drifted toward us from other stations. Both were ensigns. They immediately did an about-face and went back to work. They were muttering to each other over some sort of navigational planning board. 
 
    Before I could ask what was wrong, a voice erupted over the general comm channel. 
 
    “Attention all hands: Code Yellow. Inducing light-gravity ship-wide. Code yellow for light-gravity shift on all decks in 6…5…4…3…2…1…” 
 
    We had all scooted to safety during the count, and when it was over a feeling of weight descended over me. It was like being in an elevator that had slowed down to a stop after a long descent.  
 
    A moment later, we were walking on the deck again. We had an operable weight of something like half of one standard G on Earth. 
 
    I focused on the large view screens which depicted everything ahead and to the sides of Viper in actual distance. They offered breath-taking panoramas of dark space. Luna herself was only visible forward and downward off our belly.  
 
    The starboard views were lit by bright, lunar light, reflected off the station’s mottled skin. Docking spindles branched away from the main trunk of its body. Short cannon towers with tightly closed clamshell doors pegged up at intervals along the silhouette of the central mass.  
 
    Remembering that time was short, I approached the busy pair of women at the navigational board. They stopped working and turned to regard me as I neared.  
 
    Both women were prettier than the norm. It was impossible not to notice that simple truth. It occurred to me that all three of these women were younger and more attractive than they ought to be by the odds. What’s more, one of them had luxurious hair that was way out of regs. Only her superior officer could approve that. The other had a prominent shape to her that couldn’t be hidden entirely by her spacer’s suit. 
 
    Had Captain Jessup put his thumb on the scales when selecting his bridge crew? A clear pattern was beginning to emerge. He had a fast ship, a yes-man commander and a bevy of young attractive ladies he’d installed on his bridge. It appeared he considered Viper to be his own private kingdom. 
 
    “Any chance you two might be able to pull up details about the spook that tricked you into a chase earlier?” I asked them. 
 
    The ensign on the left had damn-the-regulations long hair. She didn’t speak, but she turned to look at her sidekick.  
 
    The curvy one on the right looked a little nervous, but she nodded. “Sure… we can do that.”  
 
    She tapped on the screen indicating a polyhedron labeled ‘unknown’. There were laser-thin lines tracing trajectories away from it and lists on drop down screens with compilations of data. 
 
    “What’s this list about?” I asked. 
 
    “An analysis of the target object by chromatography and density screenings,” Allie said, interrupting. 
 
    I turned to her as she walked over and took over the discussion. Could Captain Jessup have ordered her to “handle” me on the bridge? I told myself it didn’t matter, as long as I got the information I wanted. 
 
    “When the files are replayed and physical laws are applied,” Allie explained, “the conclusion is always the same: This sensor reading can’t be real.” 
 
    “Given physics, the object behaves in a way that’s impossible?” I offered. 
 
    “That’s correct.”  
 
    Rather than allaying my fears, I began to frown. These were aliens we were dealing with. The enemy could have a ship we couldn’t fathom—or they could be manipulating our sensors at a distance. Either way, I didn’t like the conclusion. 
 
    “Is it possible for me to get a look at the raw files?” I asked. “I’d like to study the raider’s behavior.” 
 
    “Of course,” Allie said. “I can bring up the file on the projection table.” She indicated the low round board in the middle of the bridge compartment. 
 
    Instantly, holographic modeling extended from the surface of the table nearby to the overhead in a cloud of imagery.  
 
    Cmdr. Collins joined me under the cloud as Lt. Fletcher worked on the projection. He watched the show with us, and he honestly looked interested. 
 
    At first the perspective depicted our wider position in current time. It had clearly been taken by a drone or a probe that had a broad view of Maraldi base and everything above it. 
 
    In the center of the scene, Luna Station hung in frozen orbit nearly a hundred kilometers above Maraldi. The camera panned and zoomed in on the base itself, which looked like a dark metallic splotch on the Moon. As the view focused more tightly on the base, I could see the cannon towers that had saved our asses earlier stood around the base—a triad of turrets. They were dug into the basin of Maraldi Crater like three ticks. 
 
    “I’m impressed.” I said. “This is superior holographic tech.”  
 
    Collins shrugged. “It’s a standard issue military sensor array.” 
 
    Again, I wondered how long I had been sleeping since my last deployment—I still couldn’t remember exactly when I’d last awakened… 
 
    The view swept almost sickeningly back to Luna Station where Viper was docked. She was the largest operable warship in the vicinity. I leaned toward the image to examine the clean detail. 
 
    “I’d really like to see when Viper first detected the raider and began pursuit.” 
 
    “Sure—I can put that up,” Allie said. 
 
    After another lurching perspective change, the table focused on open space. On the holographic screen, Viper first cruised near and to the topside of the transport that brought us here, but then began angling away on an odd tangent.  
 
    As she drifted further away from our transport, jets flared to medium thrust and launched her after whatever mystery object she’d detected. Allie highlighted the raider with a bright orange polygon at the far edge of the table’s field of view. 
 
    Apparently growing bored again, Cmdr. Collins moved back to the ladies and began a smiling talk of pleasantries.  
 
    Suddenly, a red pulsing light began to flash on the control board. It beat silently, like an exposed heart.  
 
    “What’s that about?” I asked Allie. 
 
    She didn’t answer immediately but frowned in concern instead. “Commander? The bot has detected something.” 
 
    Collins stopped flirting with the other women on the bridge and came over to check it out. Everyone was frowning.  
 
    “Mind if we switch back to real time?” Collins asked me. “The computer is registering an anomaly on our sensors.” 
 
    “Please do,” I said, waving for them to proceed and stepping back. 
 
    On the screen, the playback was still showing Viper from earlier. The ship was just lighting up a hot burn on her pursuit mission—but we could always watch that later.  
 
    Allie worked the boards, and the recorded imagery ended. The view flashed away to real time. 
 
    Taking in the new scene in an instant, I didn’t like what I saw. 
 
    “Damn it!” I yelled.  
 
    The crew hadn’t seen it yet. They appeared to be startled by my outburst. 
 
    There wasn’t any time for explanations. Using the null-G to my advantage, I leapt the whole distance to the viewport behind the comms-board in a hop and a half—stopping myself with both hands on the transparent plasteen viewport. 
 
    Using my eyes, rather than drones and cameras, I looked outside the ship through the lightly frosted porthole. I didn’t trust computer-generated visions right now. Quite possibly, the aliens were able to fool our sensors. I thought it was likely they were doing so now. 
 
    But that didn’t appear to be the case. What I’d seen on the display appeared to be an accurate depiction of reality in nearby space.  
 
    Gazing out of Viper’s porthole, I saw Luna Station up close. Straight across the dockyard from my viewpoint there was only one ship in view—the corvette that had drawn Jessup’s attention earlier.  
 
    There weren’t any welding arcs twinkling over there now. In fact, the corvette was bucking and bouncing with a single engine firing against mooring tethers. The bubble that sealed against hard vacuum was gone—and the workmen that had been crawling over the hull? They were either dead, or they’d fled for their lives when the ship started moving. 
 
    Stabilizing briefly, the corvette’s forward pulse-cannons aligned themselves calmly. They then unloaded a series of blasts into the nearest defense tower.  
 
    In response, the tower’s clamshells opened wide, and the cannon inside swiveled with wicked speed—but the ship was in too close. Maraldi’s defensive guns were clearly unable to target the ship as it was below their operating horizon. 
 
    After another convulsion, the rogue ship leveled and let go another volley. Hitting something vital, the attack caused a small explosion underneath the damaged turret. Had the magazine gone up? That’s what it looked like to me.  
 
    An expanding ball of gas and shrapnel was flung away from the mess. 
 
    In a desperate attempt to respond, the defensive turret unleashed a broad stream of deadly shells well over the head of the traitorous corvette. It was a weak counter at best. A moment later, the gun was silenced. 
 
    My comm-link alerted me about incoming contact from Jillian.  
 
    I answered it immediately. “Jillian?” 
 
    “You… bastard!” she spat in a husky voice. 
 
    “Jillian, are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    “No… I’m not.”  
 
    My heart raced as I probed for more information. “Are you hurt…?” 
 
    “Why in the hell am I waking up nude and alone on a dirty cot inside a construction bay? And what are all the explosions in the distance?”  
 
    A surge of relief swept over me. The attack had awakened her, but at least she wasn’t in the middle of it, dying. 
 
    I watched as the one-sided battle continued in space outside the porthole. The corvette had blown the top off the cannon tower. A big, twisted ball of scrap bounced away into space, spinning. 
 
    “Listen Jillian, there’s no time to explain. Lives are being lost as we speak. The enemy is moving on us right now.” 
 
    “What—where are you?” 
 
    “Never mind that. Stay with the engine and keep that gun close. Contact Emily and tell her to get her ship ready to launch. We can’t afford to let Niederman hold us back any longer—our time is up.” 
 
    The corvette lit up her steering jets. She began to spiral around the last mooring tether. I knew what I had to do before she could break free. 
 
    Collins and the ladies had gathered to watch the destruction outside with gaping mouths. I bounded out the door and raced below decks as fast as I could. I shoved several crewmen aside on the way to the gunnery deck. 
 
    “Collins,” I said on my comm-link. “You have to fire on that vessel. You have to destroy it.” 
 
    “Not without Captain Jessup giving me the order.” 
 
    “Let me talk to him,” I demanded. 
 
    Cmdr. Collins tried to contact Jessup, without success. 
 
    “The captain is not responding, and I will not fire Viper’s guns without orders,” he said. 
 
    On the gunnery decks, I glanced out using the viewports. The corvette was escaping, and I realized there wasn’t time for the chain of command. Even if we did get into contact with Jessup, he was bound to argue with me. Right now, he was probably drunk, or getting a massage—or both.  
 
    A fateful decision was made, and I jumped into action. Functioning with machine-like efficiency, I bounded across the deck to the weapons control station. There was no one there other than a single petty officer. I knocked him aside, and his head slammed into a steel bulkhead. He slumped on the deck after that.  
 
    The Gunnery Ops chair was empty at the moment. I landed there and pounded the dark board to life. Using override codes Control had provided me for this kind of thing, I bypassed the workstation security. Then I routed a drone-screen to the main controls in front of me. 
 
    Cmdr. Collins was on the ball. He must have figured out where I was headed—or maybe he’d traced my comm-link. In any case, he arrived on the gunnery deck before I could go further. He drew his pistol. 
 
    “Stand down, Chief Gray!” he ordered as he ran up to me. 
 
    Barely looking at him, I swatted his gun out of his hand before he could line it up with my head. His lips drew back in pain—I might have broken a finger, but that was just too damned bad. 
 
    Before he could retrieve his gun, which had twirled away across the ops center, I cued up a fat missile from the destroyer’s arsenal. I tapped off all the safeguards, locked the targeting system onto the only other ship in the vicinity, and hit the launch approval bubble on the touchscreen. 
 
    I could have tried a cleaner weapon in the interests of damage control, but I wasn’t terribly familiar with Viper’s armament. In the heat of the moment, I’d decided to be thorough. 
 
    The stolen corvette was still struggling to escape her final bonds. The missile launched with a flare of brilliant blue exhaust. At this extremely close range, the strike was almost instantaneous. 
 
    I squinted as an impressive explosion blossomed in spooky silence on every view screen. The whole station shuddered in response. We felt an echo of that disruption, transmitted to my body through all the metal and pressurized chambers. Probably, everyone aboard the space station had felt it as well. 
 
    Once the burning gas had rolled away, I got a better look at my work.  
 
    Wincing, I found the damage looked worse than I’d hoped. There was a jagged hole in the station itself. Vapor was escaping, blowing out like mist or steam and instantly freezing in the hard vacuum. 
 
    Fortunately, Jillian, Hughes and the others were a safe distance away in another sector. They were still with the engine and our ship. 
 
    At least my target had been eliminated—along with an entire docking slip and a good number of the station’s external storage containers. A generous wing of General Niederman’s orbital platform had lost power. At least a third of the docks had gone dark. 
 
    When I returned to the bridge, Cmdr. Collins and Lt. Fletcher were both bitching at me—but I didn’t care. I didn’t really hear their threats and recriminations. 
 
    Instead, I continued to survey the damage outside. The debris field was thick with garbage, splintered metal—and I saw bodies, too.  
 
    It was time to get my ass off Viper’s decks. I sensed I’d overstayed my welcome—but more importantly, I needed to make sure the core objective of my mission was still intact.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Niederman was pissed. Everyone else was in shock, but the real source of rage seemed to becoming from his large, almost-spherical form. It nearly filled the screen of the vid-link. 
 
    As usual, when a surprising and unpleasant event unfolded, I was blamed. After all, I was the outsider here, the man who no one understood or liked. Chief Gray—always at the center of the storm. 
 
    “Nothing but trouble…” Niederman’s sides heaved, his body puffing and shrinking with every breath like bellows. “I’ve been down at Maraldi, but I’m coming up personally to Luna Station. The damage had better not be as bad as it looks. It better not be!” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir,” I said. “But I’m afraid it is bad. The enemy made another move on us today. We survived the attack, but not without casualties and destruction.” 
 
    As I watched his face redden, I realized a man like him would likely die if he had to return to Earth someday. He was too fat, too physically weak. It was a common problem out here on the low-grav stations. 
 
    Not everyone’s body could adapt to prolonged periods of low gravity. Men who didn’t keep up with their training became soft rather than combat-ready.  
 
    There were required exercises and eating habits—but they were often ignored by those at the top. If you were the guy signing off on everyone’s fitness, it was easy to cheat when it came to your own annual health report. 
 
    Occasionally, men became distended and rubbery. But sometimes, they became more like small planetoids, feasting on carbs and growing until their skins bled from stretching like leathery balloons.  
 
    Niederman was one of the latter cases. He could move easily in null-G, of course, or with the one-sixth gravity tug of the Moon—but if he was ever recalled back home… I suspected he wouldn’t survive long. 
 
    The screen went dark then. He hadn’t bothered to reply. I had no doubt he was calling Earth, complaining about me to Control. 
 
    But that wouldn’t get him anywhere. Control wasn’t run entirely by the elected officials anymore. It was independent, and no one in power dared to disturb that spiders’ nest. Every time I awoke, their power seemed to be slightly more advanced. That made my job easier—but it was alarming when you thought about it. 
 
    Giving my head a shake, I stopped daydreaming and stepped out of the turbo lift. I’d been whisked across the station from the damaged section to the region where the project scientists were housed.  
 
    Fortunately, emergency power had been restored automatically to the transport zones on the station. It was good design on the part of the original engineers. 
 
    A committee greeted me as I stepped off the lift—but I could tell right away they weren’t there to give me an award for valor. 
 
    “Chief Gray,” Hughes said sternly.  
 
    Her tone and expression would have been appropriate at my execution. I’m sure she would have fired me if she possibly could have. 
 
    “Colonel Hughes,” I replied. “I trust the project has survived this incident?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a cold voice. “Your attempted destruction of this orbital facility was unsuccessful.” 
 
    Huffing in amusement, I proceeded to note that every one of them looked deadly serious. Fillmore, Jillian Brandt, Captain Whitman who’d piloted the transport that had brought us here—even Toby was there, furtively lurking in the back. They all looked stern. But, there was another… 
 
    The winner of the pissed-face contest had to be Captain Jessup. He stood with his arms crossed, his glowering eyes insane with rage. After all, I’d usurped his personal kingdom and put Viper at the center of this latest mess. Somehow, I knew he’d never forgive me for that. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” I asked Hughes. “Haven’t you watched the vids by now? The patrol corvette began to break away. It fired on a turret and destroyed it. If I hadn’t taken immediate action—” 
 
    Hughes raised a hand, palm facing me, indicating I should stop. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again after drawing a deep breath. It was as if she was trying to calm herself. 
 
    “We will go over all that,” she said. “There will be an official inquiry. But for right now, you’re on administrative leave.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, still bemused. “Maybe you should check with Control on that point before—” 
 
    “I already have,” she said. “You’ve been replaced, Chief Gray. Control has sent a new man to do your job.” 
 
    “A new man…?” I began.  
 
    At this point, I was becoming alarmed. My teeth clenched unconsciously as I saw a familiar face press forward, stepping out of the crowd.  
 
    “Hello Gray,” the new man said. I knew him only as Lt. Shaw, and we’d fought to something of a standstill shortly after I’d awakened in the Old City. He’d been having a little trouble breathing the last time I saw him. 
 
    “I’m your replacement,” he said. “You know, something has gone wrong with you, Gray… This kind of mess? It isn’t your usual style.” 
 
    That was a lie, of course. I couldn’t recall every detail of my past, only snatches of it, but one thing I was sure of: death and destruction tended to follow in my wake.  
 
    It wasn’t something I relished. It was just part of the job, and I didn’t shy away from it.  Being a fireman was no different. That was a career path you’d better not take if you hated to see things burn. 
 
    “Lieutenant Shaw…” I said thoughtfully. “Weren’t you posted back on Earth?” 
 
    “I was. There’s been a change.” 
 
    “Huh, well aren’t you just right in the middle of things.” I observed.  
 
    Shaw seemed to have gotten to Luna Station awfully fast. He might even have been here before me. Like our meeting back in that alley, it was unusually opportune, and I wondered if someone inside the Ministry was backing him. 
 
    His eyes were alight with triumph. This was a moment of sweet revenge for him. I could tell it went deeper, than our last meeting when as I saw it I’d bested him in personal combat. I sensed he hadn’t liked me for a long, long time. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had no memory of why or when our falling out had begun. But it didn’t matter. We were both officers from Control, but he outranked me.  
 
    How had he managed to worm his way into this arrangement? Had he done it out of personal spite, or had someone else back there in that shadowy organization decided to do it? 
 
    Either way, I didn’t like the implications. If Control was breaking apart into factions, with internal struggles going on—that didn’t bode well for Earth. 
 
    “Very well,” I said. “Since I’m on leave, if anyone wants to talk to me, you’ll find me in my quarters.” 
 
    I began to push through the crowd, but Shaw’s arm shot out, barring my path. 
 
    “Hold on, Chief,” he said. “This isn’t a vacation. Besides, you haven’t been debriefed yet.” 
 
    Glancing down at his arm, I considered breaking it. As he was from Control, that wouldn’t be easy. He was no normal man of naturally grown flesh and blood—but it would feel good to try. 
 
    “All right,” I said, changing my mind. “Let’s go talk.” 
 
    We walked away from the others down a long, echoing passage that gently curved with the circular shape of the docking ring. Soon, we were out of sight to those behind us. 
 
    At that point, I spoke to him quietly while we walked.  
 
    “This is my mission,” I said. “Do you even have a real transfer order from Control?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said with a smug smile. He waved a slip of computer paper in my face. 
 
    I snatched it away, leaving him with a frown.  
 
    “By order of the Second Directorate…” I began, reading aloud at first.  
 
    My voice soon trailed off. “It looks legit. But these things can be faked.” 
 
    “They can be,” he agreed. “But why would I bother?” 
 
    “For the same reason you tackled me out of the blue back on Earth.” 
 
    “Out of the blue…? Oh, I get it. They mind-scrubbed you. Probably for the best. That last mess you presided over… you probably couldn’t function if you remembered all of it. You’d probably wake up screaming every night, soaking in sweat and piss.” 
 
    My expression hadn’t been welcoming before, but now it shifted into outright dislike.  
 
    “I don’t sleep much during missions,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, right… The brain damage. That’s why you joined up originally, isn’t it? A retard with the body of a gorilla. They really shouldn’t have—” 
 
    At this point, we’d reached the end of the passage. An airlock stood nearby, disused and forgotten-looking. It was as good a place as any to fix things. 
 
    Taking the computer paper he’d given me with the signed orders, I rolled them up and stuffed them into my suit.  
 
    “Hey,” he said, “give that back, and that’s an order.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I’m not convinced these orders are real. Therefore, you’re impeding me in the execution of my mission. You know what that means,” I stated. 
 
    His eyes changed, and I saw that he understood at last. Control Officers didn’t let anything or anyone get in the way of completing a mission. My statement indicated that no action was off limits. 
 
    “So that’s how it’s going to be, hey?” he asked, reaching into his suit.  
 
    That hand came back out with an egg-shaped device in it. The device might have been a stunner, or a palmable needler—but it didn’t really matter.  
 
    My bigger hand clamped over his before he could pull it out and get it into play.  
 
    His knee came up with blinding speed. My balls were flattened—but the sickening pain didn’t disable me. Control people couldn’t be taken out so easily. Our nervous systems had been modified to take more punishment than normal men could fathom.  
 
    It was a mixed blessing, of course. Would you want to be able to take vast amounts of pain and suffering and still retain consciousness, even if you’d rather die? That was one of my special gifts—one that kept on giving at times like these. 
 
    Grunting with a mix of agony and fury, I didn’t punch him or push him away. Instead, I yanked him close, crushing his own hand and the egg-shaped device inside my own stronger grip. I heard a satisfying and muted crunch. 
 
    My right foot lashed out—not toward the snarling Lt. Shaw, but toward the airlock’s control panel instead. 
 
    There was a big release button there, and the door shot open. 
 
    Wrestling in a clinch, I levered Shaw into the airlock with me. Really, I lifted his struggling body and carried him like a sack of dirt.  
 
    I sensed right away that I was more accustomed to null-G than he was. He didn’t instinctively know how to get leverage, how to use mass and inertia to gain their best advantage. 
 
    Bodily forcing him, I got Shaw into the airlock with me.  
 
    He shot me then, in the leg. It was that damned egg-shaped device. It had been a needler after all. It burned a hole right down through his suit and mine, lancing a neat sizzling circle into the meat of my left thigh. 
 
    Bracing myself and hissing in pain, my arm pumped, slamming his body and skull into the bulkhead. He didn’t pass out—but he did look dazed. 
 
    My finger reached out and caressed the outer hatch controls on the wall panel. The indicator light flashed yellow each time I did it. Once, twice… the damned thing hadn’t been used for a long time and must have been dirty. It wasn’t recognizing my biometrics. It stubbornly refused to override and open. 
 
    Lt. Shaw woke up again. My head-banging had stunned him, but such states wear off quickly for our kind. 
 
    His good hand slid up to clasp my throat. Fingers clamped, and his grip felt like thick, cold claws. He squeezed my neck, and for a frightening moment, my vision began to darken. 
 
    Not even one of my kind can hold out for long with his carotid pinched off.  
 
    Determinedly, I touched the door panel, swiping my index finger over it twice more. Two yellow flashes—that was my only reward. 
 
     Lt. Shaw’s face split into a murderous grin. He had me, and he knew it. I couldn’t break his grip. I had one hand on his wrist, but it wasn’t enough. I was weakening.  
 
    One more try at the panel. I used my thumb this time. 
 
    That did the trick. The panel lit green and stayed that way.  
 
    Had the damned thing wanted my thumbprint all along? Or was it that my fingers had smeared away enough grime to make the screen read right again when I applied a clean thumb?  
 
    I didn’t know which it was, and I didn’t much care. What mattered was the inner door closed behind us, and the outer door swept open. 
 
     A gust of gas was released into space and the cold hit like a brick on a windshield. Most of the universe is nothing, and that nothingness became a serious force now. Hard vacuum sucked away every ounce of heat and life. 
 
    Lt. Shaw was left with a difficult choice. He could continue squeezing the life out of me—or he could deal with the fact we were both going to die of depressurization in short order. 
 
    Shaw chose the option I figured he would—he tried to survive. His first move was to let go of me and lunge for the panel. To encourage this decision, I’d relaxed my body and rolled my eyes up into my head. 
 
    It had only partly been a ruse—I really was losing it—but the moment the pressure was off my neck, my brain began to work again.  
 
    I wouldn’t recommend exposure to hard vacuum unless completely necessary, but it turns out you don’t die instantly in space. It takes at least a minute if you’re as tough as a Ministry watchdog. 
 
    But already, the pressure was causing gruesome effects, and death was inevitable. 
 
    In the cold of space, a human’s natural blood temperature is enough to cause the liquid to boil in your veins, releasing deadly gases. The surfaces of our eyes were freezing, too, and our lungs were collapsing with our last released breath. 
 
    When Shaw went for the panel, he shot away from me, kicking off my body. For a split-second he was drifting in the open, his form moving like a dark shadow, blotting out the starlight and the curve of the Moon outside. 
 
    That’s when my foot shot out and kicked him in the belly. He flew out of the airlock, booted into space and thrown into a spin. 
 
    He was one lucky son of a bitch—sort of. He managed to grab a bundle of cables as he spun out of the lock, and his rotation was checked.  
 
    He clawed his way back up the cables as I lurched to the green-lit panel by the inward door. 
 
    Claw-like, his fingers latched onto the outer door as it slid silently between us. It finally clicked into place with Shaw on the far side. With the airlock outer door sealed, life-giving air pumped into the chamber, and I gulped it in. My lungs and skin were burning. 
 
    When I could think again, I saw the nubs of several fingers—Shaw had really done his best to stop that door. His frozen fingertips were jammed in the seal, enveloped in silicon gaskets. 
 
    “Hmm…” I rasped.  
 
    I couldn’t leave such clear evidence of foul play behind. To cover my tracks, I tugged at the gaskets until they covered those fingers. It just looked like a black, rubbery bulge when I’d finished.  
 
    My cover-up wasn’t the best, but it would have to do. When I was clearheaded and breathing right again, I exited the airlock and unfurled the computer paper Shaw had used to usurp my role. 
 
    I’d have to do something about these orders… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Sensing that it would be a poor move to simply waltz back down the passageway without Shaw, I contacted Toby privately.  
 
    “Have they arrested you yet?” Toby asked.  
 
    “Um… arrested? No.” 
 
    “That was the plan—the secret plan. I listened in.” 
 
    My mind clicked new gears into place. Shaw hadn’t been planning to replace me—he’d wanted to get rid of me. Too bad for him. 
 
    “Lt. Shaw’s plans have changed,” I said calmly. “He’s been recalled to Earth.” 
 
    Toby was quiet for a second. I worried that I couldn’t trust him—but I had to trust someone. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “I can see his tracker isn’t aboard the station anymore—either that, or he’s in one of the damaged sections.” 
 
    “That may well be. But I need some help.” 
 
    “Help? From me? Are you kidding? All I get is abuse from you—the same as the rest of the neurotypicals. Now you want—?” 
 
    “Toby?” I interrupted. “Let me ask a simple question: Would you prefer to work with Lt. Shaw supervising you, or me?” 
 
    He was quiet again for a second. “What happened to Shaw?” he asked suddenly. How could he get off the station so fast? There hasn’t even been a shuttle—” 
 
    “Did you hear me, Toby? This is very important. You have a choice to make—right now.” 
 
    He sighed. “Well, I’d prefer you. I didn’t have much time to talk to Shaw, but I could tell right off he’s a total dick. A stickler for every rule. No sense of humor at all.” 
 
    I smiled. That was the response I’d been fishing for.  
 
    “All right then. I need some help. Come down the passage—where I left the group.” 
 
    “All the way back there? I’m aboard Viper now. Can’t you just come back here?” 
 
    “Not yet I can’t,” I said patiently. “You have to meet me where I said.” 
 
    “All right, all right—but you owe me. Agreed?” 
 
    I thought about it. I didn’t want to owe Toby anything, but I didn’t think I had any choice at this point.  
 
    “All right,” I said. “I owe you.” 
 
    Toby’s voice brightened. “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Less than two minutes later, Toby arrived. He came down the passage warily, like he thought I might ambush him. 
 
    Stepping out of a shadowy side-module, I confronted him, and he looked like he might bolt. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I said, “but I thought you were on the other side of the platform—aboard Viper.” 
 
    Toby shrugged. “I’m fast on my feet,” he lied. “Especially in null-G.” 
 
    Deciding to let him get away with his falsehood, I made a mental note to watch this rodent closely. He’d obviously fabricated his reluctance and lied about where he was to get leverage. What bothered me most was it had worked. He had a favor to call in now, a chip for the future.  
 
    Toby was clever in more ways than one. He was a technical wiz and manipulative as well—all without a conscience. 
 
    After he looked around a bit suspiciously, he suddenly relaxed. 
 
    “What do you need?” he asked, sauntering forward with confidence. 
 
    He’d evidently decided I wasn’t going to attack him, and had returned to his normal cocky personality in an instant. 
 
    I showed him the computer paper with the orders flashing on it.  
 
    “This document is in error,” I said. “The name is wrong. I need it to say ‘Chief Gray’ instead of ‘Lieutenant Shaw’ right here.” 
 
    He took the paper from me, the same one I’d lifted from Shaw. He hooted.  
 
    “You want me to doctor your orders? Why can’t you do it? Your clearance seems to get you past every door, robot guard or pair of panties that you—” 
 
    “It’s from Control,” I said. “I can’t break this without help.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed to slits, and he cocked his head to peer up at me. 
 
    “What makes you think I can do it if you can’t?” 
 
    “You’re an actual hacker. I’m a man with high clearance—it’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “Hmm…” he said, pulling a device from his pocket.  
 
    He applied a box-like object to the bottom left edge of the computer paper. The screen began to blink. 
 
    Toby laughed.  
 
    “Shit-work,” he said. “Control is using outdated algorithms. I learned to break this stuff in my undergrad courses at the university.” 
 
    “Can you open the file?” I asked. 
 
    “I already have.” 
 
    He handed the orders back to me. I took them carefully and saw the document was in editing mode—he’d somehow cracked the security that fast. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” I said as I changed certain keywords and dates with one tapping finger.  
 
    “You should be.” 
 
    “There… it’s done,” I said after a few minutes. “Let’s go back to talk to Colonel Hughes.” 
 
    Toby’s skinny hand grabbed my elbow. “Don’t forget about our deal? Right? And no telling anyone about this. Not even that I could do such a thing.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “What you just did was a felony. I don’t want to see you in prison. You’re too young for that.” 
 
    Toby blinked in a surprise. “Prison?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “This is our little secret.” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah. It’s a secret. In fact, I don’t even know why I’m here.” 
 
    “Sightseeing, I think.” 
 
    “Okay. Whatever you say.” 
 
    Such a compliant attitude! I barely recognized the little runt.  
 
    Walking back to the main passages, I saw foot-traffic again. Mostly, it consisted of damage-control crews. The yard-dogs were working long hours to repair a thousand blown seals and fried electrical systems. Welding robots were all over the place, casting up showers of brilliant, blue-white sparks.  
 
    I didn’t remark on Toby’s change of heart. Apparently, he did fear at least one thing: prison. 
 
    We arrived back at the docking tube that led to the chamber where Fairweather was stored. A surprised tech recognized me, but he didn’t try to stop me from entering. That would have been a mistake on his part. I wasn’t in a charitable mood. 
 
    Making my way directly to Colonel Hughes, I noticed that Toby had vanished. One minute, he’d been walking along at my side, and the next he was gone. I hadn’t even seen exactly where he’d slipped away. Again, I was impressed. Normally, I would have noticed something like that.  
 
    “Chief Gray?” Colonel Hughes asked. She blinked at me in confusion. “What are you doing here? Did you leave some personal items with us? If so, we can have them sent on. There’s no need—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Colonel,” I said. “Things have changed again. I’ve contacted Control and—” 
 
    Offering up the orders, she snatched them away from me before I could finish. She read them in a fast, sweep of the eyes. 
 
    “You’re back on my crew…” 
 
    “It looks that way.” 
 
    She appeared to be angry. “What the hell is wrong with those people down on Earth? Is everyone running Control a screw-up?” 
 
    It was my turn to blink. She wasn’t angry with me—she was upset with Control. 
 
    “I think there must have been a misunderstanding. Either that, or something political is going on. Lt. Shaw was dispatched to replace me, but after contacting my direct supervisor, that move was countered.” 
 
    She made a snorting sound. “Politics. That’s what it is. It’s the same with my supervisors. We’re both pawns on the chessboard. Where’s Lt. Shaw, by the way?” 
 
    “I think he’s left the station already,” I said in a nonchalant tone. 
 
    “Really? He didn’t even… ah well. Maybe it’s for the best. I didn’t like him, anyway. When you blew up that corvette, and he showed up a few hours later, I figured you’d been removed from this project for good reason.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” I began, but she stopped me with a hand. 
 
    “Let me finish. I believed it was legit, but after thinking about it, I wasn’t so sure. I mean, how could Shaw have gotten out here so quickly? The short answer is: it wasn’t possible. That meant he must have been sent from Earth earlier. He’s been on this station all along, waiting to serve up those orders.” 
 
    Of course, I knew that’s exactly what Shaw had done. He’d been stalking me, lying in wait like a spider until I got tangled up, then rushing in for the kill.  
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Maybe he was a double-agent, trying to get between me and my mission.” 
 
    She looked alarmed. “Do you think that’s possible?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Anything is possible. There are powerful people trying to stop you and your engine, you know. They’ll do anything to stop it from being deployed.” 
 
    “The aliens, yes,” she said. “But you’re talking about Earth people now, right? Our own government?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Have you got any proof?” 
 
    “No, but it doesn’t matter. I’m simply not going to allow this project to become derailed.” 
 
    She appraised me carefully. “I object to your methods, Chief Gray. I don’t even like you all that much… but I have to admit, I appreciate that you seem highly committed to seeing this project through to its conclusion.” 
 
    “I am. Let’s declare an alliance to achieve our shared goals. We don’t have to like each other to cooperate, you know.” 
 
    She heaved a sigh. “All right. For the record, I apologize for all the trouble you’ve been going through. It isn’t right that you’ve been blamed for these alien attacks. I think the trouble is that we’re all having so much difficulty believing they’re real.” 
 
    “They are very real—and very deadly.” 
 
    “You’re right. After listening to your objections when Lt. Shaw dismissed you, I reviewed the vids that you mentioned. In my opinion, that corvette was a clear and present danger to the project. Hell, it was a danger to everyone aboard this station.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, if we can get back to the engine and the test—” 
 
    “Hold on,” she said. “We’re not going to test the engine in the manner we discussed earlier. It’s just too risky.” 
 
    I frowned at her in thought. “You mean you don’t want to deploy Fairweather here? How can you test the engine without your experimental ship?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking long and hard about that, ever since the Maraldi base below us destroyed that pirate ship. I think I’ve come up with an answer. Come with me, and we’ll discuss it.” 
 
    Unsure what she had in mind, I followed her down to the chamber where Fairweather languished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The small ship was ovoid and smoothly skinned. It looked better than the first time I’d seen it—more polished. It was disconnected from its moorings and ready to fly. 
 
    Dr. Fillmore was there, overseeing the process of readying the small vessel for the installation of the engine. When Colonel Hughes and I walked in, he did a comical double-take. 
 
    Eyes wide, he walked over to us, waving his hands with his palms out.  
 
    “Halt! No unauthorized persons are allowed near my ship! Hughes, you should know better. This man is a saboteur. A danger to—” 
 
    “He’s back on the project, Fillmore,” Hughes said flatly. 
 
    “What? How’s that even possible? Has the Ministry of Control gone insane?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, circling the ship with a languid pace. “But that’s how it is.” 
 
    “What about that fine young man—Lt. Shaw, wasn’t it? Where’s he?” 
 
    “He’s enjoying a long return flight to Earth,” I offered. 
 
    Fillmore glared at me, as if disbelieving the fact I had the gall to speak on my own behalf. 
 
    “This is outrageous!” he sputtered. 
 
    “Deal with it, Fillmore,” I said. “I’m here to stay.” 
 
    “Well, don’t get any ideas about planting a missile in Fairweather’s guts. I won’t stand for anything dangerous to come near her.” 
 
    “When are you going to launch?” I asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “You see that? He’s prying for information.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to launch the ship,” Hughes said. “It’s too vulnerable. I’m worried now that these teleporting aliens are watching us. They might plan to take out our ship the moment we dare to slip from our moorings.” 
 
    “How can you test the engine, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t tell him!” Fillmore interjected. “He’ll just blow something up! He’s an enemy of the state, I tell you!” 
 
    Hughes glanced at him in irritation, then slid her eyes back to my face.  
 
    “We’re thinking about attaching the entire thing to another ship,” she said. “Operating it as a modular addition.” 
 
    “You might as well tell the entire station,” Fillmore grumbled, but we ignored him. 
 
    I frowned at Fairweather thoughtfully. “What ship?” 
 
    “Whitman’s transport, I guess.” 
 
    “How can that work?” 
 
    “Our field-generating device doesn’t use a traditional form of propulsion.” 
 
    “I understand that,” I said. 
 
    Making a wild sound of frustration, Fillmore walked away from us. I, for one, wasn’t sorry to see him go, and I turned back to Hughes. 
 
    “The engine generates a field that surrounds whatever object is within range,” she continued. “The field can be quite large, actually. Everything in its radius will go with us into a warp-bubble—not just Fairweather.” 
 
    “Huh…” I said, thinking it over. “And you want to just switch it on, while Fairweather is aboard Whitman’s transport?” 
 
    “Yes. Fairweather was designed to control and carry the engine—but the field doesn’t have to be so limited in scope.” 
 
    “You’re saying we’ll just turn it on while we’re sitting in the hold? What makes you think Whitman’s cargo ship is safer from attacks than smaller ships are?” 
 
    “It won’t be obvious we’re there, for one thing. The transport will function as camouflage. Transports come and go every day here. We can fly out to a safe distance, and then engage the drive. We’ll be on our way.” 
 
    I liked the thinking, but I didn’t like the details. Her initiative had sparked a new idea in my mind. 
 
    “Why don’t we place the system aboard a warship instead?” I suggested. “That way, you’d have camouflage and increased security.” 
 
    “What warship?” 
 
    “The destroyer, of course,” I said. “Viper would fit the bill nicely. It’s not too big to fit in the warp bubble, is it?” 
 
    “No, but…” she said, eyeing Fairweather thoughtfully.  
 
    Finally, she shook her head.  
 
    “We’d never get permission from The Ministry for something like that. The military won’t go for it. Captain Jessup will go berserk, for one. He’s probably sharpening knives in his ready room right now to carve his name in your skin.” 
 
    My hand slipped into my pocket, touching the orders I had there. I thought about Toby, his hacking device, and all the editing I could do if I had the time and motivation. 
 
    A smile grew on my face.  
 
    “You let me worry about Jessup and Control. Pack up your engine. I have some arrangements to make.” 
 
    Hughes watched me with a mixture of confusion and concern as I walked out of the hold. 
 
    Before I confronted Jessup, I had to have my ducks in a row. That meant getting into further debt with Toby—but so be it. 
 
    Coming up with an angle, I tracked his comm-link signature and approached Toby while he was furtively sneaking around the engine chamber. 
 
    Niederman wanted us all off his turf as soon as possible, so he’d removed the guard. The man-door still had the normal access requirements, but I palmed my way through and strode into the vault. 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” I demanded loudly. 
 
    Toby had taken cover when he heard the door clang open and was now peering around bulky machinery. He relaxed when he saw it was me.  
 
    “What do you care?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m security chief again, remember? It’s my business to know who gets close to the heart of this project, and why.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said, giving me a knowing smirk. “You’re all official now, but just an hour ago you were the crook. I don’t know—” 
 
    Already, I could tell he was beginning to think quite a lot of himself. Inflated egos—that was a failing a lot of people had, but with Toby the process seemed to be accelerated beyond the norm. 
 
    Grabbing him by the scruff, I gave him a shaking, and he squawked about abuse. When he’d settled down and was just glowering up at me, I spoke to him in low tones. 
 
    “Now I know what Dr. Brandt was talking about the first time I met you. Mixed genetics… that’s what she said your problem was.” 
 
    “Mentioning such private data was a crime on her part.” 
 
    “What exactly are your genes mixed with, Toby?”” 
 
    He shrugged and looked sullen. “What do you commonly see around any lab?” he asked. 
 
    “Rats… monkeys… is that it? You’re saying you’ve got a hint of such things in your make-up? That you’re not entirely human?” 
 
    He pouted, but he didn’t say anything else.  He crossed his arms and slumped dejectedly. He almost seemed chimp-like. 
 
    Perhaps I’d guessed correctly. It was an alarming thought. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “It doesn’t matter to me if your half macaque. What I need you to understand is that we’re in this together. If I get into trouble—you do too. Got it?” 
 
    “Prison again? You’re threatening me?” 
 
    “Monkeys don’t like cages, do they?” I asked in return. 
 
    “No…” he said thoughtfully. “All right. I’ll be more discreet. We’ll share this secret to the bitter end.” 
 
    “Good enough,” I said, setting him on his feet again and letting go of his tunic. “Now, what are you doing down here?” 
 
    “Staying safe. These aliens aren’t going to give up. They’re going to keep coming.” 
 
    I looked around at the engine vault. “But this is their goal.” 
 
    He lifted a thin finger and wagged it at me. “There, now you see the genius of my plan. You’re here, aren’t you? Protecting the precious egg in this chamber like nothing else on the Moon. You weren’t planning on patrolling my quarters today, were you? No, because you don’t care who dies. You only care about the engine.” 
 
    I nodded. “So, you’re planning to stay close to the engine because we’re all focusing on it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay… what if I let you stay in here? We’ll invent a reason.” 
 
    “I could be your deputy,” he said, perking up. “Give me a badge or something. I’ll question everyone who comes near.” 
 
    “Hmm… that wasn’t what I had in mind… But never mind. Let’s discuss the next phase of our plan.” 
 
    “Our plan? To do what?” 
 
    “To protect this engine—and our personal well-being.” 
 
    Toby looked interested. “Another scheme? That’s why you’re really here, isn’t it? You need my help again.” 
 
    This teen was sharp. That was possibly his most annoying trait. 
 
    I quickly told him about my plan to move the engine aboard the destroyer. He laughed out loud in response. 
 
    “Jessup will go berserk,” he objected. “He hates you—you do realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    “So far, we’re not on the best terms,” I admitted. “That’s why the move has to be approved at the highest levels.” 
 
    Toby gave me a blank look for a few seconds, then he caught on.  
 
    “Ohh…New orders? A new computer file? Will he buy that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Probably not. We’ll have to go further.” 
 
    Toby’s eyes lit up. He was becoming excited. He snapped his fingers in my face. 
 
    “I know how to do it. I’ll set up a trap in the local grid. He’ll think he’s checking online with The Ministry, but really, he’ll be looking at a fake AI face we socketed right here on Luna…” 
 
    He went on like that, becoming very technical, but I didn’t listen. Since he was working on a level that was beyond my skill set, it didn’t matter if I understood it all. It would work, or it wouldn’t. My job would be to exploit the success or cover for the failure. In short, I had to trust him.  
 
    In my guts, this fact didn’t sit well. I didn’t mind having my ass on the line as long as I was there on my own merit. I trusted that but often had a knot of concern when I was forced to rely on the questionable work of others. 
 
    A few hours later, Toby’s scheme was ready. He signaled me, and it was just in time. 
 
    The other side, those who ruled this space station, were moving against me even as I moved against them. The first play in their scheme came from Niederman, who contacted the project leadership. 
 
    “I’ve been in touch with Control,” he said sternly. “I’ve been authorized to ask you and your team to leave Luna, Colonel Hughes.” 
 
    We were all standing around near Fairweather when the call came in. Niederman had purposefully broadcast his announcement to everyone who was in earshot, using the public address system. His fat face was displayed in alarming detail on every monitor in sight. 
 
    I had filled in Colonel Hughes about our ambitious plan, so she opened her mouth to respond—but I beat her to the punch. 
 
    “Good!” I said. “That confirms what we have to tell you, General Niederman.” 
 
    His eyes slid to me, and they narrowed. He looked like a cat facing a bath. 
 
    “You…” he said. “I was under the impression you were in custody for treasonous acts.” 
 
    “A false report,” I said firmly. “I’m the project security chief, and I will remain in that post until this mission is complete. But that shouldn’t concern you, General. The good news is: we’re planning to leave Luna as fast as we can.” 
 
    He blinked, but he looked guardedly pleased.  
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Consider your ship cleared for takeoff. Cast away your mooring cables, and—” 
 
    “One moment,” I said. “There’s more to the situation than that. We’re transferring the engine to another ship. That ship will take us to a safe distance, where we’ll execute our tests.” 
 
    I’d informed Hughes about my designs to get Fairweather aboard Viper. She was skeptical about pulling it off but convinced it was our best bet. I hadn’t told her about my ace in the hole. 
 
    Hughes was frowning at me now. She was running this project, and she didn’t like my usurping of her role. She’d crossed her arms and furrowed her brow. I could tell she was about to interrupt. 
 
    “What ship?” Niederman demanded. “Are you talking about Whitman’s transport? Unacceptable.” 
 
    “No, sir—not the transport—” 
 
    “—seeing as you’ve managed to destroy all the other local shipping, there’s little else that would serve. You aren’t planning to move onto a tug, are you? If so, I can’t spare one.” 
 
    I waved to Hughes, who stepped forward and took over. She was still eyeing me unhappily. I knew she thought I’d overstepped my bounds and my authority—fortunately, I didn’t care about her opinions as long as this transfer plan worked. 
 
    “What Chief Gray was trying to communicate is that we’ll be moving the project to Viper. It should only take a few hours to—” 
 
    She broke off, because Niederman’s big face was flapping in amusement. 
 
    “Are you mad?” he demanded, laughing. “Captain Jessup would rather dive his ship into the nearest crater than—” 
 
    “Please hear me out, General,” she said. 
 
    “Sir,” I interrupted again, addressing Niederman. “If you’d check with The Ministry of Control one last time, you might find that what we suggest has already been approved at the highest levels.” 
 
    Hughes looked at me again, blinking in surprise. I hadn’t told her about Toby’s editing work. For one thing, there hadn’t been much time. He’d only just finished it. For another, I was worried it wouldn’t hold up to her scrutiny, as she worked with Control regularly. It was my sense that she wouldn’t approve or cooperate with a scam on the dramatic level of what Toby and I were trying to pull off.  
 
    “I’ll do that,” Niederman snapped. “In the meantime, don’t you dare attempt the transfer. Niederman out.” 
 
    When the screens went dead, I stepped close to Hughes and spoke to her urgently. 
 
    “We need to get Fairweather ready to move aboard Viper,” I said. “We need to get this done fast.” 
 
    Her eyes searched my face. “What’s going on down at Control?” she asked. “Some kind of power struggle?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “I think that’s an accurate description.” 
 
    “In the meantime, we’re up here in space with our asses in the breeze! Do you really think moving the engine aboard Viper is the best choice?” 
 
    I shrugged. “If we can pull it off, it’s definitely safer than being aboard an unarmed transport. For all we know, the aliens are about to spring their next surprise on us.” 
 
    She stared at the deck for a moment, then lifted her head back up, nodding. “I don’t like any of this,” she said quietly.  
 
    “I never would have guessed.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter. I feel certain that you really want to see this through. I trust your instincts and your tenacity, and I know we’re in danger. I just wish I felt certain about Control’s support. Whose side are they on?” 
 
    “Control employs something like a hundred thousand officers, administrators and support personnel,” I said. “When have a hundred thousand government types ever agreed on anything?” 
 
    “I see…” she said. “All right. I’ll have get things packed up here. Why don’t you go break the news to Captain Jessup about his beloved Viper?” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “This was all your idea, wasn’t it? Sell it to him.” 
 
    My face twisted up, and I sighed, but I couldn’t refute her logic. This scheme was definitely my baby. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I managed to get Jessup to answer my calls. Allie had to trick him, telling him that Control was online, to get him to respond. 
 
    “Chief Gray?” he asked in surprise. “I’m not talking to you. Go destroy someone else’s shit.” 
 
    “Sir,” I said, “I have new orders, and they involve you and your ship.” 
 
    He listened to me for a few heartbeats. I hadn’t even gotten to the part about commandeering Viper before he lost it. His face suddenly screwed up in anger.  
 
    “I can see where this is going,” he said, “and you can forget it. I’m not escorting your alien-magnet bucket of wires into far orbit for any trials. You’ll have to move out on your own and take your chances.” 
 
    “Uh…” I said, “I don’t think you quite grasp the situation, Captain.” 
 
    In a calm, neutral voice, I explained to him that we were moving the project aboard his destroyer. All the scientists and other staffers were coming with the equipment as well. 
 
    He sputtered in disbelief. “Gray, I’ve got to admit, you’ve got bigger dreams than I would ever have given you credit for. You’ve got to be kidding me! Where would I even house such a large complement of new crewmen?” 
 
    “Viper is a standard issue destroyer, isn’t it? To the best of my knowledge, that means you’ve got a troop-pod on your lower decks.” 
 
    “The troop-pod?” he asked. “That’s—that’s not used anymore. Not since the last rock-rat rebellion. We don’t even pressurize it these days. It’s an empty husk.” 
 
    “Regardless, you’ve got the quarters we need. We’ll take care of any maintenance issues. The engine itself will requires a ovoid space, some ten meters in diameter, which—” 
 
    “Hold on, hold on!” Jessup shouted. “I didn’t approve any of this, and it’s not happening. You’re dreaming, Gray.” 
 
    His hand moved, and I sensed he was about to break the connection. 
 
    “You should check with Control, sir,” I said. “Your new orders are waiting for you at this address in their data-cube.” 
 
    At this point, I transferred the fake link that Toby had given me. We’d kept the content as simple and official-looking as possible.  
 
    The captain would, of course, request confirmation. The link to our AI robot, complete with a manufactured high-res face and speech interpreter. It was all done with downloadable software which Toby had enjoyed configuring. 
 
    If he went past that, contacting Control on his own, our only hope would be the bureaucracy. The Ministry was notoriously slow to respond to special requests. With any luck, he’d be forced to obey the orders now, and question them later. 
 
    But by that time, we’d be away from Luna and on our way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “We’re doing this Jillian.” I said into my comm-link. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m just outside personnel housing—near the hub.” 
 
     She was on the other side of the dockyard. I ran down the passages toward her location in an odd, low-G gait—a sort of striding jog that got you where you were going very quickly. 
 
    “Um…” Jillian said into my earpiece. “What exactly are we doing, Chief?”  
 
    “Colonel Hughes is going to meet us at Fairweather to mount the engine. After that, the whole thing is merging with the south end of Jessup’s destroyer.” 
 
    “What?” she yelped in surprise. “You must be kidding. We haven’t prepared for that.” 
 
    “It’s no joke. I’m heading back to the vault where the generator is now. You need to meet me there.” 
 
    A few minutes later I rounded the last corner. Jillian was already standing in front of it with her arms crossed under her breasts.  
 
    She wore the pulser I’d left her with earlier. It was still in its holster, but the whole picture gave me the impression she meant business. As a side note, it was a good look for her.  
 
    Behind Dr. Brandt were even more of Niederman’s guards than before. They filled the passageway. Evidently, the general was serious when he told us not to attempt the transfer yet. There were six of them this time, and Major Knox was leading them. 
 
    As I drew up and took a breath, six weapons raised in unison. I could see their focusing apertures all dilate broadly, preparing to vomit a barrage of deadly energy. 
 
    Jillian flashed me a very worried look and a slow shake of her pretty head. 
 
    “Easy fellas,” I said, and I showed the guards my hands. 
 
    “That’s close enough, Chief,” Knox told me. 
 
    Stepping forward, I wore a pasted-on smile and showed my palms. They shuffled a little, watching me warily. 
 
    “We’re all on the same side here,” I told Knox. “Colonel Hughes’ exploration mission has been approved to proceed by the Ministry of Control.” 
 
    “I answer to General Niederman,” Knox told me. “The general is the one who deals with the Ministry. My orders are to burn down anyone who makes a serious attempt to get through this vault door. Until I get orders that say otherwise, you can take a walk.” 
 
    I took another few steps, which might have been a bad idea. 
 
    Knox dipped his gun muzzle and quickly fired a tangled wad of blinding energy. It hit the deck near my boots and scattered on impact. The deck was pocked with smoking ruts, and my boots were smoldering. 
 
    “Crazy bastard,” I complained, but I stopped walking and smiling. He had my full attention.  
 
    He glowered at me, but he looked uncertain. After all, my hands were still up, and I didn’t look very dangerous. The rest of his guards were uneasy, too. They said nothing, but they were fiddling with their weapons as if their hands itched. 
 
    “Settle down, boys,” I said. “I’ll turn around. Watch me closely: I’m backing away. We’ll return when we have the general’s blessing.”  
 
    I signaled Jillian to follow me, and she did so. 
 
    Once the guards were out of sight, I grabbed Jillian’s hand. I pulled her into my arms for an embrace and kissed her.  
 
    “You’re still the best looking girl in the place,” I said. “Sorry about ditching you earlier. It was unavoidable.” 
 
    Before she could answer, I turned away and resumed my striding, half-G jog. “See if you can keep up,” I said, glancing at her over my shoulder and giving her almost no time to forgive me. 
 
    She squinted after me for a moment before she gave chase.  
 
    “So, tell me about this new plan, Gray,” Jillian said as she fell in stride beside me. “We’re merging with Viper? What’s that all about? It sounds like a half-baked idea.”  
 
    “Let’s just call it an executive decision, made out of necessity.” I slowed the pace a little, so we could talk on the way. 
 
    As we twisted and turned down various passages, I made my way to General Niederman’s office.   
 
    “Does that mean you tricked Emily into moving the engine onto a warship, or was that actually her own brilliant idea?” 
 
    “Well honestly, it’s a little of both. It was her idea to merge with a larger ship, but I’m the one pushing for the upgrade to destroyer.” 
 
    “It seems to me like this is getting completely out of hand. We‘re supposed to be on a methodical research voyage, testing new technology. I don’t even know why people are objecting to the original plan—it works for everybody.” 
 
    “Yeah, well there’s a complication. A host of enemies have shown up to rain on our little parade and kill our people while they’re at it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I have to admit the project has turned Luna into a battle zone. I just never envisioned things going like this.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for this either, and yet here we are. The aliens are aggressive and deadly, which is bad enough. But we don’t even know what these guys want or where they’re coming from. We can’t follow any predictable path. We have to do the unexpected to make ourselves harder to target.” 
 
    “It’s scary to think about these aliens and how determined they are,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “I promise you Jillian, they’re not going to beat me. They won’t stop this test voyage from happening.” 
 
    She nodded without speaking, but she didn’t seem totally convinced. 
 
    “Let’s scoot now,” I said. “Too much time is wasting.” 
 
    We saved our breath for jogging and catching handholds as we half-flew down the passages.  
 
    Before we reached Niederman’s office, I could smell food in the air. It wasn’t your standard, ration-grade crap, either. There was something freshly prepared on hand that smelled like home cooking. 
 
    The general’s secretary greeted us as we came up to his desk. He was a lieutenant, pleasant enough, but stern.  
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh… no sir. We’re from the expedition team. Colonel Hughes sent us.” 
 
    The man tapped at his desk. He gave us a flat, level stare. “The general is occupied. Colonel Hughes can call him herself, if she wants to discuss something of importance.” 
 
    Right off, I knew what was going on. The general didn’t like me, and wasn’t interested in talking to me right now. With my relatively low rank, he wasn’t too worried about stonewalling me. 
 
    Judging by the aroma in the chamber, I figured he was probably having lunch. That gave me an advantage. 
 
    “Isn’t he in his office?” Jillian asked. 
 
    “Well yes, he is, but he’s quite busy at the moment. Would you like to make an appointment for some time next week?” The lieutenant began swiping virtual pages on his smart-desk. 
 
    From behind me Jillian whispered in my ear. “Something smells good.” 
 
    “Maybe we can wait until he has a moment to see us,” I suggested. 
 
    The lieutenant frowned. “Look here, Gray. I was warned you might try to barge in here and demand attention. This isn’t a frigging call-center. This is a military station, and—” 
 
    “I just thought the general might want to know some of the details behind the recent attack on this facility.” 
 
    The lieutenant’s eyes widened, but he didn’t look any happier. 
 
    “We know all we need to know. You’re part in the recent devastation is under investigation. You might work for Control, but that doesn’t give you the right to blow up Luna Station.” 
 
    There was a context behind his words. It was the long-standing rivalry between Control and the military. It had always been this way throughout history. Every government, back to the days of kings and courtiers, had dealt with rival factions. In the modern case, Earth’s government had a secretive organization of spies and policemen—the Ministry of Control—and the regular military. There had never been much love lost between the two. 
 
    Still, the lieutenant was being quite brave. Down on Earth, even pushy people of low rank didn’t dare argue openly with Control officers. It was just too dangerous. 
 
    I could push that card now. I could threaten this man, his career—even his family. But I didn’t want to go there.  
 
    “Lieutenant,” I said, “do you honestly think Control hijacked the ship that attacked your station?” 
 
    He blinked for a moment. “No… of course not.” 
 
    “Therefore, there must be an enemy out here—a rebel group or whatever. Right?” 
 
    “Uh… I guess so.” 
 
    “Let me assure you, that enemy isn’t me. I’m here to help deal with the threat.” 
 
    For the first time, he looked thoughtful. He nodded his head. “Okay. You can go in there—but I’m leaving first. I’ll be back in less than ten minutes.”  
 
    He got up, put on his jacket and walked out.  
 
    Jillian watched him go, surprised. “Does he just want us to walk in?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want to get in our way—but he doesn’t want to get blamed for letting us in, either. If the general asks, just say the office was empty.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Approaching the door, we tapped on it. When no response came, we opened it and walked in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    With Dr. Brandt on my heels, I advanced boldly through the heavy door to find General Niederman sitting at his ridiculously large desk having a meal.  
 
    A glob of something like custard slipped off Niederman’s spoon and fell back into his bowl. He looked shocked, and his gaping mouth hung wide. It took him a few seconds to register what was happening. 
 
    “How dare you!” he bellowed.  
 
    Flecks flew from his lips. He’d grown some bad habits out here on the Moon. 
 
    Shoving his chair back with both hands, Niederman bolted to his feet. In the low gravity, the dramatic gesture sent his bloated body moving with surprising speed. 
 
    “You…?” he said, dropping his spoon so it rang on the desktop. Apparently at a loss for words, the general’s face flushed pink. “I don’t believe this. I’ll have you arrested, Gray.” 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry to burst in on you like this General Niederman,” I said, looking at the scene with mild disgust. “Truly, I am.” 
 
    His hand reached for his desktop, no doubt to summon his troops. Niederman tapped at his desk, and I let him. After a moment, he looked up again with confidence.  
 
    “You need to be tamed, Gray,” he said. He’d recovered himself somewhat and settled back down into his chair. “Perhaps a few months in the brig will calm your impulses.” 
 
    “Sir,” I said, “I’m here to arrange the exit of our expedition from your station.” 
 
    “That’s good news. But you won’t be leaving with them. I’ve been looking for a pretext, and this is it. You’re going to be placed under arrest, Gray. Control can sort that out with the military courts.” 
 
    “That would be an error, sir,” I told him. “Colonel Hughes’ project simply can’t risk any further delays, and I’m an important part of her team.” 
 
    Rotating his round head, he looked at me coldly. “You Control pricks think quite a lot of yourselves, don’t you? Well, your kind doesn’t impress me. That fool Shaw came to me first, and he had grand plans of his own. He thought he was some hot-shit too. But you know what? We just found him, floating outside an airlock.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in a concerned tone. “I’m surprised that you’re confessing that a crime so grave was committed on your watch, sir.” 
 
    He blinked. “What?” 
 
    “You just admitted to me,” here, I turned to indicate Jillian, “in front of a neutral witness, that one of our officers was murdered on your station. Coupled with your obvious hostility toward Control personnel—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” he shouted—throwing his napkin down on the table.  
 
    “Dare to what? Arrest the Luna commander? You wouldn’t be the first to get big ideas out here in space. Maybe you’ve got a god-complex. I don’t know—I’m not a psych. All of that will come out in the investigation and trials.” 
 
    We glared at each other. We were at an impasse. He was out to arrest me, but I’d trumped his move with a threat to arrest him.  
 
    Of course, I was bluffing. Control had no means for investigating Niederman. They were just as likely to let him shoot me, I suspected. 
 
    But he didn’t know that. 
 
    Finally, after several long, tense seconds, Niederman sucked in a breath through his flaring nostrils and lifted his ample chin.  
 
    “It’s time to put our cards on the table,” he said. “I don’t want anything to do with your filthy Ministry full of political backstabbing. That’s the kind of stink I left behind on Earth. After we found Lt. Shaw’s body and moved it to the morgue, I ordered my men to replace the security detail at Colonel Hughes’ project—but I can see now, that was a mistake.” 
 
    “Agreed—how do you propose we proceed?” 
 
    “I want out of this entirely—and I want you off my back.” 
 
    “Done. I can be out of here within hours, but…” 
 
    His face contorted. “You’re still thinking about taking Viper with you? You can’t be serious!” 
 
    “That’s right. We need that ship.” 
 
    “Forget it. Can’t you grasp that I was planning on arresting you today, Gray? The fact you came to my office made it all the easier, no searching the passages for a fugitive… Just take my offer and leave quietly.” 
 
    At that moment, there was a hammering at the door. Niederman opened it. 
 
    Major Knox stood there, looking stern. Two sergeants stood behind him.  
 
    “General,” Knox said, “with your permission, we’re here to—” 
 
    Dr. Brandt stood up. “You can’t arrest Gray,” she said. “He’s all we’ve got left to stop the alien threat.” 
 
    Knox opened his mouth and looked like he was about to charge in and grab me. I steeled myself for possible action. I couldn’t afford to sit in a cell. How could I guard the engine if I was behind bars? 
 
    Niederman raised a hand, stopping Knox. He looked at Jillian as if she were mad. “You’ll have my men, Dr. Brandt. What’s wrong with Major Knox? You need real troops, not some rented spook from Earth.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough,” she said. “I’ve seen the enemy in action. They go right through normal men.” 
 
    I stood up next to Jillian. “Are we at an impasse, then?” 
 
    Niederman shrugged. “I guess that we are.” 
 
    “A shame. I’ll report to your brig, General. Control will place you at my side a few hours later. Perhaps we’ll share the same cell.”  
 
    Nodding curtly, I turned to go with Major Knox.  
 
    But the moment I turned my back, Niederman cleared his throat. “I’m the final authority on this moon, Gray. You’ll follow my orders while you’re in my presence. Major Knox, withdraw for now. I want everyone out of here, except for Gray.” 
 
    They all looked startled. I stayed aloof, as if I hadn’t a care in the world. 
 
    Niederman eyed me for a moment longer, then waved at the rest. “Didn’t you hear me? Out!” 
 
    They all fled, even Jillian.  
 
    Niederman and I faced one another.  
 
    During this stand-off, Niederman’s desk lit up. A ring of yellow that ran all around the outer edge lit up and slowly flashed. His secretary’s voice began speaking—the sound coming from the corner of the general’s smartdesk.  
 
    “General Niederman, there’s an urgent call incoming,” the secretary said. 
 
    The fat general ignored the green talk button that had appeared on his desk and just stared at me. He took in loud, shallow breaths and plotted my doom in his mind.  
 
    “I’ll drop the charges,” he said. “I want you off my turf, Gray. Today. Within hours.” 
 
    “Done,” I said, trying to keep any hint of triumph out of my voice. “Just make the call to Jessup.” 
 
    “How can I do that?” he asked. “Jessup is Fleet. He’s only nominally under my command. I’d have to go through channels back on Earth. It would take a month to get the approval for—” 
 
    “Give the order, General, then ask for permission afterward.” 
 
    His face fell. I could see he was seriously conflicted. “That sort of thing costs a man a lot of influence. The brass down on Earth will take offense.” 
 
    I had no doubt he was right about that. Maybe this was the real reason he hated the idea. He probably didn’t have a lot of friends down on Earth to begin with. After all, a long stint on the Moon wasn’t a plum assignment. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what, sir,” I said. “I’m not a bottom-feeder at Control. Every military man needs a friend in the Ministry. I’ll owe you one for this.” 
 
    “You’ll owe me what?” 
 
    “A favor. Someday you might get into trouble… Maybe you already have a skeleton or two that could use a good burial. In either case, I’m your man.” 
 
    He eyed me thoughtfully.  
 
    “General Niederman?” the desk squawked again. “I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s an urgent call waiting.” 
 
    Niederman looked as if he were about to answer, but he stopped himself. “You know what I think, Gray? I think you killed Lt. Shaw. I think you staged the invasion of the transport, and you put a virus or something onto that corvette. You’re an animal Gray—you don’t belong in space!” 
 
    “With all due respect, General… Maybe you should answer that call…” 
 
    A large, yellow block of color was now blinking on his desktop.  
 
    “Sir? It’s Captain Whitman he’s very insistent. He claims the entire station is in danger.” 
 
    Niederman looked at me and nodded. “Your accomplice from Earth, no doubt? You’ve got this all arranged, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not this time,” I said, frowning at the desk. 
 
    At last, Niederman unfolded his sausage-like fingers and answered the incoming call. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    “It’s Captain Whitman, sir. I serve aboard Quark.” 
 
    Niederman sighed. “Report, Whitman, and make it quick.” 
 
    “Yes sir. To make a long story short, my sensor op has detected a high-speed anomaly of appreciable size heading directly for your station.” 
 
    “Sir, Whitman is…” I said, leaning forward. “Wait a minute—did he mention his sensor op?” 
 
    Niederman’s stubby fingers spread out and made shooing motions in my direction. It was as if he wanted to shield his desktop from my snooping.  
 
    I wondered if Whitman had found a stand-in for his sensor op station. One thing was sure—If Quark’s primitive equipment was picking up something big and scary, it was probably no joke. 
 
    “You might want to listen to him, General,” I said quietly. “I can vouch for Captain Whitman’s character first hand. If he’s contacting your office to say he’s found a problem—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Niederman said. “You’ve put an accomplice up to this haven’t you? Why wouldn’t my own people in the flight tower inform me if—” 
 
    “General?” the secretary spoke again. “The duty commander in the air traffic pod would like an urgent word with you.” 
 
    “Now what?” he asked. “Please relay him through. Pause the call.” 
 
    The desktop glowed a throbbing green now. He had Whitman and his own air traffic man on hold at this point, but he just glared at me, silently stewing. 
 
    “It sounds like another attack incoming, sir,” I said. “They won’t stop coming until you let us leave here.” 
 
    “With Jessup’s destroyer?” 
 
    “How could we survive otherwise? We need that ship’s armament.” 
 
    Niederman chewed his lower lip. It was a disgusting thing to watch.  
 
    Unhappily, he looked back down at his desk. He selected his duty officer in the tower to talk to first.  
 
    “What have you found?” he asked. 
 
    “General,” the panicked officer said, “it’s a deep space freighter. She’s due to dock sir, but she’s approaching with reckless speed.” 
 
    “Hold on, please.” 
 
    Niederman glared at me some more. “I don’t know what your game is, Gray, but I have to take these warnings seriously. Maybe that’s what you planned. But in any case, I’m sick of it. I’m especially sick of you. Get your experimental ship and your murderous schemes off my station.” 
 
    I stood up immediately.  
 
    Niederman reached out a finger to stab at the hold button, but I leaned forward to stop him. “Excuse me, General. To be clear: you’re approving our request? We can board the destroyer and exit local space?” 
 
    His eyes slid from me, to the flashing desktop, and back again. 
 
    “Yes,” he said at last in a defeated tone. “I’ll back you up with Jessup. All the ships have to leave anyway, if there’s some kind of threat incoming toward the station. Go out there, perform your nonsensical mission—and don’t come back.” 
 
    That was all I needed. Without irritating Niederman any further, I headed for the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Feeling we’d come out of the encounter in pretty good shape, I spun on my heel and bounded away.  
 
    Jillian rejoined me, but she was less than happy. She was muttering about fiefdoms built on indulgence and delusions.  
 
    “General Niederman runs this place like a dictator,” she complained. “This sort of thing happens in space all the time, but it’s ugly to see it up close.” 
 
    “What—overeating?” I said, trying to throw a little humor at her to keep it light. 
 
    “Not that. The building up of tiny, one-man kingdoms. It’s the isolation. Psychs have studied it for years. Whenever a small group is cut off aboard a ship or a far-flung station, they begin to develop their own odd culture after a while. If only these things could be dealt with…” 
 
    “So you’re saying this is normal?” I asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, but there are historical precedents for this sort of thing. In the world wars when communication was primitive, submarine crews became widely varied in behavioral patterns due to long isolation. They grew reputations. Some were considerate of the enemy—others were ruthless.” 
 
    “Interesting…” 
 
    “Farther back, the same thing happened in the sailing days. Some captains were so harsh their crews mutinied.” 
 
    “I can tell you’ve studied the topic. No doubt that’s because you hope to send an Earth ship outside of our Sphere someday?” 
 
    Jillian glanced at me sharply, but then she nodded. “It’s not a secret to anyone on this project, I guess. Why else make a drive like ours? Can you imagine how a starship crew might respond to being cut off from Earth for years? There’s a lot of empty space between the stars.” 
 
    “Right now, that’s the least of our worries,” I told her. “We’ve got to get that engine aboard Viper and get her underway.” 
 
    “You’re right. Shit—we can’t possibly install the engine properly in an hour.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “but we don’t have to get it operational. We only have to get it strapped down, so Viper can fly us out of here.” 
 
    She shook her head worriedly.  
 
    “Oh, hell,” I muttered, looking at my comm-link. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “A text from Hughes is telling me that Whitman’s rethinking how to get the field generator aboard Viper.” 
 
    “Great. What should we do?” 
 
    “Let’s go check out the situation at Viper’s docking bay.” 
 
    We rushed together through the passages. Whenever we spotted one of Niederman’s guards trotting by, we quickly turned down a side-passage. There was no need to take unnecessary chances. Maybe he’d changed his mind about arresting me again. 
 
    When we reached Viper’s docking tube, we found several of Jessup’s crew standing by, so we didn’t try to go aboard. Instead, we found a wide, plasteen port that gave us line of sight to Viper’s starboard cargo hold. 
 
    The doors were wide open, and six of Jessup’s men were out there suited up against hard vacuum.   
 
    They might have been ordered there by their captain to play defense, but I watched long enough to decide there was no reason not to stick with the original plan.  
 
    In the meantime, Jillian took that time to straighten my collar and then look me over while I operated my comm-link. I finally got Whitman to answer my call. 
 
    “Chief Gray?” I heard a voice at last. He sounded incredulous. “What the hell do you want, you crazy son of a—?” 
 
    “Shut up Whitman. We need to talk.” 
 
    “This isn’t Whitman. This is Logan.” 
 
    I blinked twice. This was another one of those rare surprises. I didn’t have a good rapport with this man. In fact—even though I still thought it was justifiable—he was one of the men I thought I’d killed recently.  
 
    “Oh… Logan…? Alive and well! That’s great news,” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Not for you it isn’t. I’m gunning for your life, Chief.” 
 
    “Look,” I said, not happy with his shitty attitude, “you’ve got to suck it up, Logan. Like I told you we’re fighting an alien invasion. You, of all people, should be convinced of that.” 
 
    “Sure, Gray—I became convinced when you threw me to that animal and let it shred me like a doll. We’re all besties now. Why don’t we catch up over some beers since we’re such good friends, huh?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about the whole ‘kicking you off the bridge’ thing. I’m very glad we all lived through it.” 
 
    “You’re a lunatic, man. Don’t try to blow me off.” 
 
    “There’s no time for whining now. You can cry about it to your counselor later on—if we live that long. Just tell me about this anomaly coming at us.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” he yelled, and for a second, I thought I’d pushed him too hard. But then he started talking again. “Did you say something about the anomaly? Damn—you do have some good intel... Whitman just called that in about ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “Right, so tell me about it.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t bother. There’s probably nothing you can do about it, anyway. All you need to know is the dockyard is going to be blown to dust in about an hour.” 
 
    “In that case, you might want to hurry up with the explanation,” I said patiently. 
 
    “Okay, look. You’re a complete bastard Gray, but I’m going to talk to you because the people who should be listening are morons.” 
 
    “You aren’t hurrying, Logan.” 
 
    “Fine. It goes like this: after some excellent medical care, during which robots re-inflated a punctured lung and installed nano-splints in my ribcage, I was able to function again.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Speed it up.” 
 
    “What a turd-pounder…” he sighed. “Okay, I was on the bridge checking my equipment after repairs, to make sure she was operating clean. We don’t have the sharp, long-range stuff like the military uses, you know—” 
 
    Logan was the sensor op on the transport—it figured he’d make a long dramatic story out of the sensor damage. “Yes,” I said, patiently, “I recall the resolution level of your sensory gear.” 
 
    “Well anyway, it seemed to be working fine, but I couldn’t get a clean res. At last it came into focus. Imagine my shock at seeing a huge ship coming in fast from out deep.” 
 
    “How huge?” I asked. “How fast, and how deep?” 
 
    “Whatever she is, she’s big, but she’s not designed for speed. I’m guessing it might be an asteroid miner…you know—a load-hauler.” 
 
    “A deep space freighter.” 
 
    “Yeah—maybe that.” 
 
    “And—?” 
 
    “I can’t say exactly how deep in space she came from, but I’ve been doing this my whole career. That ship is on a direct collision course with the station. She’s big, she’s not slowing down, and I’m guessing she’s not talking.”  
 
    I waited for him to continue. 
 
    “Look, I get it now—I’m a believer after what happened on the transport,” he said. “I can appreciate a strong feeling for what’s not right after that—and this isn’t right.” 
 
    “Can you send me the data? And a vid-clip of the contact?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, “but it’ll look like a freckle on a pig’s ass from ten meters away.” 
 
    “Can you enhance it?” I asked. 
 
    “Tell me why I should bend over for you, first. You’re dangerous.” 
 
    “Look Logan, let’s just agree that I owe you already, and I’ll do what I can to clear that account someday. Could you just share what you’ve got? According to you, we only have an hour left.” 
 
    “I made my peace with death back when I was on the wrong side of that airlock door,” he grumbled. “But anyway, we still have equipment damage I’m dealing with from the boarding attempt. If you come back to the transport, I can show you what I have on the big screen.” 
 
    “Hmm. The time it’ll take to head over there and all the way back here again is more than I can risk.” 
 
    “Are you seriously thinking you can save the day, Chief?” 
 
    “Logan, if you’re on my team, that’s what I do.” 
 
    “You say that like you mean it, Gray. I don’t know… you were planning on having Whitman transport the engine out to Viper right now. That’s another whole basket of crazy right there. At least the captain came to his frigging senses.” 
 
    I hesitated. “That’s what I was calling about. Fill me in…what’s going on right now?” 
 
    “The captain said there was too much resistance coming from Jessup,” Logan said. “Hughes is on Quark now knocking heads with him over it. I can hear them right through the bulkhead.” 
 
    I smiled confidently. “I trust the colonel to win that battle. Do you know where Fairweather is?” 
 
    “Yeah—that weird little deep-diving sub-thing is in our hold already,” he told me.  
 
    “Good to hear. I’m at Viper now—looks all clear to me. Dr. Brandt and I will escort the engine into Quark’s hold, but I still want to see your footage.”  
 
    “All right, well… I can tag you using online mapping. I’ll head your way—but you still owe me, asshole. Big time.” 
 
    “How about meeting me near the bay where the engine is stored?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve got it. Give me ten minutes.” 
 
    “Make it five if you can.” 
 
    “Don’t get pissy, Gray,” he said. “I’m not feeling any love for you yet.” 
 
    “Same here,” I told him, and I ended the connection. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Once I got off the line with Logan, Jillian hopped back to her feet. “Sounds like you’ve been making some serious friends.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s me—I can’t help it.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got to get Fairweather and the field generator off this station. I’ve got my fingers crossed for a miracle.” 
 
    “We’ll probably need several miracles.”  
 
    She looked troubled. “We’ve all got to go sometime, I guess,” she said. 
 
    Putting an arm around her shoulders, I gave her a squeeze. “Not on my watch.” 
 
    “I trust you,” she said. “After all this intrigue, I believe the only way my work is going to reach its potential is with you pushing it over the finish line. I don’t like that fact, but I believe it.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence or resignation or… whatever,” I said, managing a smile. 
 
    Every light on the station suddenly dimmed and a deep and buzzing alarm began bleating through the echoing passages. 
 
    “Emergency protocols engaged. All personnel, abandon the station.” 
 
    A calm feminine computer voice began repeating the message over loudspeakers on a loop, and it immediately became unnerving. Jillian had her hands clamped over her ears and looked to me hopefully. 
 
    “Obviously,” she shouted, “this is pretty serious.”  
 
    “Yeah—this is a great time for one of those miracles,” I yelled back. 
 
    We took off for the engine bay one last time. As I’d hoped, the guards were gone, so I pecked at the sensor pad.  
 
    The main vault doors began to draw apart in slow motion. The entire front of the bay where the field generator sat in hibernation had soon receded from view.  
 
    “We’ve got to get this baby ready to move, Jillian,” I yelled.  
 
    She went to work, and I tried to pull up Logan on my comm-link. While I was giving him a third try, he bounded into the bay with a team of yard-dogs behind him. 
 
    Wearing ear protection, he tossed me a hostile glance, but he went to work without an argument. He had a bag with him, and he set it down near the engine. At his touch, the top spun open like an iris. Pulling out several  headsets, he tossed one to me.  
 
    The design was slim-line, but the set was noise-cancelling and comm-link ready. Slapping it over my ears brought me immediate relief. The emergency klaxons were cut out, but I could hear the team of spacers puffing and cursing as they attached cables and bolts to the engine mounts. 
 
    Logan looked like he smelled dog shit, but he showed me how to sync up my comm-link, and his voice rasped in my ears. 
 
    “Hey Chief. I really hate to tell you, but Captain Whitman has assigned me to helping you get your sorry ass the fuck off this station. Everyone else is hitting the lifeboats or taking the shuttles down to Luna. Not us—we’re going to have to slum it aboard Viper after we get your prize turd loaded.” 
 
    “Glad you could help,” I said evenly, and I meant it.  
 
    Without him, I didn’t think we could do it. This emergency was intensifying by the minute. I didn’t entirely understand the nature of the threat, but it didn’t matter. When people tell you to run in space, you run and ask questions later. The environment is intensely hostile, and almost anything can kill you. 
 
    Within twenty minutes, we were back down near Viper’s docking bay again—watching the transport sidle up to her hold. As the hauling and loading process advanced, Quark was quickly able to hand over the payload to the spacers.  
 
    Viper’s aft cargo doors yawned wide, and the engine slowly drifted inside the vessel. It looked like big fish was eating a small fish in slow-motion. 
 
    “How about you show me the vids that kicked off this party?” I suggested to Logan. 
 
    Sourly, he followed me into a small lounge, and I slid the door closed behind us. This muted the raucous alarms even further. 
 
    Logan started pulling out a wide-screen smart scroll. He quickly flattened it, and then it flashed to show the black of space.  
 
    The lounge door shot open and Jillian stepped in.  
 
    She closed the door, and Logan tossed her a headset of her own. Once she was shown how to sync up the comm-link, I asked her to get in touch with Colonel Hughes. 
 
    “Tell her we’ll be there shortly, and get ready to test all that hard work,” I said. 
 
    Logan and I took a look at the vid footage, and Jillian stepped aside to get a private word to the colonel. 
 
    “This is from the docked transport’s point of view,” Logan stated. “I noticed this first—right here.”  
 
    He pointed at a tiny crawling speck. So far, I was not impressed. 
 
    “It gets a lot better than this, I hope.” 
 
    “Don’t wet your panties, Chief. It gets better.” He drew his fingers away from the speck and pulled the view in twenty-fold. It was silver and primitive because of the low grade instrumentation, but the clear shape of a boxy freight tug was unmistakable. 
 
    “I see what you mean,” I said. “We’ve got something big inbound.” 
 
    “Yep. That’s a big load, and it’s hauling ass.” 
 
    “It should’ve been slowing down a long time ago for a safe approach, but I can see all twelve jets are lit up at a full burn.” 
 
    “A full burn in the wrong direction,” Logan said. “It’s accelerating toward us. I can’t think of anywhere else it would be heading. It makes no sense that it would be going past us. The lidar sensors predict it will make a direct hit.” 
 
    The computer ran a projection, and over a short time the arc of the incoming hauler grew more obvious. The angle decreased steadily, indicating it was indeed coming right at us. The projection slowed to a crawl, but the hauler was still inching closer. 
 
    “When was this computed?” I asked. 
 
    “A little while before you got in touch with me.” 
 
    “Have we got a better visual on it now?” 
 
    “Not a believer yet, huh?” he asked. 
 
    I began to protest. I only wanted a better view—but he slapped my hands away from the computer paper and made adjustments. Accelerating the time-lapse, he corrected for the drift in the image.  
 
    “This is the best we’ve got,” he said. “The fresh stuff from just before I got assigned to help you with your little project.” 
 
     “Hmm, it’s still fuzzy and largely featureless, but it’s getting bigger fast. Hold on—pause it there.” 
 
    Logan sighed, but he did as I asked. 
 
    I studied the vid for a few seconds while Logan watched with obvious impatience.  
 
    “The manned part of this craft is here in the center of this array of massive hauling silos,” I said, showing him with my finger. “The crew and all their machinery along with everything else they need to live and work would be housed in that core area.” 
 
    “So the web of thick spokes around it is just structural?” Logan asked. “Built to hold up the storage bins?”  
 
    “That’s right. I’d guess she’s only manned by a small crew despite the size of this thing.” 
 
    “So…” he said. “These six rectangular cylinders must be gargantuan.” 
 
    “I’d say so. Each of those could be filled with ore that came from sources outside of local space. The combined weight of that potential payload on Earth would be in excess of a billion tons.” 
 
    “That’s great news…” he said, dialing up more vids. “Now watch this.” 
 
    We watched thirty more seconds. I didn’t like what I saw after that.  
 
    “Shit!” I said. 
 
    “Yep, that’s what I thought too. It starts to spiral slowly at first,” Logan explained, “but keeps increasing the spin.” 
 
    With resolution that basically showed a silhouette, a shocking scene unfolded on the wide screen. The craft had begun to rotate like a rifle slug, and as it spun it began to emit a spiral of material that gracefully expanded away from the ship in a fanning pattern. 
 
    Jillian turned back to us and took a look over our shoulders. “What is that hauler doing? Is the captain crazy?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell exactly what’s going on at this point—but it’s all coming this way,” Logan said. 
 
    “I can tell you what’s happening,” I told them in a grim tone of voice. “They blew the cargo doors on one of their storage silos. That spiraling streamer is a million tons of pulverized rock pouring out.”  
 
    We watched quietly for a moment as the load poured out and expanded steadily. Then, another silo began to pour out its load. This beautiful and horrifying picture began to grow in size as it came closer to us, and then it went blank. 
 
    “That’s where it was when I left the transport to come help you,” Logan said. 
 
    “Do you have any more of these headsets?” I asked.  
 
    “I’ve got a couple more to spare.” 
 
    “They look like they’ll fit under a spacer’s helmet, at least. Let’s all put one on.” 
 
    Logan didn’t argue. He dug out the headsets and passed an extra one to Jillian to give to Hughes. 
 
    “How long do we have?” Jillian asked. 
 
    “Thirty to forty minutes, according to the computers,” Logan said. 
 
    “But the debris field is spreading,” I added, “meaning it will threaten a very wide area by the time it gets here. Even a grain of sand is dangerous when it’s moving thousands of kilometers an hour faster than you are. Anybody that wants to avoid these rocks ought to be leaving right now.” 
 
    Exiting the lounge, we found a cross-section of crew, civilians and yard dogs scattered in pandemonium—many of them covering their ears.  
 
    We looked out the viewports to see how the spacers were doing with the loading job—it was happening, but not as fast as anyone would have liked. The engine was delicate, and Viper’s crew wasn’t fully cooperating. 
 
    “They’ve stopped the engine,” Jillian said. “It’s just hanging there on cables, they’re not loading it.” 
 
    “Predictable,” Logan said. “This leads us to my next point: I was thinking we should bail out now.”  
 
    “And leave the engine behind?” Jillian demanded in shock.  
 
    Logan shrugged. “You can build a new one, can’t you? But not if you’re dead.” 
 
    “There you go again,” I told him. “I already choked you once for talking like that. We’re going to get that engine aboard. It’s the only acceptable option.” 
 
    Logan looked pissed again and touched his throat, but he kept quiet at least. I took the opportunity to leave the chamber. 
 
    “Wait a minute—where are you going, Chief?” Jillian asked. 
 
    “I’ve got to go make sure Captain Jessup is behaving himself. We still need his cooperation to complete Colonel Hughes’ project.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Logan laughed. “You’ve got to be the biggest optimist ever.” 
 
    “You can do it,” Jillian said. 
 
    I ran through clusters of panicked crew as I moved through the docking zone and boarded Viper. There was total confusion in the docking tube area. Lots of people were trying to flood aboard to escape the station. 
 
    “Use the lifeboats!” a petty officer shouted at the crowd.  
 
    “We’ll die out there!” 
 
    The bland computer voice continued to alert us: “Emergency protocols engaged. All personnel, abandon the station.” The warning klaxons beat at the air relentlessly. 
 
    Moving through the milling mass of spacers and families, I shoved through them and flashed my ID to the crew at the entrance.  
 
    There was a snarling moment where I knew the petty officer in charge didn’t want to let me in. I pushed past him after he ran my ID and looked surprised.  
 
    “You’re good to board, Chief,” he said, and then he turned back to the angry crowd. “You’re wasting time, people. Get to the lifeboats now and get out of here!” 
 
    Grumbling, the crowd began to break up.  
 
    I took the time to tell them to get aboard the destroyer, then kept going with a ground-eating pace few could match. 
 
    I came upon an upset couple arguing with one of Viper’s ensigns. It became physical, as the woman pleaded and grabbed the officer’s arm, and the man drew a small pulse-beamer he’d been concealing. 
 
    Before Jessup’s man could wrestle the weapon away from the desperate civilian, a shaft of white heat shot out of it and through the meat of my thigh as I passed.  
 
    I hissed in pain but gritted my teeth and kept moving. The ensign shot me a couple glances before I was out of sight, but he had his hands full subduing the pair.  
 
    Trying to hurry down a narrow passage, with a hole in your leg in low gravity is a real test of patience. It’s like sprinting in the sand with a knife stuck in you. You’ve got to slow everything down and move like you’re wading hip deep in a pool with glass on the bottom. 
 
    I managed to slip aboard Viper without being slowed or challenged further. The general emergency helped with that, and thankfully my wound—which was clear of the bone—was charred and of modest diameter. 
 
    The sound of the alarms wasn’t so deafening aboard the destroyer. I dropped the headset around my neck so I could hear onboard sounds.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I found Captain Jessup on the bridge. Like a guard robot, he sensed me the moment I set foot on his deck. Whirling around on one heel, he approached with blazing eyes. 
 
    “You!” he bellowed. “You’re the one flooding my ship with refugees now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Uh…” I said, taken by surprise. “We’ve got orders from Control, sir. We’re to move the cargo to your ship and leave this area immediately.” 
 
    “I saw those orders. I’m still trying to get them confirmed with Earth.” His dark gaze was bloodshot, and I wondered if he’d been drinking. 
 
    My eyes wandered around the bridge. It was crowded with people I knew. Many of them I recognized as members of Colonel Hughes party. In the back of this group, I saw Toby. 
 
    He stood in a well-lit section of the passage. He flashed me a knowing grin and gave me a nod.  
 
    What had he been up to? That thought made sweat tickle under my arms. Sure, I’d needed him to edit my orders, and he’d performed in an outstanding fashion. But now I was getting the idea I’d opened up Pandora’s box. There was evidence in every conversation I’d had with that weird mutant that some kind of funny business was occurring—something I had no control over. 
 
    Had I accidently given license to Toby? Was he freely making stuff up? If he was, it was bound to blow up in our faces eventually. 
 
    “…are you even listening to me, Gray?” Jessup demanded. 
 
    “Yeah… of course I am, sir. Let me explain—” 
 
    “No,” he said, making a chopping motion with his hand. “This is a warship, Chief. Viper is responsible for patrolling this region of space, and a state of emergency has been declared. Do you know what that means, Gray?” 
 
    “Uh… I’m sure you’ll tell me, sir.” 
 
    “That means I’m free to ignore any order I feel is nonsensical. That includes orders regarding or concerning you.” 
 
    I stood a little straighter. “That is your prerogative, Captain,” I agreed. “But don’t you think evacuating the space dock makes sense?” 
 
    “Of course it does. You and these scientists can ride the shuttles down to Luna, or you can take the transport that brought you out here. Hell, you can take your chances aboard a lifeboat for all I care.” 
 
    “But Captain,” Colonel Hughes protested. “We’re already here, and we need to get underway right now.” 
 
    “That’s too damned bad. Maybe you shouldn’t have tried to board my ship without prior authorization from me, personally.” 
 
    There it was again. What had Jillian said about people building tiny kingdoms in the isolation of space? Jessup was angry because we hadn’t consulted with him, begged him, and kissed his ass until he felt like helping out. 
 
    Pulling out a rattling sheet of computer paper, I made strokes with my fingers over the text printed there.  
 
    Jessup eyed me with suspicion. 
 
    “What are you up to, Gray?” he demanded. “Don’t try to show me your orders. I’ve seen them. As I said, I have the—” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” I interrupted. “It’s your prerogative to ignore Control and to sentence this crew to death. Not to mention leaving our precious cargo to its fiery destruction.” 
 
    “What kind of crap are you spouting?” he demanded, reaching for the computer paper I was fooling with. 
 
    I snatched it back, removing it from his reach. “A moment please,” I said. “I have to finish your edits. Then you can sign it, and we’ll disembark immediately.” 
 
    “Why would I sign that?”  
 
    “All it says is that you’ve overruled Control. That you’ve decided to retreat from the incoming danger with your crew alone. Isn’t that accurate?” 
 
    He looked from me, to the computer paper, then back to Colonel Hughes. He hesitated.  
 
    “Yes…” Hughes said, catching on. “You’re taking full responsibility.” 
 
    Jessup stewed for a few seconds before exploding. 
 
    “Son of a bitch! Why didn’t you just stay aboard your transport and leave the platform?” he demanded in a growl. 
 
    “First off, because we were under orders. We were in the act of transferring to your ship when news of the incoming attack broke. Secondly, Viper is much faster than any transport. The odds of us escaping with our lives therefore—” 
 
    “…and our irreplaceable cargo!” Colonel Hughes threw in angrily.  
 
    “—yes, that too,” I said, “are much better aboard Viper. But I can see you’ve made up your mind.”  
 
    Colonel Hughes let me continue—slowly nodding in affirmation as she watched Jessup and I. 
 
    “Even if this singular operation fails and a unique prototype is lost, I’m sure no one at The Ministry will question your judgment. You wouldn’t be in command if your decisions weren’t ultimately being made to keep the brass happy.” 
 
    Jessup narrowed his eyes to slits, thinking hard.  
 
    I took the opportunity to offer him the computer paper for his signature.  
 
    “Get that out of my face!” he ordered, slapping it away. “Fine. Board my ship. Fill my holds with junk—but be quick about it. We’re pulling away from the dock in four minutes. That’s our launch window.” 
 
    After giving this order, he demanded that all non-crewmembers clear off his bridge. We all hustled below, and I contacted Logan. 
 
    “It’s a go,” I said, “finish loading the cargo and get into an airlock. You’ve got about… two hundred seconds left.” 
 
    Logan squawked and complained, but I didn’t listen. I figured we’d gotten the best shot we could hope for out of Jessup. It was time to swallow hard and hustle.  
 
    Cmdr. Collins drifted down to find me as the seconds ticked down. 
 
    “You know…” he said. “That was pretty well-played.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    He tapped the computer paper, which I had rolled up and stuffed into the front of my spacesuit. 
 
    “You really have a report for Control on that thing?” he asked.  
 
    “As far as you know,” I coolly challenged. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “He’ll have our asses if he finds out.” 
 
    “He’s already got your ass, Collins—and there are only ninety seconds left, by the way.” 
 
    Collins glared at me. “Your crewmen have loaded some kind of bulbous thing into the stern of my ship. What the hell is it?” 
 
    “What if I told you it was a bomb?” I asked. “What would you do about it?” 
 
    He stared at me, then slowly shook his head. “You Control officers really think you’re hot-shit, don’t you? I suggest you watch your back aboard this ship, Chief. You’re not making friends.” 
 
    Toby suddenly appeared in our conversation. “His ability to infuriate innocent people is unmatched,” Toby said. 
 
    Cmdr. Collins walked away, still shaking his head. 
 
    “Strap in,” I ordered Toby. 
 
    For once, he didn’t argue. Logan and the loading team were coming aboard through the engineering airlock. There wasn’t much time to spare, and I could already hear Viper’s engines rumbling. 
 
    I checked the status of the space dock, and was impressed to see it was pretty much abandoned. The transport had left—overloaded and creaking under the weight of a hundred desperate crewmen. 
 
    A few last tugs and pinnaces were floating away in random directions, trying to get to a safe distance. 
 
    Then, Viper’s big engines kicked into high gear. We were pressed into our crash seats with violent force. 
 
    We were running. I hoped we had enough time to reach a safe distance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Viper could really move. We were under the weight of several Gs of acceleration. Below decks, people were crawling around and strapping in. There weren’t enough soft berths and crash seats to go around—but we made do.  
 
    I got myself tangled up in a cobweb-like mass of webbing and relaxed. It was like being in a hammock. 
 
    Once I’d gotten myself situated, I tried signaling Colonel Hughes by comm-link. To my surprise she answered.  
 
    “Chief?” she grunted out, her lungs compressed by the ship’s steady thrust. 
 
    “Emily? Is everything all right with the engine?” 
 
    “You know, Gray,” she said, “I think you care more about the engine than you do people.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” 
 
    “It’s okay—I’m like that too. Without that kind of love, I don’t think we’d have made it this far.” 
 
    “You know, I just noticed something,” I said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You didn’t object this time when I called you Emily.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, then laughed. “You’re right. I think I might just allow you to call me by my familiar name in unofficial moments—you’ve earned it. On a related note, Jillian has caught me up on the latest events, and I’ve got to hand it to you—you keep a cool head in a crisis.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, wondering vaguely which of my many extracurricular activities she was referring to.  
 
    “I can’t believe we finally escaped that station. General Niederman is a real tool.” 
 
    “Ah…” I said, sighing in relief. “The engines are easing off. Feel it?” 
 
    “Why don’t they keep pushing? Are we out of danger already?” 
 
    “I doubt it. But now we’re either up to a high enough cruising speed to avoid the spill, or the ship can’t take that much acceleration for long.” 
 
    “If we’re at cruising speed, I’m going to get Dr. Brandt and her team to finish installing the field-projector into Fairweather. They’re side by side down in the aft hold.” 
 
    “Is that a complicated procedure?” I asked. 
 
    “Hardly—with the nanite tech I’ve built Fairweather with, sliding the generator onto its permanent mounts is the easiest part.”  
 
    As the Gs dropped away from us, the people in the main hold with me began to stretch and moan aloud. They got out of their makeshift crash-seats like zombies crawling out of graves. 
 
    Soon, everyone began talking and even laughing. The mood was positive and high spirits took over. There was nothing that could make a roomful of scientists happier than escaping death and playing with their new toy in space all on the same day.  
 
    Hughes emerged in person wearing one of Logan’s headsets. Beaming, she greeted me by shaking my hand with both of hers. She was pretty happy about escaping another attack. 
 
    “All we have to do now is attach the destroyer’s power couplings to the Fairweather module,” she said. I could see the gears turning in her head. “Then, we’ll be ready to give this a try.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Is Jillian done with the installation already? It sounds like you’re accelerating your time schedule.” 
 
    “She is, and we are. Nothing will force a team to meet a deadline like a billion ton gravel storm. If we don’t get this show on the road, we might not last long enough to test the engine at all.”  
 
    “All set,” Dr. Brandt said, walking in with a smudged towel on one shoulder. 
 
    She walked up to us and gasped when she caught sight of me. “Colonel Hughes, didn’t you see his leg?” 
 
    “What?” the colonel asked, then she looked down and gasped. “You’re hurt, Gray.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Jillian said. “You’ve got a fresh hole burned through your leg. I’ll go prep some smart-mesh.”  
 
    “Thanks…”  
 
    “Oh,” Hughes said. “I can smell burnt meat now that you’ve mentioned... That’s awful. Are you badly hurt, Chief?”  
 
    “I’m fine, Emily. Hey, by the way, did Logan make it back into the airlock?” 
 
    She gave me a sidelong glance. “You didn’t try to kill him again, did you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Well then… yes, he’s down with the bulk of the team getting ready to launch. There wasn’t time for him to return to Whitman’s transport—I hope they made it out as well.” 
 
    “What I need to know is whether or not that shit-storm of rocks hit the space dock.” 
 
    She winced at the mention of it. “Let’s go find out.” 
 
    We made our way to the bridge. Jessup, Collins and Allie were all there, and they looked glum. 
 
    “What’s the report?” I asked.  
 
    Jessup turned to me with tired, bloodshot eyes. His hand was over his mouth. 
 
    “That should be obvious,” he said. “We shut down the engines, didn’t we? The danger to Viper has passed.” 
 
    Straightening his kit, Jessup glanced over at Cmdr. Collins. “You have the helm, Collie. You’ve got our new course laid in. I’ll be in my quarters.” 
 
    “I have the helm, sir,” Collins echoed. 
 
    Jessup left, and the rest of them looked like someone had shot their dogs.  
 
    “He’s probably going to have a stiff drink,” Col. Hughes commented. 
 
    Allie and Collins glanced at her. Allie looked embarrassed, but neither of them denied it. 
 
    They were quiet, mournful. I knew right away there wasn’t any good news to be heard. 
 
    “The disaster already happened, didn’t it?” I asked. “I hate being out of the loop like that.” 
 
    “This isn’t your ship, Gray,” Cmdr. Collins said. “This isn’t your post. You’re a passenger here, that’s all.” 
 
    I glanced at Collins. He was stone-faced.  
 
    “What’d you see?” I asked.  
 
    “It was bad,” Allie said. “So awful…” 
 
    Without asking for permission from Collins, she cast a recording to the holo-table.  
 
    From behind me, Hughes walked up alongside to watch. 
 
    We watched a vid stream  in 3-D over the low dais. It was only a few minutes old. Center-screen, the space station hung in the foreground. The entire structure was perfectly intact except for the small bites the aliens had taken out of it recently.  
 
    Suddenly, silently, the gun turret swung around and began flashing. It was shooting at the whole mass automatically, attempting to defend the station.  
 
    But it was hopeless. Cannons are good at smashing down attacking ships—but a billion tons of rocks and grit traveling at thousands of kilometers an hour was another thing entirely.  
 
    The space station melted. That’s the best way I could describe it. There were explosions, and pieces broke off to spin away, but for the most part the station looked like a sand castle hit by a tidal wave. The destruction was total and swift. 
 
    After perhaps fifteen seconds, the space where the station had been was empty except for a few sparkling motes of burning gases and released radioactive substances.  
 
    Hughes gasped, and her expression turned grim. The vid automatically looped and started again. Viper’s crew looked down. They couldn’t bear to watch it again. 
 
    Unlike the rest, I kept staring until it finished a second time. I expected it to play again—but someone had stopped it from repeating. 
 
    “Back it up and play it again,” I said. “Make it loop for thirty seconds this time.” 
 
    Blinking, Allie did as I asked.  
 
    I watched closely, but I didn’t see anything of special note. The destruction was very thorough. 
 
    “Nothing could have survived that,” I announced. “There’s no need to go back and perform rescue operations.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Cmdr. Collins said. “We’ve already passed on that idea.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh. “Well, these aliens are no longer satisfied with kidnappings and assassinations.” 
 
    “You’re still on that alien theory, are you, Gray?” Collins asked. 
 
    Glancing in his direction, I nodded. “Have you got a better explanation?” 
 
    “This looks like unprecedented rebel action to me. A declaration of war by the rock rats. Those outer-system breathers have been unhappy for years.” 
 
    “Breathers” was an insult often tossed around on any spacecraft. It referred to someone who did nothing but waste oxygen. 
 
    “Hmm…” I said thoughtfully. “You’re neglecting to explain all the other strange behavior in recent months. I can’t agree with you. But I can assure you… you’re wrong.  
 
    Rock rats aren’t known to be technologically advanced. They’re isolated miners, eking out an existence on the fringe. It’s plain from the evidence, we’re facing a more sophisticated threat—in fact, I’ve personally sparred with this enemy.” 
 
    Against Colonel Hughes complaints, I showed the bridge crew my recorded encounters with the enemy. They watched in fascination. 
 
    “That isn’t human! It’s… insectile, sort of,” Allie said. 
 
    “They’re not built like us, that’s for sure,” I added. 
 
    “How did you beat that thing?” she asked, after watching the footage. She was marveling and looking at me with an odd light in her eyes. “In hand-to-hand combat, no less? It must have been like fighting a giant praying mantis.” 
 
    I shrugged. I’d showed them the clip of my fight with an alien on Earth. “I didn’t exactly beat it,” I said. “I’d call it more of a draw—until Major Knox stepped in with weapons to finish it.” 
 
    “But you were covered in cuts and blood,” Allie said. “You should be dead.” 
 
    Making an easy gesture, I spread my hands wide. “I’m made for this kind of thing, Allie,” I said. “Control doesn’t assign officers like myself to light detail. We have certain… enhancements which qualify us for extraordinary work.” 
 
    “You can say that again, Chief,” Colonel Hughes said, joining the conversation. “That hole in your leg from today—I don’t see how you’re standing on it at all. Most men would have landed in a hospital with a wound like that.” 
 
    They were all eyeing me as if I were the alien, not the thing on the screen. I had to get them back on track before somebody got the bright idea to start a witch hunt. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, “just be glad The Ministry of Control has a few tricks up their collective sleeves. Let’s stay focused on today’s disastrous events. Was the entire station evacuated before it went down?” 
 
    “No,” Allie said. “There are about a hundred casualties listed.” 
 
    “A hundred?” Hughes asked in surprise. She demanded to see the list, and she went over it growing concern. “Most of these names… Is this right? The crew of the transport is listed here!” 
 
    Cmdr. Collins cleared his throat. “Gray was right. There wasn’t time for a slower ship to exit the zone. We got a little lucky ourselves, in fact. The debris field was deliberately spread out over a large, spiraling area. We were on the fringe of it when it went by, and barely escaped destruction ourselves.” 
 
    “What about Whitman?” Hughes asked. “And all the rest of them?” 
 
    Collins shook his head. “No survivors have been reported.” 
 
    My fist pounded on the top of the console, making them all jump. 
 
    “That’s it then. We’ve got to stop screwing around. The aliens almost won that round. I want everyone here to agree with me: this enemy is deadly. We have to assume they’ll attack us again.” 
 
    “Captain Jessup is the man you’ll have to convince,” Colonel Hughes said. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Cmdr. Collins said. 
 
    We all turned to him.  
 
    “He set us on a new course as soon as we were clear of the debris,” he said. “We’re in pursuit of that freighter right now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    When we learned it would be a full day’s flight to catch up to the fleeing deep-space freighter, we decided to worry about the status of the Fairweather module first. 
 
    “How fast can you get this thing connected up to Viper’s power supply?” I asked. 
 
    “Give us three hours,” she said. “Then we can dig into the math.” 
 
    “Um… what math?” I asked. 
 
    “As you must realize, we’ve done a lot of calculations regarding this engine.” 
 
    “Sure…” 
 
    “But we weren’t planning on moving an entire destroyer with the engine originally. All of that work must be redone now.” 
 
    “Oh…” I said, thinking it over.  
 
    The Fairweather wasn’t just an independent, egg-shaped ship anymore. In addition to her own displacement, she was adding a whole destroyer which was a much larger and heavier structure. In order to move that greater mass, it only made sense that some recalibrating was in order. 
 
    “Are you sure the engine can push Viper at all?” I asked. “It’s so much bigger…” 
 
    “That’s an ignorant term,” Dr. Fillmore said, walking up to us and joining the conversation without being invited. “The word ‘push’ is incorrect. The most important variable involved is the field width. The larger size of the region to be affected—not the displacement of any objects inside—requires exponentially more power. To answer your core question, however: yes, Fairweather should be able to do that—in theory.” 
 
    “The whole project is only theoretical until we get it to work,” Emily Hughes said. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    While the engine had been loaded still mounted to a glide-cart, Fairweather had been placed inside the aft hold on her own skids. It was the simplest approach, and they’d basically shoved the module into a compartment, tacked it down and left it at that.  
 
    Fairweather now looked small standing next to that empty cart in Viper’s cargo hold. 
 
    We inspected the job, and it looked pretty rushed to me. There was solder and flash-melted metals splashed all over the deck. Cables and vapor tubes ran every which way, some tight, some loose—it had been a quick and dirty installation, that much was clear. 
 
    “Such weak connection points,” I said, running my gloved fingers over the seals. “Can this docking hardware withstand the stresses—?” 
 
    “Yet again,” Fillmore began irritably, “your profound ignorance reveals itself, Gray. Fairweather isn’t a rocket-booster strapped onto a ground car. It’s a field generation unit. When the projectors cast a wide enough net to capture both Fairweather and Viper, the two will move in tandem—in fact, everything inside the field will move as one. There will be no sensation of motion, no G-forces or other physical stresses inside the affected zone.” 
 
    I was beginning to get it, despite Fillmore’s snobby attitude.  
 
    “So…” I said, “The best thing would be to place Fairweather as close to the center of Viper’s mass as possible, right?” 
 
    Fillmore brightened. “Yes! Exactly! I’m very impressed.” 
 
    I almost smiled, but Fillmore didn’t leave it at that. 
 
    “You should be proud of yourself, Gray. You’ve superseded your mental limitations in this instance.” He turned to Gevan and laughed. “I feel like a man who’s just witnessed an ape driving a car.” 
 
    “Give it a rest, Fillmore,” Gevan told him.  
 
    The three of us climbed down into the dark innards of Fairweather, and the weird hatch sealed us in like a rubber cork which disappeared.  
 
    “How is this thing going to work?” I asked. “Don’t we need to see where we’re going?” I felt out of place no matter where I stood. 
 
    “It’s true,” she agreed. Hughes settled into the pilot’s seat. “We’re depending on live visual that operates to necessary specs. We can’t be jumping to a new location in space on a guess.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “I’ve got Gevan and Fillmore working on that now. The situation is hardly normal, Chief.” 
 
    “That’s right, Chief,” Fillmore sneered. “We’re not just polishing a glass lens over here.” He went back to sliding virtual controls on a glowing screen and muttering to Gevan. 
 
    “Over to you, Colonel Hughes,” Gevan said after some final adjustments.  
 
    “Let’s give it all a proper test, shall we?” Her eyes gleamed intensely. 
 
    “If you say so,” I said. “You’re the expert here.”  
 
    The hangar bay outside Fairweather’s hull was already clearly visible on the broad curving screens. Hughes spread her hands over her dash and swirled a finger. A hush came over the four of us as Fairweather’s visual perspective moved outside of Viper’s hull 
 
    Recovering, Fillmore made a bee line to the copilot’s seat, strapped in with the dashboard down and holding the sticks.  
 
    Dr. Gevan gave a slightly disgruntled glance and went back to poring over screens and watching streams of data.  
 
    Fillmore shot the colonel a grin and rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “Sean, get out,” she said. “You’re sitting in Chief Gray’s place. In fact, take over Gevan’s station. You Dr. Gevan—I’d like you to personally go and round up all of our people and see that they get on board ASAP,” she ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the old man said and promptly left. 
 
    Fillmore’s mouth opened, and he furrowed his brow. He looked shocked and surprised. 
 
    I smiled, finding it pleasant to get this kind of recognition at last. 
 
    “What’s this?” he whined. “How perfectly offensive of you to say such a thing, Emily. I’ve been with this project for years.”  
 
    He glanced from me to her and back again—twice. I didn’t say a word while the man embarrassed himself. I just watched the glossy overhead displays and waited quietly. 
 
    “Dr. Fillmore…” she hissed through her teeth. “Get out of that chair.” 
 
    I could tell she’d had enough of his shit for today—maybe for the whole mission. I couldn’t fault her for that. After all, he’d been heaping much of his attitude on my head.  
 
    Fillmore pawed at the straps and flipped up the dash with a little too much force. Then he got up and flopped back down into an available seat at a sensor station.  
 
    Hughes nodded to the vacant place of honor, which I quickly settled into. I was able to carefully straighten out my injured leg for comfort. 
 
    Dr. Brandt had shown up with the rest of the group and had been working for a half hour on technical details. She whisked her way into the nucleus after that.  
 
    Without asking for permission, she yanked up my burnt trouser cuff and ripped away the old smart-mesh patch. Then, she slapped a fresh patch where a chunk of meat was missing. It settled into the wound deeply and crackled like bacon as it adhered.  
 
    “This is becoming a habit,” she pretended to complain. “What would you do if you didn’t have a personal physician aboard?” 
 
    “Um… thank you, Jillian… and I have no idea,” I finished diplomatically. I didn’t want to tell her I would heal up pretty well without her efforts. My flesh was much more capable of recovery than a normal human’s tended to be.  
 
    “That’s right. Keep me alive, so I can keep you alive. Deal? 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    Brandt left as quickly as she’d come, and I looked after her wistfully. She was far more interesting company that the rest of these dry engineers. 
 
    After another forty minutes or so, they pronounced that they were ready to proceed to the next step. Unfortunately, that wasn’t a green-light for launch. Not yet. 
 
    I forced myself pay attention as they went through a very long checklist. The lighting dropped low, and more virtual screens sprang up around Emily in the pilot’s seat. I watched her work intently. 
 
    “Strap in people,” she said. “We’re testing a new experimental subsystem. The entire ship might be affected. I suggest all hands strap in for the next ninety seconds.”  
 
    Hughes broadcast these words ship-wide. Her digits danced over screens to initialize the module. She tapped at the glowing air in front of her face and grabbed two control pegs, one with either hand. 
 
    “I want the field as broad as I can get it for this, Sean,” she said. “We’ve got to go big and cautious the first time.” 
 
    “Field generation is peaking,” Fillmore said glumly from the side station. 
 
    “We should go now,” Dr. Gevan said worriedly. “We’re cruising in near-space in manual-mode. It’s not safe to wait long.” 
 
    After conferring with Jessup, Hughes got approval to make her test. 
 
    “Hurry it up,” Jessup complained. “I’ve got an urgent meeting with that mining ship.”  
 
    Hughes watched the timer she’d set up. “Shift executing in: 3… 2… 1… mark!” 
 
    Some of Hughes’ team cried out from beyond the nucleus. Later, we found out more than a few had blacked out.  
 
    Fillmore fell into both of these categories. After a long shriek, he wound up unconscious and folded up in a puddle of his own vomit. 
 
    The actual journey consisted of nothing I could detect. My eyes roved over every instrument, range calculator and speed indicator. 
 
    “We’re still orbiting the Moon,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” Dr. Gevan scoffed. “Did you think we’d aim for Alpha Centauri on the first test?” 
 
    “How far did we actually go?” I asked. 
 
    The group consulted instruments. “One hundred seventy meters!” the colonel shouted. 
 
    “Is that confirmed?” demanded Dr. Fillmore, coughing on his puke. “Dammit, I want confirmation!” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Dr. Gevan said. 
 
    Fillmore sagged back on the floor, smiling.  
 
    “Gray, you’ve just witnessed history,” Hughes said. “Do you realize that?” 
 
    She was staring at me without blinking. 
 
     “What the hell did we just do? I’ll never forget it—that’s for sure.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “You don’t think it was a big deal, do you? Let me explain: it wasn’t the distance—we were cautious partly because we had to spread the field so broadly to include all of Viper. In fact, it’s going to take some time to fully recharge the generator’s capacitors again—we went all in the first time.” 
 
    “I get that,” I said, but she kept on explaining. 
 
    “The impressive thing was the fact we did it at all. Essentially, we programmed co-ordinates and transmitted this mass—both Fairweather and Viper—over a short distance. Without traversing the intervening space.” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. “Can we go farther?” 
 
    “Of course. That’s the whole point—but it wasn’t the goal of this test.” 
 
    “Right… Do you think…? Do you think, Emily, that this ship will actually be able to pass through the barrier? That we might actually escape the Sphere that surrounds our Solar System?” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s the idea, Gray,” she said recovering. “Viper and Fairweather merged together—that’s our ticket out of jail.” 
 
    “Are we going to try it, though? Right now?” 
 
    Hughes blinked a few times. “I think we have to,” she said. “We can’t just do a few tests then fly home and hide. These aggressors aren’t going to give up. They’ve proven that. Going back to Earth and parking the engine there—we’d be an easy target again.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d made the same conclusions, but I wanted to make sure she had reached them too. This was one hell of a big deal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Colonel Emily Hughes tested the combined ship’s little trick one more time. 
 
    “I’m still feeling like I’m upside-down on an amusement park ride,” I observed as the science team shut down their complex engine. “Hopefully, we’ll all adapt and these effects will subside more quickly with repeated exposure.” 
 
    “We aren’t ideally located being so far astern,” the colonel said. “I had set the field to a very wide diameter to get even just a few meters beyond the dimensions of Viper,” Hughes said. “But we did it.” Her face was glowing with excitement. “I manually leveraged us through near-space and then made a programmed jump—taking all our shared mass even further than last time. Another first! We’re making history people.” 
 
    “I find making history very disorienting,” Dr. Gevan complained. 
 
    “Emily, don’t get too pleased with yourself,” Fillmore said, still lying with his back on the deck. “We’ve got a lot more things to do that have never been done before.”  
 
    I’d been fiddling with my own dash and managed to bring up an image of impending doom. 
 
    “Fairweather’s visual resolution is impressive,” I said as I brought up the scene in detail on the central display. 
 
    It was a close-up shot of the mining freighter Jessup had us chasing after, and it was clear the enemy ship wasn’t done creating havoc.  
 
    Fresh arcing plumes of raw ore radiated away from the hurtling ship like a pinwheel. It was unloading more debris behind her as she flew.  
 
    Since the last test jump, we’d gotten much closer. The range was shorter, and the entire mess was bound to hit us sooner. It looked like we were going to run smack into it. 
 
    “Does this accurately depict our velocity and how close we are to that debris cloud,” I asked. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Hughes said quietly and stared. “Obviously Captain Jessup and I haven’t been coordinating on the flight plan.” 
 
    We were still watching the screen when Fillmore sat up and climbed back into his seat at last. He exhaled heavily releasing fetid breath. He stared at the rain of destruction ahead. Each minute, it writhed and bloomed larger. 
 
    “My God, Emily. How did you get us into range of that mess again? You’re a terrible pilot!” 
 
    Warning klaxons started to peal outside of Fairweather’s hull. Viper was on ship-wide high alert.  
 
    We all felt the destroyer change course, but it wouldn’t be enough. Viper was hauling ass, but she dropped down the burn on her main jets and kicked up the directional jets to full.  
 
    The new effect was like a long powerful push to the side like an endless corner was being rounded. Anyone who wasn’t strapped in did so now. 
 
    “I’m running the numbers…” Dr. Gevan said. “This isn’t good. We’re too close!” 
 
    “Let’s just jump one more time,” I said. “We’ll move to the side of the impact trajectory and let it fly past us.” 
 
    “After the second jump we’ve totally drained the capacitors,” Gevan said blankly and his head sunk to his hands. 
 
    “How long will it take us to recover enough for a modest jump—just to get clear,” Hughes asked. 
 
    “There’s no telling, Colonel,” Gevan said sounding forlorn. We’re learning as we go.” 
 
    “That fool Jessup has been chasing after them, which gives us even less room to maneuver,” the colonel said. “I’m not sure Viper can clear that mess on her own, not even with her engines at full power.” 
 
    “Emily,” I said, “is this sensor data in real time?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” She was absorbed in checking an algorithm on her secondary flight screen. 
 
    “Even I can tell this doesn’t look good—Jessup is trying to flee to the side, but he’ll never make it,” I said. “Can we get a clock up to track our window of time?” 
 
    “Oh—that’s a fantastic idea, Chief,” Fillmore said sarcastically. “Let’s get a big timer up to count down our certain doom—that’s bound to help the stress level in here.” 
 
    “Sean…” Hughes started. 
 
    “Calm down Dr. Fillmore,” I said. “We don’t need to obsess on it. The clock will just be there to show us how much time we have left to work on this.” 
 
    They all looked at me. A large countdown readout appeared on the forward screen—numbers spinning. I looked over to Gevan. He nodded, shrugged and then looked blank. 
 
    “So, tell me…how big was the field in comparison to Viper when we jumped before?” 
 
     “Well…” Hughes started “…roughly one and three quarters of Viper’s overall length.” 
 
    “And, am I right to think a smaller field would consume less power?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I mean,” I continued, “If you could get us closer to mid-ship on Viper…” 
 
    “Yes!” she said. I see where you’re going. If we move Fairweather to mid-ship we might get enough of a charge for a smaller field and still jump the whole compounded ship clear of that mess in time.”  
 
    Dr. Fillmore spoke up. “It’s theoretically possible…” he admitted. “But the risk after re-locating is too great. We’ll need to re-configure everything!” 
 
    “Then get re-configuring,” I said. 
 
    He looked thoughtful for a moment, then he began tapping and gesturing over a control screen. 
 
    “We’ll need an ideal location in the center of Viper’s mass…” He brought up a schematic showing Viper and Fairweather’s humped location in the aft hold. Fairweather sat in a connected pod that resembled a tumor in Viper’s belly. The whole thing had an organic look to it. 
 
    I could see it for myself. We were just aft to Viper’s long, starboard mid-hold—separated only by a bulkhead. The problem was that Jessup had it loaded full of crap in crates and a jumble of varying containers. The far end was damned close to mid-ship, but there was no room in there for Fairweather. 
 
    The empty troop pod was on the port side and significantly forward, but it didn’t seem possible to get there. 
 
    “You see?” Fillmore continued. “Fairweather has to be closer to the center of the ship’s mass. Then the field’s required radius would be reduced, and the idea might be workable. We might be able to do this with half the power.” 
 
    “But we still can’t be certain how much power we’ll need,” Gevan said. 
 
    “Yes, that goes without saying,” Fillmore replied.  
 
    The destroyer’s jets adjusted to a straight course once more, and we all sat a little easier in our harnesses. 
 
    Gevan reached out a hand and touched the schematic. “The right spot would be about… here.” 
 
    He moved the location of Fairweather’s hump to the middle of the ship.  
 
    “It’s just an image,” Gevan said, “but it’s also more than that—it’s a plan.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was doable!” Fillmore scoffed. “We’re just postulating where it would need to go!” 
 
    “It would be a close fit,” Hughes said. “If we were able to fine tune our location, the field’s configuration would be ideally utilized. It’s like they were made for each other. If the destroyer was any bigger, it couldn’t be done at all.” 
 
    “I say we have to try,” I said. “If I understand this, Emily, you’ve already successfully moved us through near space using manual controls.” 
 
    Hughes shook her head. “Your idea is a good one, Gray,” she said. “If we had a few days to do it, we could probably station Fairweather amidships and transition the destroyer out of harm’s way. But…” 
 
     “It would take too long,” Hughes insisted. “That spiraling mass of debris will hit us while we’re out there space-walking.” 
 
    “Worse,” Fillmore said, “Viper is accelerating hard. You can’t spacewalk under two Gs of lateral force!” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “We’re not talking about passing outside the outer hull, right?”  
 
    “How else?” Hughes demanded.  
 
    I brought up the schematic of Viper’s hull. I tapped on the troop module. “I think this area is big enough.” 
 
    “That pod is serving as our quarters!” Dr. Gevan complained. 
 
    “We’ll just have to sleep in one of the holds.” 
 
    Gevan snorted in irritation.  
 
    Dr. Fillmore leaned forward, interested. “You’re right… It certainly is big enough—with some modifications. And, right in the middle…” 
 
    They all looked at me with new respect. At last, Gevan grunted in defeat. He couldn’t find an error in the plan, as much as he’d like to.  
 
    “It’s a good solution, Gray,” Fillmore said. “Maybe I went too far calling you a bird-brained jock.” 
 
    Squinting at him, I couldn’t recall having heard that particular insult from him before. I supposed he wasn’t heaping praise upon my name when I wasn’t in earshot. 
 
    “Yes… yes…” he said, squinting at the plan. “Too bad it’s unworkable.” 
 
    “Unworkable?” Gevan asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Because there’s no passage into that hold that’s wide enough,” Fillmore said. “We don’t have time to dismantle the whole engine and reconstruct it, and there’s no hatch or tube to use to get there from here.” 
 
    “It’s not impossible…” Hughes said. The colonel locked eyes with me. “I know what the chief was getting at when he mentioned the manual controls. What if instead of dragging Fairweather through the hull, we just… cheated?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Pardon my terminology, but it’s not about the mass inside the bubble right? It’s all about the size you make it and where it ends up.” 
 
    The scientists all exchanged startled glances.  
 
    “Oh…” Fillmore said. “You’re suggesting we move Fairweather right through Viper’s guts…?” 
 
    “Can we really do that?” Gevan asked. 
 
    Then, as one, they began working on the numbers. Soon, the planning about Fairweather’s move became intensive. They also made plans to meld the two vessels in a sturdy manner. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what they were working on, but I decided I could use another man who knew about moving large things around and reconnecting them, so I went to get help from Logan.  
 
    Unfortunately, Captain Jessup came the other way, and he found me first. 
 
    “There you are,” Jessup said, “right at the center of this insanity. It’s bad enough your crazy gaggle of scientists wants to make my crew barf like schoolgirls eating tainted meat at a picnic. But, now—this,” he glowered menacingly. 
 
    He flung his arms wide and stood there. “Your people flew us smack toward a brick wall, you lunatic,” he said. 
 
    “Hmm…” I said, realizing he had a valid complaint. “I thought Colonel Hughes had your permission, Captain.” 
 
    “They had my permission to test their drive. They didn’t say anything about killing my crew and blowing my ship up. I assume you are aware, Chief, that we are about to fly smack-ass into a man-made asteroid belt.” 
 
    “We’re working on the solution Captain,” I said. “The changes are being made right now.” 
 
    “I don’t think your hearing me, Gray. My crew is aiming for a thin spot in that shit storm out there, but I’m not so sure any of us is going to be here in an hour. In the meantime, I am still in charge.” 
 
    Two crewmen were standing at his back. They were armed, and they looked seriously pissed off. 
 
    I considered my options. I could try to take them all down right here—but that wouldn’t be good for our future relationship. At some point Jessup and I were going to have to choose to be on the same side or have one action-packed showdown. 
 
    Jessup bulled past me with his goons, and I let them go. They headed into Fairweather like they owned it. They reminded me of cats slinking into a drainage pipe in seek of prey. I followed them quietly, just to make sure things didn’t get out of hand. 
 
    So far, they hadn’t pulled out a pistol, but I knew they might if things went the wrong way. 
 
    “Damn…” Jessup said when he got inside and was able to stand tall due to the space-warping fields. “No wonder all you geeks like it in here. It’s like a VR wet dream.” 
 
    Hughes and the rest gawked at him. Hughes spoke up first. 
 
    “Hello Captain…” she said. “We’d love to give you a tour, but we’re very busy right now. Do you mind?” 
 
    Jessup’s initial surprise at the unique interior of Fairweather faded fast. His frown reasserted itself, and he eyed the group in an unfriendly manner. 
 
    “Yes—I do mind. I mind those that have rank over me, unlike yourselves. I’m here to clear you out of this compartment and seal it off,” he said. “I might be dead in an hour, but there won’t be any more unsanctioned jumps. I’ll decide when and where you can use my ship as a guinea pig from now on—however long that is.” 
 
    “Such presumption!” Dr. Fillmore said, flashing into one of his indignant rages. 
 
    Jessup drew his pistol then, and the crewmen behind him nervously followed suit. 
 
    That was when I began to move. I was still behind them, forgotten. Two silent steps brought me to the back of the nearest man. My big hands came up—but I stopped. 
 
    Colonel Hughes had seen me, and by now she knew well enough what I was going to do. I was a man of action, and she was very aware of that. 
 
    She signaled me to stand down, so I hesitated. Then the crewman in the rear of the group turned and saw me. His face furrowed into a frown, and his pistol came up to greet me. 
 
    “Out of those harnesses,” Jessup commanded. “This is my ship, and I want you all to report to the crew quarters.” 
 
    “One moment,” Colonel Hughes said. “Just take a look at this scanner.” 
 
    Jessup began to sneer, but she sent the image of the second wave of debris to the primary screens. They all played out a vast swirling tangle of dirt and processed ore, spinning out in a spiral pattern before us. 
 
    When the captain saw our impending doom—now filling a whole screen in brilliant, virtual detail, his mouth sagged open. Speechless, he stared at the high-def image and his pistol fell out of his hand to the deck. His hand drifted up to his chin. 
 
    It was much worse than before. The mining freighter had jettisoned its ore silos. They spun crazily near the center of what had become a solid blanket of pulverized stone.  
 
    “Ho-ly shit!” he said. “That’s some impressive technology. This here rock-cloud is getting pretty close too,” he added, smiling and pointing a finger at the screen. 
 
    “That’s right,” Colonel Hughes agreed smoothly. “Your ship is in danger, Captain. We can help—” 
 
    But she was talking to his back. He’d turned and made his way toward the exit. Over his shoulder, he shouted back at us.  
 
    “No more tricks. No jumps. No nothing. You people clear out of here and find a crash seat. We’ll be maneuvering under hard acceleration in less than a minute... and somebody grab my gun off the deck.” 
 
    So saying, Jessup and his angry knot of crewmen left us. I stayed behind with the scientists. 
 
    “What now?” I asked them. 
 
    “We have to keep working on a solution,” Dr. Gevan said. “Jessup won’t be able to get us out of danger—my calculations show he’s doomed to fail in case the main screen isn’t obvious enough.” 
 
    “I know this kind of personality,” Hughes said. “There’s no talking him out of making the attempt. And he’s legally in the right—it’s his ship.” 
 
    “But this is a matter of life and death,” Gevan insisted. “We have to jump again without his approval…” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told them, and I raced off. 
 
    I found Logan nearby. He followed me back to Fairweather when I asked him to, but soon we were reduced to crawling from one handhold to the next. Jessup had begun a hard swinging turn, then it felt like we were going into a dive. At least, he’d decided to plunge in a direction that felt like it was downward. That soon changed again as the ship rolled over. 
 
    “At least we’re not hanging onto the roof like it’s the floor,” Logan said, but then he caught sight of what we could see inside Fairweather. 
 
    “Hey—this is unbelievable!” he said. “What is this?” 
 
    “This is me returning favors already, Logan,” I said. “Have a seat. If you behave yourself, you might even get to help save our asses.” 
 
    He slumped into the chair Fillmore had vacated and continued to stare. Snapping out of his state of amazement, he tinkered with the sensor board in front of him. 
 
    “Did somebody toss their cookies in here?” he said, sniffing the interior. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Besides Para-Dimensional Manipulation theory, vomiting is one of Fillmore’s greatest talents.”  
 
    “We’re ready to transition through Viper’s belly folks,” Hughes announced. “This may take some finagling—hold on.” 
 
    “Here we go again,” Dr. Gevan remarked. 
 
    “So… what are we going to do?” Logan asked. 
 
    She smiled at him. “We’re going to ease our way from here to another spot inside this same ship. We shrank the field down to just contain Fairweather. It’ll be much quicker this way.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of juice in the capacitors for this hop,” Gevan sang triumphantly. 
 
    “But wait!” Logan objected in alarm. “What if you miss? You’ll gut the ship!” 
 
    “Not to mention killing all of us,” Gevan pointed out. “Nobody’s sure it’s possible at Viper’s current velocity,” he added while shaking his head. 
 
    “We’re not spacewalking this module over the exterior hull,” Hughes said impatiently. “Besides, we don’t have enough time for anything fancy.” 
 
    “Jessup’s bound to notice what we’re doing,” I pointed out. “But that’ll mean he’s alive still.” 
 
    “We ran back over the numbers, Colonel,” Gevan stated. “You’ll have to cross your fingers and trust us—it’s the only way. Don’t forget this was your idea.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes was bolt upright and focused. 
 
    I looked at them both. For the first time, I thought they were more daring than I was. Perhaps they were when it came to playing around with deadly fields that were an exotic twist of advanced physics.  
 
    “Okay,” I said, heaving a sigh. “I’m just along for the ride.” 
 
    Without removing her eyes from the large, primary display, Colonel Hughes reached out her hands and gripped onto the control toggles.  
 
    “Moving in near-space on manual override in… 3… 2… 1… Mark!” 
 
    The nausea ended up being even worse this time. Hughes had to probe a bit to find the sweet spot. Passing through Viper’s belly was like seeing the inside of something that you normally can’t and shouldn’t want to—like examining someone’s intestines instead of their cute face, for example. 
 
    We were all relieved to feel the floating sensation end, but the vertigo lingered. 
 
    “Did we land inside the troop pod, Hughes?” I asked. 
 
    “Stabilizing the localization fields… and done!” she said.  
 
    We all unbuckled ourselves and got up on shaking legs. I felt like my feet were still in the air, but I got up and carefully followed her out.  
 
    She turned down passageways around the bulkhead that was aft of the nucleus.  
 
    A hatch had opened up, allowing us to exit the upper compartment into one of Viper’s holds. 
 
    “I’ll go below and activate the folding ladder,” she said. 
 
    My leg burned like hell still, but I jumped on top of a stow-locker and vaulted up through the opening the moment she was gone. My comm-link wasn’t able to raise a usable frequency onboard Viper, so I shambled topside as quickly as I could. Making it to the starboard Gunnery Bay, I heaved myself into a chair and ignored the stares of the regular crewmen. 
 
    Slamming a palm onto an ops-board, I raised the bridge on Viper’s comm system. “Collins, it’s Gray—we’re requesting a new comm-link channel to Fairweather.” 
 
    “Easy, Chief. You should be live any moment now. Give us another minute. Collins, out.” 
 
    Chasing away the pain and discomfort that lingered in my mind, I walked back to the fresh portal between our ships. Techs were busy messing with a makeshift ladder, but I dropped straight into the hole. 
 
    My boots slammed into the deck with a resounding thump. A collective gasp escaped the startled technicians. It felt good to tax my abilities—the healing was underway. 
 
    Jessup and his goons caught up with me at that point. His face was red. He’d obviously figured out that the Fairweather module wasn’t where he’d left it only minutes earlier. 
 
    “What the hell have you done to my ship, Gray?” he demanded. 
 
    “You don’t look healthy, Captain,” I told him. 
 
    His pistol got into my face, and his crewmen were targeting my chest. I didn’t make any hostile moves as they surrounded me. 
 
    “Gray, you son-of-a-bitch!” Jessup said. “I told you and your circus to stand down. I’m trying to save our asses. Don’t you fools get that?” 
 
    “We all have the same goal, sir. Colonel Hughes made the decision to move Fairweather, and I believe it was the right one. The good news is she’s now ready to jump your entire ship out of this debris field whenever you give the word.” 
 
    I was still only hoping the generator had recovered sufficient power to pull that off. 
 
    We stared each other down for a moment, but Jessup broke first. He lowered his pistol.  
 
    “This can’t continue, Gray. I’m the captain here. The dick swinging has got to stop—especially if we live through this damned day.” 
 
    “No one is denying that it’s your ship, sir,” I told him. “Hughes did what she felt she had to in order to save all of us.” 
 
    “We’re not safe yet. We’re still pulling hard Gs—but we’re not out of the debris path.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right. It’s your call now,” I told him, knowing he didn’t really have any choice. “What are your orders, Captain? Do you want to tell Hughes to jump us forward? She can move us ten thousand kilometers instantly.” 
 
    Jessup worked his jaw. He wasn’t happy. 
 
    “Sir,” one of the crewmen said behind him. “We only have seven minutes left until impact—that’s from Cmdr. Collins on the bridge.” 
 
    The Captain refused to meet my eyes. Still, he hesitated, calling Cmdr. Collins. An intense conversation followed. 
 
    At last, he turned back to me. He snarled and cursed my name. 
 
    Then, when it was almost too late, he made the only choice he could.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “Collins,” Captain Jessup said, “talk to Hughes over that new comm-line. Tell her to jump us the hell out of here in exactly three minutes. I’ll need that time to get my men secure. There will be no delay beyond that.”  
 
    After giving this order, he turned to address me again. “Once we jump, this is my ship again—understand?”  
 
    In response to this I shrugged and gave him a nod. 
 
    Jessup and his escort retreated.  
 
    I strode back to the nucleus and took the copilot’s seat. “As soon as we’re clear it’s time to go, Emily. Captain Jessup has approved emergency action.” 
 
    She was holding up a hand and listening to her comm-link. Tapping to close the transmission, she resettled into her chair. 
 
    “Affirmative, Chief,” she said, “…but I can’t believe Jessup is cutting things so close. We should jump right now to evade the rock-storm.”  
 
    “The field projector’s capacitors are at nineteen percent, Colonel,” Gevan said. “If our math is right, we should be able to jump the whole rig at forty percent of our trial jumps—that means we’re about halfway there.”  
 
    “Thank you Doctor.” 
 
    “What range and heading, sir?” Dr. Gevan asked as he tapped at his screen. 
 
    “If we’re cleared to proceed—we should jump forward,” Fillmore volunteered as he joined us in the small compartment.  
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Fillmore,” Gevan said, “but since we’re not manning a hot-air balloon or a sled, I was looking for specific numbers—idiot.” 
 
    Dr. Fillmore gaped like a fish as he sank into the seat next to Logan, before putting his nose back in the air. “I am not an idiot—I bring a unique and important skill set…” 
 
    Fillmore was the one who’d calculated that the debris field had more breadth and less depth. I’m sure he was correct, but it was too tempting not to abuse him.  
 
    “Dr. Gevan, pre-program a long jump of seventy kilometers following our current trajectory. On my mark in two minutes—assuming we get the green light from Commander Collins. Sean, go grab me a dose of caffeine. There’s just enough time.” 
 
     “Emily…” Fillmore protested. She ignored him, and he slowly rose to his feet again and trudged toward the nucleus door. 
 
    “Got it, Colonel,” Gevan said, working faster. “Assuming our power recovers, that will avoid disaster for now. Hey, Fillmore, grab me some too.”  
 
    “My ass…” Fillmore muttered in the passage outside. 
 
    “Hey Chief,” Logan said, “we talked things out while you were screwing around. They’re going to let me assist on the sensor boards in here—on a trial basis.” 
 
    “You’re welcome and congratulations. You’ve already scored a good job and as a bonus you’re not dead.” 
 
    “Yeah well… that’s technically true, but a ‘thank-you’ is still a little premature. We might die in the next ten minutes.” 
 
    “Don’t piss your pants, Logan,” I told him. “The colonel here is a pretty good pilot.” 
 
    He smirked as he thought of something inappropriate to say. When he glanced at Colonel Hughes, he thought better of it and just ended up nodding.  
 
    “Feed me the final numbers,” Col. Hughes demanded as our time ran out. All over the ship, people were scrambling into safe spots and tying themselves down. 
 
    I tried not to think about the realities. We were about to use dead batteries to try moving a huge mass seventy kilometers based on an experimental algorithm that had originally been designed to do something else. The good news was if we screwed this up, we would probably die so fast we wouldn’t even know it. Probably… 
 
    “Colonel,” I said, “how is a long jump different than moving manually in near-space?” 
 
    Someone else might have been irritated, but she answered immediately. Tension slipped away from her face, and she went straight into lecture-mode.  
 
    “Dimension rifts are exploited in any ‘jump’—like the second time we travelled,” she said. “There’s a lot of theoretical engineering behind the process. If you want to see the mathematical proofs, you can find them online at—” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary… is there a dumbed-down explanation to go with that?” 
 
    “Picture an envelope, Gray. If you look at its length and width, it clearly has some dimension to it.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “But if you look at it from the edge,” she continued, “it appears to have very little dimension and will easily fit through a narrow slot.” 
 
    “So… we’re going through the slot?” 
 
    “No, we’re crossing the depth of the envelope rather than the length or width.” 
 
    “The depth of… a sheet of paper?” I asked. 
 
    “More or less. You did ask for the dumbed-down version…” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    I could imagine this scenario with difficulty, but I still didn’t get how choosing a different dimension would get you to where you wanted to go. We wanted to travel the length, not the depth—or whatever. 
 
    As time ran out, Cmdr. Collins hailed me on the private comm channel. 
 
    “We’re getting tiny impacts, Chief. Are you feeling this? It’s probably sand particles. We underestimated—” 
 
    “It’s all clear down here, Commander.” I turned and toggled the perspective up close on a side screen. It was easy to see that the debris field had closed the gap and was soon going to hit us. Grit, gravel and rocks the size of your head were going to be raining on us soon. 
 
    Collins’ face appeared with a flash of static on the main comm channel now. 
 
    “It sounds like a tin roof in a hail storm up here!” Collins shouted. 
 
    “Collins,” I said calmly, “we’re ready to jump. Are we cleared on your end?” 
 
    There was a buzz of static, then a shudder jolted the ship deeply. I knew right away that wasn’t good. I let moments pass so he could respond, but nothing came back. 
 
    “Collins!—Collins?” I called out. For a few moments I listened, but nothing came through. 
 
    “I hope everything is okay up there,” Dr. Gevan said quietly. 
 
    “Emily, you’ve got to get us out of here,” I said. 
 
    The look on her face wasn’t exactly encouraging. It was the first time I could remember her looking doubtful. 
 
    “We’ve got thirty seconds in the original window, but I’m not sure if we can jump out of a debris field now that we’re in the middle of it. Skipping from a large region of empty space, sure… that’s what Fairweather was designed for. But we’re getting hit by physical objects now…” 
 
    Dr. Gevan jumped into the conversation. “We’re at thirty four percent. I’m not sure if it’s enough, but we’ve got to try it. I’ve set the field using our best guesses.” 
 
    “This is a huge guess,” Hughes warned. “A stab in the dark.” 
 
    “It’s your call, Colonel,” I said. “But, don’t forget—you just drove us through the guts of a destroyer. I would do it fast, whatever you decide. We could be crushed irreparably any second now that the ejected load is beginning to hit us.” 
 
    Her hand hovered over the drive initiator. I could tell she was struggling with this. She knew all about running an assembly project in a lab, but there were maybe a hundred or more actual lives at stake now.  
 
    It was time to jump off the cliff into the ocean and take all of us with her. The final second was a true leap of faith, and it was irreversible. 
 
    The scanner input on my dash was telling me there was no choice, however. Not really. So, I released the restraints on my chair and got to my feet. 
 
    I stood next to Hughes who was still strapped into the pilot’s seat, her hand was on the initiator. She stared forward, knowing all of us might die at once as a result of her next move. 
 
    A rain of impacts became audible to us—beginning to chatter through Viper’s skin. 
 
    “I’m not taking anything away from you, Emily—just sharing the load like a team. We’ll do this together.”  
 
    A rain of impacts became audible to us—beginning to chatter through Viper’s skin. I reached out my hand and enclosed hers.  
 
    My hand pushed with hers. Together, we initiated the jump, and everything shifted around us. 
 
    This time there was no countdown, no moment to steel ourselves. We plunged together toward another state of being. The sickening sensation that wrenched our guts wasn’t a brief one. It went on and on until the people around me began to lose consciousness. 
 
    Only I hung on to my awareness. In all probability, everyone else aboard had passed out.  
 
    I wasn’t built to faint, or to sleep. It was one of the cruelest things my designers had come up with, because at times of serious agony like this, oblivion would have been a welcome relief. 
 
    The impacts on the hull were slower, muffled and distorted into throbbing echoes. It was impossible for me to judge how much time was actually passing.  
 
    Physically, things seemed out of kilter too. I felt like I was doing back flips—head over heels, but when I looked at my feet they were planted on the deck. 
 
    Trying to resist the intense vertigo, I closed my eyes, but it didn’t help much. I had to do something.  
 
    I shuffled my way back to the copilot’s chair. Dropping back into it was a relief. I strapped in and saw that Hughes was indeed out cold along with the rest of the crew.  
 
    I studied the dashboard in front of me as we phased through the presets that Fillmore and Gevan had come up with. I found that swiping through screens on the UI was a partial distraction from the side effects of this kind of travel. Gnashing my teeth and yelling a bit helped too. 
 
    Abruptly, it was over, and I found myself staring at two green lights which flashed alternately. The main display read: Standing By.  
 
    A smattering of debris must have come along with us. It rained hard against the hull, and then all was quiet. Too quiet. 
 
    “Collins?” I shouted over the private comm channel.  
 
    There was no response. I brought up visuals from near-space using Viper’s bow cameras and directed the feed to the main screen.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. There was no sign of Luna Station, the mining freighter, or the massive hail-cloud of metal ore. I didn’t even see Earth, or the Moon. 
 
    There was only Viper, calmly and quietly advancing. 
 
    Switching to an aft perspective on a different screen I caught sight of an impressively large dust cloud expanding at our previous location.  
 
     We were safe, but the scope of potential destruction gave me an ache in the pit of my stomach. They’d lost this round, but had scored on an impressive scale overall. They were killing my people and wreaking terrible havoc. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel completely exposed with everybody napping around me. I’m capable, mind you, but I can’t replace the entire crew on a large ship. Nobody was driving, and nobody was watching our ass.  
 
    Tearing off my restraints, I leaped over to the pilot’s seat. I patted Emily’s cheek until she responded with a deep gasp of breath and woke up. 
 
    “I’m heading up to the bridge,” I told her. “Nobody up there is talking to me.” 
 
    “Yes, okay—I’m awake. Hey, we made it through!” she said lighting up. “I’ll run systems checks while you’re gone.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll be back soon,” I said and bounced away through the hatch and out into Viper’s hold.  
 
    My attempts to raise anyone via comm-link failed. I raced straight for the bridge to see what was going on firsthand. I was nearly there when I was thrown violently to the side of the passage. 
 
    The destroyer had abruptly begun to swing about. The deck shuddered as her engines lit, and then I was sent rolling down the passage before I could seize a grab-bar. Viper was underway at a hot burn. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Now what?” 
 
    Instead of safely strapping into the first available seat, I fought against the force of the heavy thrust and made my way toward the bridge. Several times, I was wrenched away from a secure grip and sent tumbling.  
 
    My elbow throbbed where I’d knocked it into the rim of a hatchway, and I could taste blood in my mouth, but I finally managed to barge onto the bridge. 
 
    I found Captain Jessup there, bellowing over the muted roar of the ship’s engines. Two bloodshot eyes rolled to look at me. “This is a bad time for a stroll, Gray—take a seat. Quit being a damned lunatic.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Captain?” I asked, shouting to be heard over the engine and various emergency alarms.  
 
    He didn’t bother to answer, but he did cut the thrust down to a medium burn. Most of the other crewmen were organizing themselves, puking and rubbing their faces. 
 
    Sliding into a vacant seat, I secured belts and sucked in a few deep breaths. Whatever was happening, the ride wasn’t over yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Finishing his high-G maneuver, Jessup slumped in his command chair like a third world king.  
 
    “Jessup?” I called out. 
 
    “You will refer to me as Captain or Captain Jessup while on my bridge, Chief Gray.” he replied. “You may also call me ‘sir’ if you mind your manners.” 
 
    “All right—what the hell is going on ‘Captain’?” 
 
    “Allie, bring up the target in 3-D.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied. 
 
    “Wait a minute. What target are we talking about, Captain?” 
 
    “We are in pursuit of an enemy craft, Gray.” 
 
    “Pursuit of an enemy—? That’s not our mission. We can’t be chasing around after distractions.” 
 
    Jessup turned those baleful, bloodshot eyes in my direction and lowered his gaze. “I’m afraid that decision has already been made back on Earth. It’s all right there in my orders, Chief.”  
 
    His lip curled when he said it, and I wondered how personal he was making all this. 
 
    “Your orders—?” 
 
    “Collie! Read the part Gray needs to hear.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Commander Collins drew the computer scroll from a slot at his station. It was the one that Toby and I had forged. He scanned and muttered and finally began to read. 
 
    “In addition to usual patrol duties, the officer in command of the vessel is hereby ordered to perform the following two functions: One, strive to anticipate and prevent hostile conflict with any vessel in immediate space. Two, where said conflict has already been initiated, or prevention is not an option, pursue aggressors with deadly force.” 
 
    “There you have it, Chief,” Jessup said. “Orders from on-high. You may not understand this, but I’m just doing what I’m supposed to do.”  
 
    I nodded, thinking hard. Damn that Toby, he’d been too creative. Jessup had me over a barrel, and the bastard was loving it. 
 
    “Allie,” Jessup said, “zoom in on the target.” 
 
    The detailed figure of the mining freighter loomed over the low holo-projecting dais. It was following the debris field it had created, and it was tumbling in space. There were no signs of life, or engine activity. We were quickly gaining on it as the ship made no attempt to escape. 
 
    “Captain, it’s obvious the freighter has been abandoned,” I said. “Why else would it be in an uncontrolled tumble? She’s not even firing jets—”  
 
    “What if it’s a ruse Gray?” 
 
    “But sir, the freighter shed its bins and it’s now spiraling in a freefall right behind that mess of gravel. What is there to be scared of?” 
 
     “They damaged my ship and endangered every one of our lives. The station and anyone that didn’t get off have been destroyed. Maybe that ore-hauler is a derelict, but maybe it’s not. Maybe just isn’t good enough for me.” 
 
    I blew out a sigh. I knew the best way to avoid problems with aliens was to stay away from them, but Jessup had been empowered by my fake orders. There was no stopping him. 
 
    “Captain, the debris field seemed to knock out communication. Could we…?” 
 
    “Whatever it is—my people are working on that Gray,” he said. “Now, get off my bridge.”  
 
    I complied. Viper was closing in on the tug with only an occasional burst of steering thrust. The walk back to Fairweather would be easier than the trip to the bridge had been. 
 
    Ninety seconds after I left Jessup’s bridge, the destroyer’s engines fired up again, creating a new burst of hard thrust. I was sent tumbling twelve meters down a passage and into a bulkhead. Jessup spoke up over the general channel moments later. 
 
    “Attention all hands. Anyone not secured for active flight is advised to do so immediately. We’re in pursuit of a hostile target.” 
 
    That son of a bitch was definitely making things personal. Everyone else aboard Viper was securely strapped in. Some guys have a real knack for being a dick, and Jessup seemed to be one of those guys. 
 
    Still collecting myself from the deck, Logan chimed in my ear. “Hey Chief, is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yep—never better,” I said. 
 
    “Great… Well, hey… I’m working a hack that should get us back in touch with Viper’s bridge. Are you hearing me okay now?” 
 
    “Loud and clear. If you get my comm-line opened back up with Collins, it might earn you a permanent seat at the sensor board.” 
 
    “Just doing my thing, Chief.” 
 
    “Keep that going Logan. Gray out.” 
 
    Minutes later I was back in Fairweather’s nucleus. Hughes began to question me immediately. Logan, and the rest of the team were outside the module working on connections and anchoring Fairweather. 
 
    “Jessup is chasing down the mining tug,” I explained. “He’s standing on a loophole in the orders. We’re going to have to wait until his little goose-chase is over to tackle the next leg.” 
 
    “That’s not what we’re out here for,” she said. “There’s no time for this.” 
 
    Shrugging, I nodded in agreement. “We’re going to have to wait until he captures or destroys the miner before we proceed.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Hughes asked. “I’ll need a starting point before I can calculate anything.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t take long,” I said, walking over to her and putting my hands on her shoulders. By the way nice work so far Emily,” I said squeezing an affirmation. 
 
     “Am I interrupting anything here?” Jillian asked as she breezed into the nucleus. 
 
    “No of course not Jillian,” I said stepping away from Hughes. 
 
    Brandt had a cheerless look on her face. “I just came up for a sit-rep. We seem to be in the dark on half of what’s happening up here.” She made it a point to look from Hughes to me. “Everyone is wondering what’s going on right now, and how long it will be until we jump again.” 
 
    Moving back to my chair I cinched in.  
 
    “Excuse me, sirs,” Logan said, appearing in the hatchway. “We have contact re-established with Viper’s bridge. I’d be glad to get the sit-rep from Collins and catch up our own crew.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hughes told him. “Do that, Logan.” 
 
    Jillian coolly ran her eyes over us one last time. “I see your uniform has repaired that burn hole, Chief.” 
 
    “Yeah—the leg underneath is serviceable, too,” I said. 
 
    “Well I guess I’m not needed here for anything else...” She paused and I wasn’t sure what the right words for her were. 
 
    “We’re okay for now, Jillian. Thanks for everything you’ve done.” 
 
    “Good enough,” she quietly said and left abruptly. 
 
    I knew she was stewing as she stormed away. Even when angry, she was a beauty. I watched her walk out with a pang of regret.  
 
    I wanted to go after her—but there were too many pressing issues. I couldn’t afford the distraction now. 
 
    “Emily,” I said, “how tough will it be to escape our sphere? And do you really think we can do it?” 
 
    “Sure—the team’s knowledge and theories direct us to access points located in certain Dimension Rifts. There seems to be a matrix of these points which lead the way to a weak area on the border of our Sphere—a sort of access tunnel.” 
 
    “How much of that is knowledge, and how much is theory?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re turning theory into knowledge very quickly on this voyage, Chief.” 
 
    “I’m all for lucky guesses,” I said, “but I prefer to be certain.” 
 
    She turned to me and gave me her undivided attention. “Chief Gray, you seem to be saying I’m guessing and uncertain.”  
 
    “Not exactly. But I know that—” 
 
    “I’ll remind you, Chief—we’re in the proving grounds now, and so far we’re passing with flying colors. If you aren’t able to see the degree of our success—” 
 
    I knew I had to change the subject, and there was something I’d been wanting to know for a while now.  
 
    “Colonel Hughes,” I interrupted, “is it possible to weaponize this dimension-shifting technology?”  
 
    I stopped her in her tracks, and it was obvious that she hated my question. Her mouth dropped open, and she was clearly taken aback. 
 
    “How could you even think such a thing?” she murmured. “Must all beautiful discoveries be turned into machines that dispense death?” 
 
    “Not always, but…” 
 
    Our eyes met, but we didn’t speak for a moment. 
 
    “Captain Jessup won’t catch that miner for some time,” Hughes said at last. ”How about you go and stretch your legs, Chief?” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I’ll let you get some work done in here.” 
 
    A thought struck me as I moved along one of Viper’s echoing steel passages. It was clear Hughes didn’t want to discuss the dark possibilities for her invention, but I was going to file some away for the future.  
 
    It seemed like a given that the projector needed to be inside of the field being generated, but the diameter of the field was adjustable. 
 
    “What if something was only partially contained?” I wondered aloud. “…or someone?” 
 
    Dr. Fillmore was working inside an open power cabinet, and he’d come into earshot. He straightened up like an African rodent from where he was stripping a thick cable and frowned at me. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you have an imaginary buddy, Gray. Are you one of those kooks who talks to himself for comfort? I find such people worrisome in the extreme.” 
 
    My eyes focused on Fillmore. I decided not to get down in the mud for an ego contest with this irritant.  
 
    “I was just speculating about how to greet the aliens the next time we cross paths.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” he said, giving me a look that was superior but suspicious. “I figured that out a week ago.” 
 
    “Really? Let’s hear your theory, Doctor—if it’s solid enough for the light of day.” 
 
    Fillmore spun around in his chair to face me. His brows knit into a frown.  
 
    “It’s far more than a theory,” he said, “it’s a logical conclusion that anyone—even a man such as yourself—should be able to grasp.” 
 
    I made a hurry-up gesture with my fingers then crossed my arms. I knew I was goading him, but sometimes such tactics worked the best.  
 
    Scowling, he took the bait. 
 
    “Try to focus your mind for a moment. “They’ve demonstrated they can move small, soft objects with their tech. Things such as meat, bones, fabric and a few technological items. But we hadn’t seen any evidence indicating they can move anything big.” 
 
    “I don’t see what…” 
 
    “Viper is a large warship,” Fillmore told me unhelpfully. “Yet we’re able to move it all—the hardware and the crew. Metals, alloys—all the dangerous stuff. Oh, and news flash: Once we moved Fairweather to a central location as I suggested, the power necessary for a PDM jump was minimized. We could have jumped ten times as far now that the projector is in the sweet spot.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe we were alone, and he was trying to take credit for my idea. 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “It is true that I’ve only seen our visiting friends in robes. It would use far less power to move only an individual even if they were able to move something more dense and mechanized.” 
 
    “Exactly. If the aliens could have moved sophisticated hardware—like a bomb, for instance—I figure they would have done it by now. After all, spilling dirt out of a spaceship is a lot more elaborate than teleporting a bomb.” 
 
    “So… if they’d wanted to wipe us out, they could have done that from the start by transporting a nuclear weapon into the middle of our lab?” 
 
    “You’ve got it now. Imagine: Boom! No more project. No more pesky humans scratching to get out of their Sphere.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t they done it?” 
 
    “Either they can’t travel with something as sophisticated as a bomb, or they want to take something from us intact.” 
 
    I thought about that. What if they were limited in what they could transport through the Sphere? What if they kept popping up in robes because that was the best they could do?  
 
    There was a big dangerous difference between manipulating beings and the scary machines built by them. It seemed obvious that if any matter could be moved in a bubble with our tech, then a smaller bubble would move pieces of it with destructive results.  
 
    They wanted to get our knowledge, and they weren’t playing nice to get it.  
 
    The real gravity of the mission hit me like a ton of bricks, but I wasn’t shying away from it. 
 
    “Gray, are you even listening to me?” Fillmore demanded. 
 
    Before I could respond, the whole ship shuddered under us, and then once more. 
 
    “Is Jessup shooting at something?” I asked. 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, I pushed past Fillmore and contacted Logan, asking him the same question. 
 
    “He’s shooting,” Logan confirmed. “We got a warning from Cmdr. Collins. Viper has fired on an enemy vessel.” 
 
    Deciding it would be best to give my objections in person, I rushed back up to the bridge. Viper wasn’t moving at full acceleration now, so the trip was relatively easy to make. 
 
    When I got to the command deck, I looked around at all the grim faces.  
 
    Lt. Fletcher was there, with her two operating assistants, but Cmdr. Collins was the first to catch my eye. He shook his head, suggesting I don’t bother Jessup right now—but I moved onto the bridge anyway. 
 
    “Allie,” Jessup said. “Are the missiles still on target? I want a definite kill this time.” 
 
    “Yes sir… they’re homing in. The targeting solution is virtually inescapable. After all—she’s just a miner, and she’s drifting.” 
 
    Allie slid her eyes to meet mine, then looked back down at her instruments. I got the feeling she wasn’t happy about the situation.  
 
    “Uh… Captain Jessup?” I asked.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Chief Gray? You do get around, don’t you? What is it now? This is a combat situation, and I’d appreciate it if my crew had the bridge to themselves.” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir,” I said. “But I was informed we’ve fired on the mining ship—is that true?” 
 
    “Damn straight it is. That ship almost destroyed Viper, and the rebels aboard must be put down.” 
 
    “Is there any way you can self-destruct that missile, Captain?” 
 
    He slowly rotated his body around to face me. His eyebrows rode high in surprise. “A bleeding heart, Chief? A believer in the sanctity of rebel lives? I hadn’t figured you for a wimp.” 
 
    “None of those things are on my mind, sir. But I would like to capture and interrogate the enemy aliens before destroying the vessel. Also, there’s always the possibility that our own human crewmen are still alive aboard that ship.” 
 
    When I’d finished, Jessup lifted a finger and stabbed it at me. 
 
    “No need to prattle on about aliens, Chief. This is about people who’ve become misguided—and besides, the mining crew must be dead. Even if they’re not, they’re about to become casualties of war. That ship must be destroyed.” 
 
    “But…” Allie said, daring to speak up. “If we gave them a chance to surrender—” 
 
    Captain Jessup’s right arm shook a little as the lieutenant said her piece. I could tell he wasn’t used to any kind of dissent. He whirled around to face her. 
 
    “Lieutenant Fletcher, keep your eyes on that scope! We’re going to shoot down the rebel flying that enemy ship as I’ve been ordered—that’s it!” 
 
    “Rebel…?” I said. “That ship is being operated by aliens, sir.” 
 
    “So you’ve been saying…” Jessup said. He was still busy staring down Allie, and it was working. She peered into her instruments and didn’t dare even meet his gaze. “I say they’re rebel rock-rats. Scum from the out-system venting their rage about not having dates or proper lives out here in deep space.” 
 
    “But the profile of behavior fits the aliens, sir,” I persisted. “There’s a chance we could capture one and—” 
 
    “And what? Have it teleport away? Maybe it can unload a bomb on my ship first. Would that make you happier?” 
 
    I shook my head, realizing I wasn’t going to get anywhere with him on this topic. 
 
    Stepping up, I examined the tactical data. The missile was bearing down on the miner, it would hit in the next three minutes. 
 
    For a moment, I considered forcibly destroying the missile—but I quickly passed on that idea.  
 
    After all, Jessup was right. The aliens did deserve to die. The only sad thing was we were passing up an opportunity to capture one—if such a thing was possible. 
 
    For the next several long minutes, I stayed quiet. Jessup and the others slowly relaxed as they realized I wasn’t going to argue any further. 
 
    “Ten… Nine… Eight…” Cmdr. Collins read the countdown.  
 
    When he got to ‘zero’ the screens brightened and turned white. A brilliant flash of radiance flared. We shaded our eyes despite the great gulf of space between our two ships. 
 
    Captain Jessup whooped, but no one else cheered. Only Cmdr. Collins managed a brief smile. 
 
    “Target destroyed, sir,” he said. 
 
    The miner had been reduced to its component molecules. I hid my disappointment, but I saw Lieutenant Fletcher was tight-lipped with concern. I could tell she didn’t like the idea that we might have just vaporized a captive crew. 
 
    I could understand both points of view. All I was concerned about was the possible improvement of my mission odds.  
 
    Shrugging, I left the bridge and went below. A voice behind me called out. 
 
    “Chief Gray?”  
 
    It was Allie. 
 
    “Yes, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Do you really think we just killed a crew of hostages?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. The enemy held the mining ship for quite some time. They aren’t the nicest customers. They’re quite vicious, in fact.” 
 
    She looked uncomfortable. “Do you think we did the right thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, but I am sure you did the right thing, Allie.” 
 
    “Why?” she said. She looked upset, and that gave away the heart behind her pursed lips. 
 
    “Because Jessup is your legitimate captain, and we’re essentially in a state of war. You followed your orders, and you did so successfully. In my book, that places you on the right side of any law or ethical conflict.” 
 
    “Oh… thank you.” 
 
    She gave me a flash of a pretty smile, touched my hand briefly, then turned around and left. 
 
    I watched her go back onto the bridge, turning slightly to get through the oval-shaped pressure door. Her legs were long enough she was forced to duck slightly, just as I was. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t entirely buy my own feel-good bullshit. If Jessup had exercised a little more restraint, we might have learned a lot and possibly saved the crew—if they’d been alive. 
 
    But all that was history now. I moved below decks, going down steel ladders and narrow, tilted gangways.  
 
    Something surprised me in the hold outside Fairweather. It was a scene I hadn’t expected to see. 
 
    An alien stood there, surrounded by three of our spacers. The men had guns in their hands, and Logan was one of them. 
 
    “We got one, Chief!” he exclaimed. “You’re here just in time to see us burn it down to ash!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “Stand down, Logan,” I ordered. I held my hand out and advanced carefully. “Back away from it—all of you.”  
 
    None of them gave any ground. 
 
    “Do it!” I said. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Chief?” one of the crewman asked. 
 
    “Back off!” I repeated. 
 
    Each of them let their weapons drift until they pointed at the floor, but nobody let their eyes move away from the intruder. Again I insisted that they retreat, and they loosened the circle and backed up a step or two. 
 
    Wavering, the creature sank until it was crouching on the deck with a bony arm out to steady itself. Eyes downcast, it seemed to be laboring for breath. 
 
    “What happened here?” I asked them.  
 
    “We rounded this bend in the passage, and the bastard was just staggering around… right in front of us,” Logan explained. “There’s another one that’s dead—right over there.” he said flicking the muzzle of his weapon toward the passage beyond. 
 
    “Does anyone else know about this?” I asked. 
 
    “We didn’t have time to tell anybody before you showed up.” 
 
    “Good, let’s keep it that way,” I said. “The last thing I need right now is Jessup swaggering around.”  
 
    The alien itself didn’t seem like it was doing too well. A wet cough accompanied a wheezing rattle, and its hands had a tremor like it might be going into shock. 
 
    “For a guy so bent on eliminating the enemy, our captain’s got to work on his game,” I said, shaking my head.  
 
    “That’s for sure, Chief,” Logan said chiming in again. “He’s been doing his damnedest, but these spooks are right in Viper’s belly.” 
 
    “Well, his mistake is my good fortune,” I said. “I’m glad to have a chance to gain some intel.” 
 
    “You think you can talk to this piece of garbage?”  
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” I said. “I want you people to leave me alone with this trespasser. Go find something to busy yourself with, so you’re not giving me away.” 
 
    Keeping my eyes on the creature, I shooed my hand at Logan and the others until they began to retreat. 
 
    Logan hung back, pausing before he followed the others. “You want me to stick nearby to back you up, Gray?” he asked. 
 
    “No thanks, I need to have a one-on-one with our guest here,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I gotcha... You might need to get a little personal with your interrogation—better to have no witnesses.”  
 
    “Uh—sure. No witnesses would be best right now.” 
 
    My actual thoughts were more along the lines of figuring I could handle things better on my own. I didn’t want to worry about anyone else’s safety while I was taking advantage of the situation. 
 
    I edged over to the other alien, who was a cooling corpse in the passage. The body had suffered significant trauma but appeared to be very similar to the others I’d tangled with before. They all seemed to wear tan robes, and have oddly configured muscles under pasty skin. The crimson blood that pooled out of the dead alien’s nostrils was the only thing remotely human about it. 
 
    I noticed several things about the live one that differed from all the others I’d encountered. First of all, he was a little freak. 
 
    Still huddled near the deck, it was about three quarters the height and mass of its brothers. The hood only allowed for a glimpse of its skin which was much darker than any of the others were. Its robe was similar, but it was marked by symbols and colored a dusky green.  
 
    The others—including the smashed one outside the compartment—had all worn plain, pale tan. This one had a very different look than the larger ones.  
 
    It seemed frail and hurt, so I crouched down to get a look at the face. Calm and subdued, it had similar features—the deep eye sockets, bony nares like a toad and a narrow, slit mouth.  
 
    It dared to glance at me for a moment, and its eyes were expressionless, but they seemed to tighten against pain or fear. Lowering its dark, blank stare again, it reached out and tried to lift itself.  
 
    I resisted an urge to steady it by the arm while it struggled to stand. I took a step back instead. Its right hand shook and groped at the air. 
 
    It seemed so frail I wasn’t overly cautious until I saw that hand moving toward my face.  
 
    Blocking that move automatically, I grabbed the smaller creature’s wrist firmly—but it had succeeded in distracting me.  
 
    Before I even noticed, the other hand snaked out and caressed my temple—actually touching me. There was no pain or other sensation, but I stepped back and raised my pistol into its face. I was pissed and surprised that I’d been caught off-guard.  
 
    As I squared to face the intruder it watched me. I realized that it had lulled me into falling for deliberate misdirection. That had almost never happened. I’d been fooled.  
 
    I wasn’t fond of practiced deceivers. Whether clowns, magicians or compulsive liars, behind their façade was unprocessed psychology. Such people felt compelled to inflict themselves upon the unaware. 
 
    Well, I was aware now. Advancing again, I gripped the spindly neck in my angry fingers. 
 
    But then, out of the blue, two words were forced into my mind. They were impossible to ignore as if carved with a chisel. 
 
    “Peaceful…desist.” 
 
    I reeled backward, surprised again.  
 
    Alarmed, my hands flew up to touch my forehead. I felt a soft patch there and tore it away. I stared at a dark circle of fabric I had pulled away from my skin. 
 
    The alien still seemed meek. Facing palms toward me in the universal gesture of submission, it stood bent and continued to wheeze—but he was also watching me closely with those glistening black eyes.  
 
    Slowly, the alien moved a finger to its own face. Pushing back its hood slightly, it tapped at a dark patch which was identical to the one I had in my hand. It then pointed at my patch and tapped its temple again. 
 
    Keeping a distance between us, I gritted my teeth. It was time to gamble or ditch this plan and kill the monster. I took the gamble. 
 
    I slapped the patch back on my skin. Immediately, words appeared in my mind again. 
 
    “Damaged…dying.” 
 
    The alien’s breath rattled through its tight mouth and a convincing bubble of snot expanded out of a nostril until it popped. I wasn’t in a forgiving mood, however. 
 
    Still not wanting to draw attention from any of the crew, I leaned over to it. 
 
    “What do you want?” I hissed. “What are you doing on this ship?” 
 
    Cringing again in pain, it winced and looked down again. 
 
    “Damaged… dying,” it repeated. 
 
    I decided to try using my thoughts to speak to this little creep. 
 
    “Why the hell are you following us and trying to hurt our people?” I projected strongly. 
 
    This time I saw it visibly wilt under the intensity of my questions. I waited for it to respond. 
 
    Blinking, it pressed its hands against its chest and softly projected a garbled thought. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    It repeated the same thought, but the translation was no better. 
 
    “Nope—it’s still not coming through,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    This time, it spoke along with the third repetition. While awkward and slurring, to my ears it sounded like he was saying: Heinous.  
 
    It took me a second, but I slowly cracked a grin. “Are you trying to tell me your name is… Anus?” I asked, saying the last word out loud.  
 
    “Anus,” it spoke aloud in response and indicated itself. “Correct.” 
 
    I stared as I let it soak into my mind. “Okay… um… Anus. I’ll assume you’re not shitting me… are you?” I was smirking and close to laughter. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    The situation caused me to release some of my tension. Sure, humans probably wouldn’t think to name themselves after such a body-part—but there were loads of people walking around with weird names.  
 
    The alien was so serious. He undoubtedly had no idea that his name would provide humans with endless amusement.  
 
    “You know, in polite company you may want to go by Sphincter,” I told him. “Your buddies could call you Bunghole.”  
 
    I laughed then. It was the funniest damned thing I could remember hearing lately.  
 
    Anus just watched me, uncomprehending. 
 
    I sized-up the little guy. He was no more than five and a quarter feet tall, charcoal colored, wearing a green robe, and he was named “Asshole”. Obviously, if it was an accurate translation, his culture didn’t consider it funny or disgusting. Despite understanding this, I couldn’t help but grin at him. My mind imagined future ambassadors to his world having to deal with such peculiarities. Keeping a straight face would prove challenging. 
 
    “Chief?” Logan asked appearing behind me and around the corner. “Everything still okay or do you need a hand?” 
 
    “No, no, Logan,” I said. “Everything’s fine, but me and this asshole are still having a chat.”  
 
    “If you say so, Chief,” Logan said. He sounded a little dubious but backed off anyway. 
 
    The alien just stared at me while it quivered and wheezed. My mood was definitely lighter, but it was time to get back to business. I needed some answers before he died on me. 
 
    “Okay.” I said. “Look, we’ve got to have a name for you that works better for everyone. You’re going to be… let’s see… how about Al? Big Al?” I tried to mirror something like the thought he had used for himself earlier and made it as clear as I could in my mind so the translating and transmitting patch on my temple could relay it to him. 
 
     He repeated a fairly close version back, and I felt like we were getting somewhere. 
 
    “Good,” I said, then I indicated myself. “My name is Gray.” I projected the color with my thoughts. “Gray.” 
 
    “Man—Dark.” 
 
    “Gray,” I insisted.  
 
    “Man—Gray,” he repeated at once. 
 
    “Correct. Now, why do you kill us? Why pursue our ship?” I set my face again, and gave him the old I-might-just-kick-your-ass look.  
 
    I didn’t want to get too close, but I flexed my knees and clenched my fists—posturing to intimidate. 
 
    He dropped his face again. “The cruel ones… Big Al—forced. This-self—servant to spawn-guards.” He indicated himself by patting clawed hands on his own chest. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. You’re an innocent lamb. Here’s what I think: we blew up the mining ship you’d pirated, so you managed to jump to here—a few of you did, anyway. But now you’re hurt and out of options.” 
 
    “Yes… hurt,” he said.  
 
    He was working hard to engender some sympathy. He pawed at his wounds again, and I caught sight of a distinctive redness inside the opening of his hood—like the color hemoglobin ripens to when soaking up oxygen. I reached forward carefully, and Big Al permitted it. 
 
    Pulling aside the fabric at his throat revealed a necklace of human toes and thumbs strung on a synthetic cord and worn around his neck.  
 
    “Hmm, aren’t we just full of surprises today?” I asked him.  
 
    Gripping the trophy necklace, I yanked him close again.  
 
    “What about this?” I demanded. “You evil freak!”  
 
    “The Masters—punish! They abuse… humiliate. Big Al—pet of spawn-guards. This self—forced to obey.” 
 
    I didn’t buy it. I dragged him like a bad dog into the passage and over to his big brother’s corpse. I pointed at the dead alien like he’d pissed on my favorite rug. Releasing the grisly collar of mementos, I left him hacking dramatically on all fours.  
 
    “Is this a spawn-guard?” I yelled and gave the remains a kick. The body had further cooled and stiffened since I’d checked it out earlier.  
 
    “This… ritual-meat,” he answered. On his knees, he gestured over the corpse with his angled digits and drew something complicated and geometric in the air.  
 
    Remembering he’d fooled me earlier, I was watching him closely and noted that his hands moved toward the belt around the dead alien’s waist.  
 
    There, I saw a device of some kind. It didn’t look like much, but I had good reason not to trust him. 
 
    I gave him a good shove, and he stopped reaching for it.  
 
    On his hands and knees by his fallen brother, Big Al looked up at me with huge, unblinking eyes. The deep sockets stared at me—expressionless, like a skull. This guy had a hell of a poker-face. 
 
    “Ritual meat—what is that supposed to mean?” I said, pushing away a mental picture of ending the conversation with my hands around his scrawny throat.  
 
    This time, I repeatedly stabbed an angry finger at the dead alien to emphasize my words. “Is this, right here, the dead body of one of the big, bad Masters that tell you what to do?” 
 
    “Gray-man… words not untrue,” he returned at last. 
 
    This felt like too much work for too little gain. Al was coming across as squirrely like he was hiding something. He certainly didn’t want to confess to collecting human body-parts as trophies. 
 
    I considered introducing him to Jessup. It would prove to the good captain which of us was wrong about aliens, but I was worried he would kill Al out of hand. It would be hard to blame him.  
 
    Even I was becoming convinced that Big Al needed to be Dead Al. I wasn’t pleased with his answers, and a proper interrogation would take a lot of time I didn’t have.  
 
    A few minutes went by during which Big Al professed his innocence to all crimes. Then I heard boots thundering in sync down the passageway, and my comm-link toned in my ear.  
 
    “Chief, you’ve got company,” Logan said. 
 
    Turning around, I straightened up as Jessup burst into the compartment. There was a wall of uniforms behind him. 
 
    “Yeah, I see what you mean, Logan,” I transmitted. “Thanks anyway.”  
 
    “Well, well,” Jessup said, strolling up to me. “Here we go again with the maverick thing. I have been informed that you’ve been down here violating our prior agreements. You’ve just got to run your own show don’t you, Gray?” 
 
    “I don’t mean to disagree with you, sir—but …” 
 
    “I’m going to have to correct you there, Chief,” he said, cutting me off. “Hell, disagreeing is what you do best!” 
 
    “If you say so, Captain.”  
 
    Deciding to cut my losses, I tossed a thumb over my shoulder.  “Captain Jessup, I’d like to introduce you to Big Al. He doesn’t talk much, and he ain’t pretty, but I’d like you to meet him just the same.” 
 
    “Introduce me to… who?” Jessup asked. 
 
    I turned and looked. Big Al was gone. What remained was a heap of dead, bloody alien piled up in the passage about three meters away.  
 
    I spun in place and took a quick look around the compartment. Damn it—Big Al had surprised me several times in the last twenty minutes, and he’d done it again. 
 
    My eyes landed a moment later on the dead alien’s belt. Sure enough, that small, innocuous device that had been there before—the one Al had been reaching toward during his “rituals”—was gone. 
 
     The little frigger had grabbed it and vanished the moment my back was turned. I snapped my mouth closed and looked back to Jessup who was watching me curiously. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said and squinted over at the corpse. “Did you, uh… kill somebody, Chief?” He began walking over to investigate as Major Knox and his posse of spacers filled the room behind him. They watched stone-faced. 
 
    “I certainly did not kill anyone,” I said, stepping quickly to walk beside him as I spoke. 
 
    Jessup squatted down and grabbed the edge of the hood, lifting it.  
 
    “What the hell…?” he began, then his eyes widened in alarm. “Whoa!” he shouted, dropping the fabric and starting backward. Then, he just stared for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t believe it!” he said, pausing between each word. “You actually caught one of your space monsters aboard my ship.”  
 
    He shook his head, his face slowly darkening with concern. He looked back at me with suspicion, almost as if he thought I’d faked the body, or somehow was in league with aliens.  
 
    “Captain Jessup, as you can see, we have a serious problem.” 
 
    He nodded slowly and turned back to examine the dead alien further. 
 
    “I never did really buy the alien thing…” he said, then waved forward his army of crewmen. They launched into an amateur investigation of the body. They prodded it with the toes of their boots and marveled.  
 
    Jessup stood and approached me.  
 
    “Here I was,” he said, “thinking all this time you were some nut full of paranoid delusions, but there it is… A cold, dead freak right here on my deck in a puddle of alien slime.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re pleased, sir.” 
 
    I was enjoying his realization, but I was also wondering where Big Al had gone. I doubted he could have blinked away to another ship. We’d destroyed the miner and nothing else was in the vicinity. Not even these aliens could survive unprotected in space. Therefore, he had to be somewhere else aboard, and I was itching to go recruit Toby’s help to locate the fugitive. 
 
    “Pleased?” Jessup asked. “By Damn—the only thing better would be a live one to beat some answers out of.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I agreed. “It sure would be advantageous if we had a captive…”  
 
    I took all my memories of certain recent conversations and shoved them away—conversations where I told Jessup if we weren’t going to avoid them entirely, we needed to catch and interrogate the tug crew.  
 
    Insisting on pursuit and firing a missile was the brilliant plan he’d come up with.  
 
    “Major Knox?” Jessup gestured at the corpse with his chin without speaking and stepped away from it. “Take over.” 
 
    Major Knox stormed into motion. “Sergeant, seize and secure that body,” he ordered. “Put it on ice and keep a watch on it until the captain says otherwise.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the sergeant and his men flooded into the compartment. Lifting the alien with an experienced grip, they whisked it away like they were on a hot battlefield. 
 
    Captain Jessup turned to me and gripped my right shoulder. He beamed at me with a contrived smile and nodded in approval. He basked in the moment, and whatever he was thinking, it seemed like being on stage was the important thing. 
 
    Nevertheless, as he stood smirking at me, I waited—relaxed, cool and quiet. 
 
    Jessup and I were nothing alike—damn near complete opposites.  
 
    Logan entered and came to stand silently nearby. 
 
    “I like you, Chief,” Jessup said, surprisingly. “I like you more right now than I ever have. I think we have a working relationship established.” 
 
    Knox left next, and then Jessup clapped me on the shoulder.  
 
    “Behave yourself from now on, Gray,” he said, “and you might have a bright future in the Fleet. You’re on my good side right now for neutralizing a threat to my ship. Don’t mess that up—it’s a good thing.”  
 
    After that, he left, and Logan and I were alone. 
 
    “Well look at you two!” Logan said. I see you found yourself a new buddy. Now what?”  
 
    “Have you seen Toby around?” 
 
    “Sure—that little runt’s obsessed with trying to get into the nucleus, and Hughes has made Dr. Brandt the babysitter…” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not pretty. There are some pissy conversations going on between those two ladies. I’m surprised you didn’t—” 
 
    Loud alien words filled my mind at that moment.  
 
    “Man—Gray… Interloper!” these words boomed in my head. 
 
    I pressed fingers to my temple. 
 
    “You okay, Chief?” Logan asked. 
 
    “Little bastard…” I said. “You must be close…” 
 
    “Uh…” Logan said in confusion. “Let’s not get touchy.” 
 
    “No, not you…” 
 
    “What do you mean, not me?” 
 
    “Shut up a minute,” I ordered, and he fell silent at last. 
 
    “The Aperture… Interloper—must avoid,” the words resumed. 
 
    “Come on, Al. Come back to me, and let’s talk some more.” 
 
    “Domain of flaccid beings—safe… Confined… Remain.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help but notice,” I told him, “you don’t sound like a victim anymore.” 
 
    Because I was speaking aloud, Logan stared at me like I was nuts. I turned away and stared blankly at a bulkhead so I could think. 
 
    “CONFINED… REMAIN…” Al insisted. “Violate not the Aperture… Conflict awaits!”  
 
    Thinking that odd statement over, I finally caught on. Colonel Hughes had explained a matrix of access points that amounted to a tunnel or doorway out.  
 
    I’d be willing to bet, the “aperture” Big Al was talking about was Emily’s escape tunnel. It was a possible exit point out of the Sphere—the great barrier that encompassed our Solar System.  
 
    Could he be warning us off? Telling me we had to stay within the Sphere—or else? 
 
    This immediately pissed me off. My whole mission was to escort Colonel Hughes out of our Sphere. These aliens were weird, violent and arrogant as all hell. 
 
    “Look Al, here’s the deal—you don’t make the rules up for Earth, or me. And here’s a promise: If I can find your little throat with my hands, this interloper is going to make some ritual meat out of Big Al.” 
 
    “Remain—brings safety… Violate the Aperture—achieve only death.” 
 
    I nodded to myself, certain now that he was warning me off. Telling me to stay inside my glass cage like a good hamster.  
 
    To me, his warnings and threats indicated these aliens were very concerned about Earth getting out of her cage. Maybe that’s what these attacks had been about all along—to keep us from escaping the Sphere. A preemptive attack on a potential rival among the stars. 
 
    “Pet-of-the-spawn-guards,” I said, “your idea of safety is self-imprisonment. We reject your ideas. We’ll see you soon in open space. We seek freedom.” 
 
    “Regret… Anticipation… This self is watching… waiting,” he said, and then he stopped talking to me.  
 
    I looked at Logan then. I could tell with a single glance that he thought I’d lost my mind.  
 
    “Look,” I said, “just forget about what you heard.”  
 
    “Sure thing—Chief. I won’t judge. I’m getting pretty used to you by now.” 
 
    “I’m going to find Toby,” I told him. “I think that alien is still hiding aboard this ship, and if he is, Toby knows all the hiding places.” 
 
    Logan gave me an even stranger look, but he nodded in agreement with my plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Toby was never easy to find—especially when you wanted to find him. After many distractions, several hours passed. Then I got a message from Logan. 
 
    “He’s on the mess-deck, annoying the cooks.” 
 
    I raced through the passages. Normally, anyone was locatable via their comm-link. For some reason, Toby’s wasn’t working today. He’d obviously hacked it, or left it somewhere that was shielded and unreachable via the ship’s wifi. 
 
    Stepping into the steamy kitchen, I spotted him at last. 
 
    “Why is it my dietary needs aren’t being properly considered?” Toby demanded in a petulant tone. 
 
    “Because this is a military ship, Your Majesty,” a bosun’s mate answered. “On a destroyer, you get one lunch. Everyone gets that lunch, and it was planned before we even left the space dock.” 
 
    “But I don’t like anything with peanuts in it.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were allergic to peanuts,” the cook said with narrowing eyes.  
 
    The bosun’s mate was already onto Toby, I could tell. He knew a bullshitter when he met one. His hands came up, turning into fists, and he placed them on each of his hips. It was a clear sign of stubborn refusal. 
 
    Toby, however, never caught such signs—no matter how obvious. 
 
    “I’m taking this to the upper decks, I’ll have you know,” he said.  
 
    He drew in a breath to elaborate on his boasts and threats, but I stepped in and intervened. 
 
    “Sorry if he’s bothering you, bosun,” I said, snaking a long arm out and catching Toby by his scrawny, slightly fuzzy neck. My fingers were like an iron collar. I found that with a bit of downward pressure applied, the punk’s automatic response to spring away was contained. 
 
    Looking sullen, Toby glowered at me. 
 
    “This physical contact is both humiliating and most unwelcome, Chief Gray.” 
 
    “That’s right, but I’m going to overlook your poor behavior in this instance. You’re going to eat whatever the chef is serving, and I’ll join you.” 
 
    Grumbling, Toby took a tray of perfectly good food, and we ate at a table built for low-G dining. It was full of straps, cup-clamps and the like. Squeeze bottles of water were provided.  
 
    As I prepared to eat, Toby eyed my hands with disgust. 
 
    “Why is there medical waste on your sleeves?” he demanded. “Are you going to eat without even washing that off?” 
 
    Glancing down, I noted a smear of alien gore on my cuffs. He was right, I needed a wash. 
 
    But just as I made this decision, my eyes flicked up to catch Toby’s wary glance. He was watching me closely, following my thoughts. He wanted me to get up and go to the bathroom.  
 
    Somehow, a tingling instinct of mine told me he’d be long gone by the time I got back. It was a hunch, a premonition. I’m a man who believes in such things—especially if the hunch is my own. 
 
    Taking my squeeze bottle, I sprayed my hands, rubbed them together, and dried them with my napkin. All of this went into the suction-drain that was in the center of the table. It was there along with a rim at the table’s edge to handle food and drink spills. Every spaceship had such special accommodations, as eating in null-G was famously messy. 
 
    Getting another napkin and a fresh squeeze bottle, I earned a frown from the bosun, but I didn’t care. My choices had allowed me to keep a sharp eye on Toby. He never had a chance to bolt. 
 
    “You aren’t eating,” I told him. 
 
    “I’m not that hungry. Besides, I told you I don’t like peanuts.” 
 
    I quickly examined the food. I saw no peanuts.  
 
    “Since when does creamed beef have peanuts in the sauce?” 
 
    He shrugged and pursed his lips. “I know what I’m tasting when I taste it.” 
 
    My eyes ran to the table behind Toby. There I spotted a full plate of food. It sat unnoticed and barely touched.  
 
    Two lunches? Toby was active, but he wasn’t very big. I couldn’t justify the quantity of food he’d lugged over here from the mess line.  
 
    All of a sudden, it made sense. 
 
    “Where is he?” I demanded. 
 
    Toby’s eyes widened. “Where’s who?” 
 
    “Where’s Big Al?” 
 
    His eyes were a dead giveaway. He knew what I was talking about. “I don’t know anyone by that name.” 
 
    “Toby,” I said, leaning forward and lowering my voice. “You’re playing with fire here. No matter what this alien told you, no matter what you think you’re going to get out of it—you’re wrong. You’re possibly the accomplice of a foreign power. Even now, a charge of treason might stick.” 
 
    He finally looked alarmed at the word “treason”.  
 
    “I’m a kid. I was confused. Besides, I’m no traitor.” 
 
    I nodded. He hadn’t even bothered to deny my charges. It had all been conjecture on my part—but he hadn’t known that. He’d essentially confessed. 
 
    Standing up, I grabbed both our plates of food after chewing a few big bites myself. After all, Viper served superior fare.  
 
    “Get the other plate,” I ordered Toby.   
 
    He did so sullenly. 
 
    “Now, take me to your new friend.” 
 
    Toby led the way. All the while, he made excuses.  
 
    “I didn’t know he was a fugitive. I didn’t know he was a bad guy. After all, he said he was a slave, a harmless being caught up in this violent misunderstanding.” 
 
    I snorted. “Did he show you his necklace of toes?” 
 
    Toby looked back, eyes wide. “What necklace?” 
 
    “Never mind. Play the role. Keep walking, tell him we’re bringing him food.” 
 
    “How can I do that?”  
 
    Putting down a tray for a moment, I reached out and flipped down his collar. There, exposed on his neck, was an alien communications patch. I still wore mine as well.  
 
    Frowning, I wondered if Big Al could track my location with my patch. On a whim, I took mine off. I stuck it onto some alloy webbing that re-enforced an extra-large plasteen viewport in an exterior bulkhead as we passed it by. If Al was tracking me, it would look like I’d just halted and started loitering there to take in the view. 
 
    Toby led me deep into the ship’s bowels. Under the engineering deck, there was a bilge deck. That was a kind name for it—really, it was a recycling center full of tanks of sludge.  
 
    On a spaceship, you had to conserve your resources. Very little was jettisoned into space as waste. Most of the precious liquids, especially, we’re leached back out of these tanks and distilled into those squeeze bottles of water we drank. After all, a warship’s crew never knew how long they might be on duty. With enough power, water and oxygen recycling, the only other major concern was fresh food.  
 
    When it got down to it, there were ways of taking the contents of these gurgling tanks and converting them back into sustenance for the crewmen—but no one wanted to eat that stuff unless it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    The bilge deck was quiet, steamy, and cramped. It was like being inside an old basement under a vast building. Automated boilers gurgled and hissed. We slid past these with increasing difficulty as we got closer to our goal.  
 
    Finally, Toby stopped and leaned back to whisper in my ear. “Let me go in first,” he said, indicating a drippy, slanted pipe with a dim light shining on the far side. “When he’s eating, you can do your thing.” 
 
    I eyed him in the darkness, uncertain. If Toby was out to screw me, he could do so easily now. Once he was on the far side of that pipe, I would never be able to wriggle through fast enough to catch him. 
 
    Leaning forward, I whispered one word into his ear. “Treason,” I said.  
 
    “I never—!” 
 
    “Good,” I said in a soothing tone. “Now’s your chance to prove that.” 
 
    Glowering and muttering to himself, he took one tray and slid through backwards, on his elbows and knees—holding the food high, so it didn’t touch anything nasty. He did this with a practiced air, and I wondered how many times he’d been down here before.  
 
    He disappeared, and I heard whispered voices. Copying Toby, I tried not to think about it and slid my significantly wider mass down into the pipe feet first. I went for broke and had taken both of the trays with me—stacking one on top of the other.  
 
    I had to lie mostly flat out while I held the trays in my hands. The hardest part was when my shoulders wedged in a narrow spot. I was too broad, and I had to writhe and squeeze myself down the modest incline, wriggling backward. 
 
    For a panicked moment, I got stuck. How the hell was I going to get out of here? My boots were scrambling and trying to find a hold—and they finally did. I got my toes outside the far end of the pipe, and I used the tips of my boots to leverage myself through. 
 
    With a nasty sound, I came free and slid the rest of the way down the pipe. The smell wasn’t terrible, though unidentified fluids dripped and trickled on every side. 
 
    The heap of food in my hands looked like shit by now, but I wasn’t too concerned whether Al would tip me for the tableside service or not. 
 
    There, I looked around a large, gloomy chamber. It was about the size of a living room, but with a very low ceiling. No more than a meter high in places, I was forced to crawl. 
 
    There was Toby, dead ahead. He was near the light source, a wan glow from some bluish bulb that had been left on down here, possibly for years, since the last time a maintenance man had been ordered to deal with an unpleasant repair. 
 
    Toby had done well, I could see. He’d moved so that his back was in a corner, forcing the alien to turn to face him.  
 
    Big Al was bent over the tray of food, grabbing it with both hands and eating with gusto.  
 
    Putting down the trays I’d brought with me, I crept forward. Toby saw me, of course, but for once his naturally sneaky nature was helpful. He gave no hint of my approach. He never even looked up.  
 
    All charges of treachery were dropped at that moment, I decided—not that I’d been serious about them in the first place. 
 
    Al’s hood was back so he could get at the grub. As he busied himself in the pile of food, I snaked a long arm forward and grabbed him by the scruff. 
 
    I gave one big yank and spun Al around—tearing off his garment in a smooth two part movement. The tray of food went flying, and, the alien whirled with a shocked expression.  
 
    From my first experience with these miserable freaks, I’d watched them mess with a light harness they all wore beneath the robe before disappearing into thin air.  
 
    Before he could think, I reached to him again and grabbed the one he was wearing—pulling it off him over his head. It did my heart good to see I’d managed to surprise him. 
 
    “You won’t be needing this, Asshole,” I said remembering his proper name. 
 
    But then I realized he couldn’t understand me. I’d left the translation patch glued to a steel strut in the passage on the upper decks. Reaching out, I snatched the patch off Toby’s neck. 
 
    “Ow!” he called out, and I saw a trickle of blood run. Several hair-like filaments  writhed from the back of the patch. 
 
    That made my lips curl. Could these patches have snaked tendrils down into our bodies? I hadn’t seen that before with my own patch, but maybe it took more time to fully adhere to a man’s flesh… 
 
    With disgust, I slapped the patch on my forehead. I needed to talk, but I made a mental note not to wear this patch for too long. 
 
    “Big Al,” I said. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Regret... Discord…Garment… Cold.” 
 
    The room seemed steamy-hot to me, and I figured he was just trying to weasel his transportation back, so I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m feeling a little chilly myself,” I said. “Go ahead and eat. I’ll bring you more food if you behave yourself.” 
 
    “Food…?”  
 
    The alien now wore nothing and seemed quite comfortable in spite of his complaint—even his trophy necklace was nowhere to be seen. His eyes slid to the tray I’d left behind. I could hardly see it in the dim light, but he seemed to have no such problems. Maybe these guys could see in the dark like cats. 
 
    He crawled quickly toward it, having finished the first tray. I let him go. 
 
    “Food… Unsatisfying… Dung… Failure…” 
 
    While he muttered these admonishments, he began eating anyway. I wondered if he binged on food to regrow his damaged body. Already, the leaking holes in his abdomen had transformed into small weeping punctures.  
 
    Was this due to some kind of organic technology beyond our comprehension? Or was it a natural recuperative power shared by all his race? I didn’t know, but I planned to find out in time.  
 
    “That’s quite an appetite you have there Al,” I observed. 
 
    He stopped eating and stared at me with that deadpan poker-face again.  
 
    “Al,” he croaked. “Al… Hunger— Vehk… Hunger.” 
 
    “Vehk, huh? What’s that?” I asked him. 
 
    He tapped his grey skin with his claws. “Al… Vehk—Vehk… Hunger.”  
 
     “Oh, I get it. Vehk is what your people are called, and all of you eat like ravenous swine at chow time. 
 
    After a long, silent stare, Big Al went back to the pile of food. 
 
    He was my captive now, and I planned to learn a lot from him. 
 
    Before I could congratulate myself further, Toby interrupted my thoughts. 
 
    “I led you right to him. We’re square, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “All crimes forgiven.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    I looked at him. He seemed very excited, as if I’d offered him ten times the asking price.  
 
    “Everything I know about—up to this point, that is.” 
 
    Crestfallen, he shrugged. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    In the meantime, Big Al had finished another tray of food. He’d eaten everything, even the husks of the water pods. 
 
    His belly seemed distended, and I was repulsed at his ravenous hunger. It seemed more likely now the necklace he’d worn earlier was a snack and not a trophy. 
 
    He crawled toward me, and I let him. Wary, I watched as a single crooked finger reached toward the robe that I’d thrown over my shoulder.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t,” I said and brushed him away. Unwadding the harness from my fist, I put it on over my clothes. “I think I’ll try on this rig.” 
 
    I figured the harness helped focus a projected personal field for their version of PDM travel. 
 
    Dejected, Al drew himself up into a sitting position. We were all sitting down, the ceiling was too low to allow anyone to stand up straight. 
 
    “Choice…” he said. “Your path…” 
 
    “Hmm…” I said, thinking that over. “I always take my own path. I never let anyone else choose for me.” 
 
    “Choice…” he said again, and he reached down toward the device at his belt. 
 
    I looked at that in alarm. I’d taken his harness, but not the device he’d snagged off his dead friend. I hadn’t seen the device work in tandem with the harness, but it made sense… 
 
    In a near panic, I launched myself at him. We struggled on the floor. 
 
    “Don’t kill him, Gray!” Toby shouted. “We could learn so much!” 
 
    He was right, but I wasn’t planning to kill anyone. I wanted that device.  
 
    Finally, I overpowered Big Al, who was stronger than he looked, injured or not.  
 
    Rising victorious with the device in my hands, I got my first good look at the thing. It was egg-shaped and plastic looking with various nubs and tips that protruded from it. I wouldn’t call them buttons, not exactly. They might take only a caress to activate, or maybe a lot more pressure to depress, as they seemed firm to the touch. I didn’t want to mess with any of them. 
 
    Very slowly, Big Al reached out his hand again. I slapped it away. 
 
    “Demonstrate…” he said. “Gift…” 
 
    Frowning, I shook my head. “We don’t need your help, Al. We’ll figure it out on our own. Thanks. I was not feeling any love or trust yet for this slippery little dirt bag.” 
 
    With no more gear to escape with, I headed toward the pipe. “Don’t let him run off or kill you, Toby. Jillian will feel bad if she finds your corpse down here in the morning.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t care?” Toby asked. “You’re just worried that you’d be blamed for my corpse? You know Chief Gray, you might want to work on your social skills. I’ll bet you’re on the spectrum yourself—it’s even apparent to me.” 
 
    I was already on the way out, and I didn’t answer. Toby was half-right, and I wasn’t going to lie about it. 
 
    When I got to the pipe again, I got stuck at the same point. That’s when I felt fidgeting at my waist. 
 
    My hand went down to stop it—but I couldn’t reach. I was struggling, wriggling and grunting. Soon, I was howling in frustration to escape that damned pipe.  
 
    Sure enough, my efforts began to get me some headway. I was almost out in the open again, my hands were coming free. First the left, then the right. 
 
    Suddenly, the fidgeting at my waist intensified. I kicked downward, grunting. 
 
    I connected, but something clung to me. I could hear Toby shouting, but I couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the world shifted.  
 
    I’d experienced this odd sensation before. Every time the field generator had jumped us… I was jumping through space, moving laterally to somewhere else… 
 
    But where? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    To my horror, I found I wasn’t instantly transported to another spot aboard Viper. For a grim second, I thought perhaps I was in open space—but it wasn’t that simple. 
 
    There was no asphyxiation, not exactly. Instead, I felt as if I wasn’t breathing at all. I was in some kind of transitional state of being. 
 
    It was nothing metaphysical—at least I hoped I wasn’t. The idea I was dead and gone did cross my mind, of course, how could it not? But I rejected the thought out of hand. Like a ghost that’s haunting his family, I refused to accept my possible demise. 
 
    I did my best to perceive my surroundings. There wasn’t much to go on. Shadows. Gray edges, fuzzy horizons. It was like being in a dreamland filled with fog and yet I floated, as if in thick fluid. 
 
    The fluid wasn’t water, either. It was like thick, condensed air. That’s the best way I could describe it. 
 
    Naturally, I reacted by holding my breath and attempting to swim. My eyes peered and squinted, but my senses were failing me. There was nothing familiar… 
 
    Fighting a rising sense of panic, I tried to make sense of things. I wasn’t breathing, but I didn’t seem to be dying, despite this. How could that be? Some form of stasis? Some kind of alternate state of being?  
 
    Or could the answer be more radical? Was I in-between realities, drifting and helpless in an ocean of nothing? 
 
    Fighting to keep my cool and my sanity, I experimented methodically. I extended a limb—or I thought I did. 
 
    A ghostly sensation was transferred to my mind from my right arm. There was an inkling of tactile contact. Had I touched… something? If so, what was it? 
 
    Using both arms now, I reached for the same place, and I touched something again. Attempting to grasp it and to pull myself forward— 
 
    I failed. My hands lost their grip. It was as if they were rubbery, asleep, numb. I tried again, more gently this time. I focused, concentrated on making my body—or whatever it was I was manipulating—obey my impulses. 
 
    I failed again and again. It was like being an infant, unable to force my wobbling appendages to function smoothly.  
 
    More experiments followed the first. Perhaps, reaching out and grasping was too much. I didn’t have that kind of control, not yet. 
 
    Time passed. I had no idea how much time. That, in and of itself, caused a fresh wave of bubbly panic to grip my mind. 
 
    Perhaps that slimy bastard, Big Al, hadn’t been such a joke. Maybe he’d never been fully in my control, my prisoner. Maybe he’d been playing us all along. 
 
    Injured, yes. A victim? I strongly doubted it. He’d come to our ship, and he’d woven a web of lies and sabotage. 
 
    It was he who’d sent me here to this purgatory. Could it truly last forever? Was this what hell felt like? 
 
    If so, the Vikings had been right, I mused, not the others. Only they had envisioned a cold Hell, one that left one yearning for warmth, blood and freedom of action. 
 
    Giving myself a mental shake, I realized I’d stopped my experimenting. I’d done nothing for a time, lost in thought and nearly losing my mind. 
 
    Focus. Again, I moved all four limbs, as I understood them to be in this place, and I touched barriers of some kind in every direction.  
 
    Applying them all at once, I felt something give… 
 
    What had moved? What had changed about my shadowy prison?  
 
    After a moment, I thought I had it. The barriers surrounding me, they’d all shifted, slightly. They’d all moved away from me. 
 
    That gave me a new idea… Perhaps, I could shove them all away. 
 
    But would that be a fatal mistake? Would it leave me nothing to touch? Those walls, unhelpful though they’d been, were my only solace. They were substantive, in a universe where nothingness prevailed. Perhaps, if I pushed them away from my being, I’d be left with nothing at all to touch. Not even ghostly prison walls. 
 
    The fact that I wasn’t getting anywhere fast, however, soon impinged. So… I did it. I shoved and kicked, in all directions, all at once. 
 
    The prison didn’t burst, but it did retreat. Forced back, it no longer enclosed me.  
 
    A new element to my limited reality then presented itself. Ahead, down, and slightly to the left, if such directional concepts meant anything in this place, was a source of… light? Heat? Released energy? 
 
    I was immediately drawn toward it. To my surprise, now that my enclosing walls were no longer tightly binding my being, I could move, after a fashion.  
 
    It wasn’t walking, mind you. It wasn’t even crawling. It was more like swimming, or worse, like wriggling. The process reminded me of that which I’d so recently endured in the slimy waste pipe back on the bilge deck of Viper. 
 
    Inching forward, I moved closer and closer to my goal, and the sense of warmth increased. It was light in a universe of shadow, and I was drawn to it like every moth is drawn to dancing flames. 
 
    But some part of my mind sounded an alarm. I had a memory, a clear thought. 
 
    I didn’t want to think, I wanted to keep wriggling toward my goal, I wanted to find a way out, an escape hatch from this mad form of Hell… 
 
    But my mind isn’t like that of most men. It isn’t driven entirely by emotion, not even when faced with nonexistence.  
 
    So, I listened to the nagging thoughts that insisted on being heard. They told me the direction I was headed was… wrong. 
 
    Direction? I scoffed. How could such three-dimensional thinking apply here? 
 
    But still my mind insisted, and eventually I listened.  
 
    From where I’d been stuck in that infernal pipe back on Viper, a turn to the left and down—that could only lead to the deck below. And the deck under the bilge held only one thing—Viper’s engine. 
 
    The most significant component of that engine was a fusion reactor. Could that be the source of heat and light toward which I was inexorably inching my way closer? 
 
    What would happen if my ghostly being did manage to enter the reactor? Would I cease to exist? Would the entire ship go up in some catastrophic reaction? 
 
    My efforts ceased. I drifted, rather than trying to exert myself. Forcing my mind to work, I tried to build a three dimensional map of the ship. Which way would go somewhere safe? Somewhere I wanted to be? 
 
    Upward, not down. That was the key. Above the engine and the bilge were the crew quarters, consisting of perhaps a tenth of the ship’s mass. The upper decks must be safer than the bowels of the rumbling engine. 
 
    Reluctantly, I turned away from the light and heat. I took a guess as to the correct angle, based on my point of origin and the reactor, and I began to wriggle again. 
 
    To my surprise, the process became easier after a time. I was able to see… gray shapes. Movement. Shadows and faint illuminations. Could that be the inhabited decks? 
 
    Had I been going slowly before, because I’d been forcing myself to pass through metal bulkheads? Lead, titanium and God knew what else, that’s what a spaceship was made of. Layers and layers of barriers designed to keep the ship’s crew safe from the continuous controlled explosions that drove that ship. Would it be easier to move through the harsh, irradiated wasteland of near-nothing? 
 
    Movement was much easier now, no matter what the reason. I felt as if I was swimming through water rather than thick mud.  
 
    A glimmer ahead was a spot of clarity in an otherwise hazy universe. It looked like a tear in a sheet. I couldn’t see much beyond this illumination, but it was bright and… inviting.  
 
    My mind conjured a dozen fresh dangers, but I felt I had to risk it. I swam closer, and when I was right there at the bright edge of a vertical slit, I could almost see a room inside. 
 
    The light, the colors… it was the inside of a ship, seen from underwater.  
 
    Taking the biggest chance I could recall ever having taken, I reached out with my nonexistent limbs, grasped hold of the sides of the rip, and forced myself through it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    It was like being born again. I crawled out of a rip in space-time, entering the world of heat, light and glorious sensation. 
 
    My skin burned with the contact of air. My eyes couldn’t open, as if I were unprotected before the sun’s blazing light. Like a creature brought up from the coldest depths of the ocean, I lay on my side, gasping and shivering for a full minute. 
 
    After this short time passed someone began shaking me. It was Logan. 
 
    “Where’d you come from, Chief? Are you all right? Did one of those aliens zap you or something?” 
 
    My mind fought to regain control of my vocal chords. At last, I managed it. 
 
    “That’s about right, Logan,” I croaked. “Big Al zapped me.” 
 
    Slowly, painfully, I got to my feet. Squinting and swaying, I tried to figure out where I was. 
 
    Then, I had it. The alien body that had lain where I was standing now had been removed, but there were still markings on the floor. A ring of tape showed the place where the corpse had been.  
 
    I stood amidst these markers like a demon who’d been summoned there.  
 
    With faltering steps, I walked away from the spot. 
 
    “That’s how they do it…” 
 
    “What’s that, Chief?” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed his shoulder, partly for support, and partly for emphasis. 
 
    “I’ve been… somewhere else. In-between dimensions. I was stuck there for a long time, it seemed like. How long was I gone?” 
 
    “A full day. Captain Jessup figured you’d become so guilt-ridden you’d jettisoned yourself into space.” 
 
    A coughing laugh erupted from my chest. “He’s almost right about that—except I wasn’t feeling guilty and I didn’t jettison myself. What about Toby? Have you seen him?” 
 
    Blank-faced, Logan shook his head. 
 
    I reached to his belt then, and I drew his pistol. He looked alarmed.  
 
    Pressing the gun into his hand, I pointed at the taped-off spot on the floor. “Watch that. It’s an easy point for them to come through. I don’t know if there are others or not, but I know they can use that one. If an alien shows his nose—blast it off.” 
 
    “Got it, Chief.” 
 
    Even as I marched down the passages toward the upper decks, my mind kept questioning my recent experiences. 
 
    Had I really been in limbo for a full day? That seemed incredible. I wasn’t hungry… I wasn’t dehydrated. I felt exactly the way I had felt the moment Big Al had screwed me by manipulating that device. 
 
    Checking the alien equipment, I saw I still had it. The translating patch was on my forehead, and I still wore the harness. The robe was around my shoulders like a bath towel, and the odd control device with all the nubs and tips was in my pocket.  
 
    Just to be on the safe side, I removed the harness and the patch. In each case the results were faintly disgusting.  
 
    Tiny hair-like tendrils had sunken into my skin. There was no pain until I removed these items, then it was like tearing off a bandage. Droplets of blood and clinging, squirming threads—I hated this alien technology. It wasn’t clean. 
 
    Stuffing all these items into a pouch meant for carrying gear into space, I slung it at my side and kept walking. Quite possibly, I’d need them in the future. 
 
    The very thought of venturing again into nonexistence was terrifying. I doubted that anyone I knew could have gotten out of there alive. Most would have gone mad—or at best, wormed their way into the reactor.  
 
    That thought was worth an additional wince of horror. To come out inside an inferno, then be burped out into space as hot molecules a moment later… What a way to go. 
 
     Reaching the bridge at last, I spotted Jessup at his command station. Or rather, I heard him bellow from there. 
 
    “That’s right, I want another full scan. We can’t have missed all of them.” 
 
    “We’re not getting anything, sir,” Lt. Allie Fletcher responded. Her voice indicated she was weary after answering similar demands countless times. 
 
    “Damned rebels…” Jessup growled. 
 
    “Don’t you mean, ‘damned aliens’, Captain?” I asked, interrupting the scene. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at me in surprise.  
 
    “Chief Gray!” Jessup roared, pointing an accusatory finger. “How did you get back aboard my ship?” 
 
    “The same way the aliens did it, sir. They call themselves Vehk and I’ve dealt with them more than any other human alive,” I said. 
 
    I proceeded to explain the process of transference from one state of being to another, and how these aliens must be highly skilled in traversing the in-between.  
 
    “Vehk? The in-between?” Cmdr. Collins asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m calling it. Maybe it’s a rip in space-time, or another dimension. I have no idea as to the technical aspects, but they seem to be able to move into another state where a ship’s hull is merely challenging terrain. Steel and lead are highly plastic and only resist like swimming through mud.” 
 
    “Interesting…” Collins said, making notes. 
 
    “Assuming,” Jessup said loudly. “That I believe your cock-and-bull story in the first place, answer me this: Why aren’t you dead?” 
 
    “Well… because I escaped, sir.” 
 
    “You were in some kind of alternate state of matter for over twenty hours. Didn’t you need to breathe? Eat? Take a piss?” 
 
    “Apparently not, sir,” I said, and I explained further how I’d come out confused, but unharmed.  
 
    Allie opened her mouth to ask a question of her own, but Jessup waved her to silence with an irritated gesture. 
 
    “Do you think you could do it again, Gray?” he asked. 
 
    There it was. The kind of question I’d been expecting, but I’d hoped to never hear. 
 
    “I don’t know, sir… I mean, I now comprehend the process, but to willingly subject myself to such an extreme environment? I don’t know…” 
 
    “You could do it,” Jessup summarized, “but you don’t want to. Good to know. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    I felt annoyance at this. Was he implying cowardice on my part? If so, he could take a swim in subspace, or wherever I’d been, then brag about it if he got back alive. 
 
    “Captain,” I said, “since I’ve brought you up to date, perhaps you could return the favor?” I indicated the zoomed-in image of the asteroid mining base on all their screens. “Are we under some kind of attack?” I asked. 
 
    “Attack? What? No, no… Not since your alien showed up. Since we destroyed their ship, everything’s been quiet.” 
 
    “What’s all the excitement about this mining base then?” I asked. 
 
    “We tracked the miner that attacked us back to here. Surprisingly, it’s quite near the fabled exit point to the Sphere.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it referred to as the aperture, sir,” I said. 
 
    The aperture was a thin point in the Sphere. A spot where objects could go the farthest without striking it and being destroyed. It was a bulge, really. A portion of our prison that allowed us to go few thousand kilometers farther from our central star than any other point. Arguments as to the nature of the aperture had spawned countless speculative papers on astrophysics. 
 
    “Your nerds already had plans to fly to this region of space,” Jessup continued, “so I figured we might as well investigate how and why the miner attacked us.” 
 
    I’d been under the impression that both the “how” and the “why” had become abundantly clear by now, but I kept those thoughts inside my head. 
 
    “So… what have you discovered, Captain?” 
 
    “Not frigging much. The base has been abandoned. The miners must be dead, or they’ve rebelled. It hardly matters which.” 
 
    Allie looked at him sternly as he said this. She didn’t sneer at rock-rats the way the rest of the navy officers seemed to. It was one of the things that I admired about her most. 
 
    “To stay on the safe side, sir,” I said, “we shouldn’t go too close to the base. It might be a ghost town, or it might be a trap.” 
 
    “What are they going to do?” he snorted. “Fire missiles at us? Throw rocks?” 
 
    “Maybe. But it’s far more likely alien invaders will jump from the base to our ship.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    I spread my hands wide. “The same way I just traversed the length of this ship. They could be better at traversing the in-between than I am—in fact, I’m certain that they are. They could be creeping about down on the bilge deck right now.” 
 
    Jessup looked alarmed at the thought. He turned to Cmdr. Collins. “Withdraw from the area. There’s nothing to see here.” 
 
    “What new course should we set, sir?” 
 
    He hesitated a moment, then he answered firmly. “Head for the aperture. It’s time to let Colonel Hughes and her crowd execute that test they’ve been begging for. I’m tired of hearing them whine about it in any case.” 
 
    He left the bridge then, and I did the same. It was time to go talk with Colonel Hughes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    When I found Colonel Hughes, she was talking to Toby. They were huddled together working on a group of computer screens. Toby’s fingers were flying over the keyboard—but he stopped typing when they caught sight of me. 
 
    “There you are, Chief Gray,” Hughes said, looking at me sternly. “It isn’t like you to take off and disappear. How did you get off the ship, anyway? There were no records, no airlocks were breached—” 
 
    I put my hand up to stop her, then looked at Toby. 
 
    “Didn’t you tell her?” 
 
    Toby shrugged. “Why bother? There was no way we could get you back, and that alien friend of yours vanished on his own this morning, anyway. Without proof, everyone would simply assume I was making it up.” 
 
    “Big Al escaped?” I demanded. “How’d he do that? I took his gear and even his robe.” 
 
    Opening up the pouch at my side, I threw both these items on the table. 
 
    Colonel Hughes was frowning at both of us. “What the hell is going on here?” she asked. 
 
    I gave her the short version of recent events, leaving out much of the details involving the ordeal I’d gone through while swimming in-between. 
 
    “That does sound preposterous…” she admitted when I was finished. “I guess Toby was right. If you weren’t standing here, after having vanished for a full day, I wouldn’t buy it even coming from you.” 
 
    “Such neuro-typical limitation,” Toby observed. “I have to deal with it constantly.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes turned on him and put her fists on her hips. “Who are you calling neuro-typical?” 
 
    “Don’t feel insulted. If anything, your relative normalcy has benefitted your life experiences. Ask yourself: would you really want to be as radical of a freak as I am?” 
 
    Hughes considered that for a moment, and I could tell she didn’t like the flavor. She waved his words away in irritation. “Forget all that. Chief Gray, you’re claiming you left our ship, transported yourself through some kind of astral plane and ended up finding your way back?” 
 
    “Ethereal,” Toby said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The ethereal plane would be a better fit. Mind you, it’s all mysticism anyway, but if we’re going to draw comparisons to our metaphysical legends, the ethereal plane would more closely match—” 
 
    “Shut up,” she told him. 
 
    His shoulders slumped and his frown deepened—but he did shut up. 
 
    “Chief Gray,” she said. “I’m glad you’re back no matter what you did while off-grid. Your private life is your own.” 
 
    “My private…?” I asked, blinking. “You mean you think I ran off and hid somewhere for quiet time?” 
 
    “Why not?” Toby asked, breaking his vow of silence almost as soon as he’d made it. “I do that all the time. What did you think I was doing down there in the bilge? I find solitude conducive to deep thought.” 
 
    “Right…” I said, considering Colonel Hughes. What could she possibly have thought I was doing for twenty-some hours? 
 
    Then I noted the reproachful nature of her expression, and I caught on.  
 
    “Did you locate Dr. Brandt during my absence?” I asked her. 
 
    Colonel Hughes blinked rapidly. I’d struck a nerve. 
 
    “I checked many personnel, pinpointing their locations. Dr. Brandt may have been among them… I don’t recall.” 
 
    She looked back to the computer screens, and I dared to smile. She’d assumed I was spending some quality time with Jillian. That would have been far better than the truth.  
 
    Deciding not to needle her jealous side any further, I changed the subject. 
 
    “What are you two doing? That looks like code.” 
 
    “It is,” Toby said. “A hacked stream in the raw binary form. I’m analyzing the security transmissions of the mining base we just passed by. It’s owned by Earth companies, all private and encrypted, but such things are made to be broken.” 
 
    “Ah…” I said, catching on. “You’re hacking their security? It’s still online?” 
 
    “Power was never lost at the main environment modules. They’ve got cameras, and they are transmitting—unfortunately, we don’t have the passwords needed to log in and review what’s happening down there.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” I said, coming around and lowering my face down into the data screens with them. “If they won’t answer our radio calls, we can just take a peek ourselves.” 
 
    “Chief Gray?” Colonel Hughes said. “Please don’t crowd. We’ve got important business to attend to. There’s a limited time frame for the hack to work.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Because,” Toby answered, “we’re flying by the mining complex at a pretty good clip. Once we’ve gone a few hundred thousand kilometers downrange, I won’t be able to pick up their live feed any longer.” 
 
    “Right… Let’s get on it.” 
 
    I scooted into a chair beside Toby, while Colonel Hughes fretted behind us. 
 
    Working together, I used my access codes and Toby’s skills to get a live feed up. We were online and watching the internals of the station within ten minutes. 
 
    What we saw was sobering. There were clear signs of a struggle. Miners were dead in every camera’s field of view. They were draped over consoles or curled up like a fetus on the cold metal decks.  
 
    “My God…” Colonel Hughes said. “They killed them all.” 
 
    “A sudden attack,” I said, “by the looks of it. Might be asphyxiation. Or possibly a blast of intense radiation.” 
 
    “I think not,” Toby said. “See here? That’s blood coming out of a flipped-up visor. I think they were suddenly depressurized.” 
 
    “Why not simply button up their suits?” Hughes asked. “They could have saved themselves.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I said fiddling with a touch-control. The camera panned and zoomed remotely.  
 
    The screen filled with a close-up view of a dead woman. She had her air hose in her hand, and she was pinching it tightly. She’d died in that odd pose, sitting at her post. 
 
    “See that?” I said. “Maybe the aliens somehow sabotaged their spacesuits. That woman is trying not to breathe the air coming from her tanks.” 
 
    “But she’d have only the air inside her suit to live off of.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I looked at Colonel Hughes meaningfully. “I think we should take steps. Let’s protect our air tanks, check them all, and distribute fresh safe O2 to everyone aboard.” 
 
    Nodding, she left in a hurry. Toby frowned at the screens. 
 
    “Such ruthless monsters,” he said. “They coldly killed everyone and stole their ships, didn’t they? That’s how they got deeper into our Solar System.” 
 
    “Good deductive thinking,” I said. “I’m in agreement. After having experienced the in-between—” 
 
    “You mean the ethereal plane?” Toby interjected. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Whatever you want to call it, Toby. After having experienced how hard it is to travel through that kind of space, I can’t imagine the invaders could wriggle their way from this far out all the way to Earth. They’ve been doing small jumps, one ship to another, from ship to station and back again. They must have been working on this for months, getting closer and closer to Earth.” 
 
    Colonel Hughes looked thoughtful. “All the while idiots like Jessup assumed the rock-rats had gone mad and decided to rebel against Earth.” 
 
    “Right…”  
 
    The more I thought it over, the more everything fit. They’d come at us, but only in fits and spurts. The aliens could technically get from anywhere to anywhere, but it was difficult. I had to think that only highly trained infiltrators, or saboteurs, could travel very far or accurately using their technology. 
 
    “All this to steal our engine,” Toby said. “That has to be their goal. Why else would they work so hard?” 
 
    “You’re probably right. Our engine, properly refined and installed in a starship, is way ahead of their straps, robes and control packs.”  
 
    “Dammit…” Toby said, working the controls. The screens were fuzzing out and going dark. “We’re losing the signal. We’re too far out, and there aren’t any operating relay stations out here.” 
 
    “That’s okay. You caught the feed and showed it to the right people.” 
 
    “The question is,” Toby said, looking at me seriously. “What are we going to do now? We’re hurtling toward the aperture, but I don’t think Jessup has a clue what we should do when we get there.” 
 
    “You’re probably right about Jessup—but I’ve got my own ideas.” After giving him this vague reassurance, I left him to his hacking and his replays.  
 
    It was time to get to Jessup and Colonel Hughes’ team to agree upon a plan of action. Soon, we’d be very close to the spot where the aliens must have broken into Earth’s Sphere. We had to be vigilant against attacks, and we had to have a viable plan. 
 
    On both those points, I knew my biggest obstacle would be Captain Jessup. The man didn’t have it in him to appreciate good advice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Back on the bridge again, I had Colonel Hughes backing me up this time.  
 
    “Gray is right, we have to head to the matrix of access points we’re now calling the aperture and test our experimental engine.” 
 
    Jessup crossed his arms and looked up to the overhead. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me. You know, aperture implies an opening—as in a possible way through. I think that engine of yours is a bomb—a literal bomb. Even if it works, there’s no proof it will take us outside the barrier.” 
 
    Hughes squared off with him and began ticking points on her fingers. “First of all, we’ve tested the engine. It’s shifted this destroyer a short distance already. Secondly, these aliens have managed to penetrate the barrier, so we know it can be done. Lastly, we don’t have much choice. We can’t fend them off forever. We need to perform our test and get back to Earth.” 
 
    “That’s the part I’m worried about,” Jessup complained. “The getting back to Earth part. I don’t think we’ll survive your experiment.” 
 
    “Why not?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because going faster isn’t enough to punch through the barrier safely. It’s been tried countless times. No one has ever managed it, not even when traveling at ninety percent of the speed of light. Running into it with greater velocity will be like a bug hitting a windshield while flying at top speed: it will only make a bigger splatter in the end. Mark my words.”  
 
    Hughes turned back toward Jessup. “With all due respect, Captain, you don’t understand this technology.” 
 
    “I don’t pretend to,” he snapped. “I barely know how a jet engine works—but I know what it can and can’t do.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Perhaps we shouldn’t call it an “engine” at all,” she mused. “It’s not like a traditional engine. It changes the state of matter around it, shifts the location of that matter to a different point in normal space, then returns it to its original state. We aren’t trying to break out of our Sphere through brute force, we’re trying slide under it.” 
 
    Jessup snorted. “How do you slide under a force field that englobes you?” 
 
    Hughes gave him a tight smile. “Shall we demonstrate one more time?” 
 
    Captain Jessup made a great show then of considering her words closely. He rubbed his chin, shook his head while muttering. Finally, he stared at the deck, then sucked in a deep breath and looked her in the eye again. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” he said with firm finality. “I just can’t let you endanger my ship in this way. I’ll take you out to the barrier. I’ll let you scan the lay of the land, and I’ll even let you perform a small hop—but not through the barrier itself.” 
 
    “That’s unacceptable,” Hughes snapped. “The whole point of my project—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you’re keen to commit mass-suicide—as have many before you, I understand.” 
 
    “Captain, may I remind you that this destroyer and her crew is at my disposal?” 
 
    “You can try that, but circumstances have changed. We’ve got aliens actively trying to invade my ship. We’ve been attacked, and we’re probably at war with someone. Your orders came from the Ministry of Control when they thought we were at peace.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth, worried about what might come next. If these two got into a long fight about our orders, someone might check up on the fake instructions Toby and I had provided. Worse, Control might actually order us to head home after considering the options. 
 
    Because of my worries, I raised a hand when Colonel Hughes began her next tirade, cutting her off. 
 
    “Officers, please,” I said. “May I speak to you privately, Colonel?” 
 
    Her eyes slid to regard me, and she nodded.  
 
    “What is it, Chief Gray?” she asked, once we’d drawn aside. 
 
    “I think we should accept Captain Jessup’s conditions—for now.” 
 
    She blinked at me, surprised and confused. “You’re throwing away everything we’ve worked toward?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said firmly. “Butter him up. We’re agreeing to his conditions—for now.” 
 
    Jessup eyed us distrustfully as we spoke quietly out of his earshot.  
 
    “All right,” Hughes said after thinking it through, and turned back to Jessup. “You’re right of course, Captain—we submit to your lead. Kindly take us to the barrier as near to the aperture as possible.” 
 
    She stalked off the deck, and I followed her.  
 
    Jessup watched us go. There was some degree of triumph in his face—but not much. He knew I had a deeper plan and didn’t like that fact. 
 
    Once out in the passages, Hughes whirled around and faced me.  
 
    “You’re pushy, Gray,” she said. “If you weren’t a spook, I’d get you demoted.” 
 
    “That would be your prerogative, ma’am.” 
 
    She glowered at me in irritation for a moment. “All right. Let’s hear it. What’s your plan? What’s this ‘for now’ business all about?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what Jessup said?” I asked. “He agreed to take us out to the aperture, the spot where the barrier is porous. Then he said we could take a little hop to test our theories before returning home.” 
 
    “I heard him. There’s nothing wrong with my ears, Chief. But if you think I’m going to turn back after all this—” 
 
    Smiling, I waved my hands in a calming gesture. “Colonel, we’ll do exactly as he requests… except for the miscalculation.” 
 
    “The mis…?” 
 
    “Yeah, the miscalculation where our little hop goes sideways.” 
 
    She blinked as she considered it, and then she made an amused sound. “I get it. Maybe Fillmore will have an accident with the power controls, is that it? Maybe he’ll goose it enough to take us far beyond the barrier, deep into interstellar space? After all, the system is experimental. No one can eliminate all problems in advance.” 
 
    “Mistakes are easy to make when testing new technology. Who would even know if it was done deliberately or not?” 
 
    “Any decent astrophysicist,” she said. “But that doesn’t matter. Jessup has no one like that on his crew.” 
 
    “How fortunate.” 
 
    She stared into nothingness, and I let her think it over for several quiet seconds. I stayed mute, letting the power of my idea sink into her head. 
 
    At last, she released a tiny nod and a sigh.  
 
    “All right,” she said. “We’ll do it your way, and afterward you can explain how the mistake was made.” 
 
    “Not Fillmore?”  
 
    “No. You.” 
 
    I shrugged. “All right. Let’s do it.” 
 
    We headed for the troop pod in Viper’s belly next, to where Fairweather rested, waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Less than ten hours later, we slowed as we reached the barrier.  
 
    The membrane of the great sphere which enclosed our star system was invisible, of course. It was a vast englobing wall of force, rather than a physical thing. No human scientist understood the phenomena completely, of course—but that didn’t keep them from making up theories about it. 
 
    “It’s a quasi-natural effect generated by the Sun’s gravity,” Dr. Gevan said with certainty. “Someone has enhanced it, of course, turning a gravity wave into a powerful rupturing wall.” 
 
    “Absurd,” Dr. Fillmore responded. “Merely contemplating this level of ignorance in a colleague makes me ill.” 
 
    Gevan’s rolled his eyes. “Let’s hear your theory then. I know you’re going to tell us anyway…” 
 
    “The wise soul welcomes enlightenment,” Fillmore began. “The Great Sphere isn’t based on any local phenomena. Put aside for a moment that there’s no evidence whatsoever supporting any nonsense about a re-routed gravity wave, the more serious flaw is a logical one. The power source for this barrier must be external. What kind of prison is based on something included within the prison itself? All the enclosed species would have to do is disrupt the energy source to shut it off.” 
 
    “You want to turn off the Sun in order to escape our region of space? Is that seriously your proposal?” Gevan mocked. 
 
    “My point has nothing at all to do with what I want. I’m talking about the logic employed by any powerful alien civilization who could build such a prison for our species. For any non-human to care so much about imprisoning—” 
 
    “—or protecting,” Gevan interrupted. “Don’t forget, we don’t really know the real purpose of the enclosure. Is it there to keep us in—or keep others out?” 
 
    Fillmore made an ignoble “pffing” sound. “The bleating cry of the loser is nigh if he isn’t able to switch the topic of the argument. Can we stay on topic, please?” 
 
    “I’m expanding the conversation, not diverting it.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” Fillmore demanded. 
 
    “To demonstrate that you have no idea what you’re talking about. We must have a working theory as to how the barrier works in order to defeat it.” 
 
    A long crooked finger popped up from Fillmore’s upraised fist. “No,” he said. “We really don’t.  No more than a dog needs to understand timber mills to jump over a fence.” 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, stepping in between them. “Perhaps we can return to the challenge at hand—please?” 
 
    Fillmore waved a hand at me dismissively. “We’ve input the data hours ago. The engineering work is all done. We’ll jump the moment we come close enough to the aperture.” 
 
    Fillmore then turned back to Gevan and continued his pointless argument. They had very little data go on, but they were both adherents to opposed theories concerning the the origins of the Great Sphere.  
 
    But none of that was bothering me now. I was lost in thought, uncertain as to how I should proceed. Captain Jessup had made it very clear he didn’t want to jump Viper outside the Sphere… but these guys wanted to go beyond basic testing. They wanted to perform the ultimate experiment right now. 
 
    Colonel Hughes stepped to my side and watched the scientists fight with an air of amusement. 
 
     “Seems kind of futile, doesn’t it?” she asked me. “It’s like all this hoopla over the details of the Big Bang. It’s absurd to believe we could come up with a correct theory to explain such a distant moment in time, and yet countless scientists have devoted their lives to the enterprise.” 
 
    “I’ve always felt the same way,” I told her, “but something in Fillmore’s statement concerns me.” 
 
    She looked surprised. “You mean you care about the nature of the barrier? I hadn’t expected—” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Quite the opposite. I’m talking about his reference to a preprogrammed jump the moment we get close enough to the aperture. Is that true?” 
 
    Her eyes darted low, then came up to meet mine. “What if they are?” 
 
    “I thought we agreed to let Jessup feel like he was calling the shots and then a little accident would happen,” I said. “It might seem like we were mutinously ganging up on him to preprogram the whole ‘accident’ ahead of time.” 
 
    “Nonsense. This adventure we’re in the middle of is much bigger than any captain, any destroyer, or any crew. We’re here to discover something for all of Earth, for all of humanity. Once we’ve jumped I’ll deal with his complaints then. Besides, this was your idea.” 
 
    “Is it still your idea to send me to talk to him afterward?”  
 
    “That seems like the easiest way to handle it.” 
 
    “For you, maybe.” 
 
    She shrugged and walked off.  
 
    I sighed. She was going to leave me holding the bag. It was her project, but it was my job to create the cover-up. C’est la vie. 
 
    Frowning, I looked back at Fillmore and Gevan. They were still going at it. Fillmore was arguing that the barrier’s purpose was obvious: to contain dangerous organisms. Gevan insisted that we were being protected from external predators, such as the Vehk invaders we’d been fighting off. I tended to side with Gevan, given recent events. 
 
    Deciding I couldn’t let Hughes escape me so easily, I found her on the cramped lower deck. The engine was nearby, thrumming as it warmed up. 
 
    “How far are we jumping?” I asked her. 
 
    Hughes shrugged. “Far enough to make sure that we’re clear of the barrier. It wouldn’t do to come out in the middle of it. The only thing unhappier than a bug that’s hit a windshield must be the one that’s cleverly figured out how to teleport through it—but miscalculates and rematerializes in the midst of the glass itself.” 
 
    “A grim thought… Does anyone really know how thick the barrier is? I mean, really? What if it’s a thousand kilometers deep?” 
 
    “What we do know from wave-analysis is that the aperture is the least stable portion. It fluctuates positionally and doesn’t match the perfect curvature of the rest. It’s believed to be either a flaw, or a necessary relief valve. Like the spot inside a balloon where the rubber is squeezed shut and the stem is tied into a knot.” 
 
    “Well, whatever you do, don’t bring either of those ideas up to those two.” I indicated Fillmore and Gevan with my thumb.  
 
    Hughes’ mouth twitched, giving me a flickering smile. 
 
    “We’re jumping pretty far out,” she said. “We’re not sure how thick the barrier is—how could we be? We’re allowing for a worst-case scenario.” 
 
    I nodded, accepting her logic. If you weren’t sure how wide a chasm was, you’d better jump as far and high as you could. 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “I won’t tell Jessup anything.” 
 
    Hughes flashed her eyes back to me in alarm. “You’d better not. You work for me, not him. Remember that.” 
 
    Nodding vaguely as she left, I wondered at the fact that she’d never yet seemed to grasp that I didn’t work for either of them. Not really. Those I did work for wanted her project to succeed—that’s what really mattered. 
 
    The ship glided silently to the aperture, and it slowed down as it got closer.  
 
    Viper was, at that point, still one hundred percent under Jessup’s command. Hughes, the science crew—none of them had given the slightest hint that they were planning anything. 
 
    Tensely, we waited inside the Fairweather module. I was surprised to see Toby was there, as was Dr. Brandt. The interior was somewhat cramped as a result, but I supposed Hughes had decided they’d earned the right to be there. 
 
    “Colonel Hughes,” Jessup boomed over a loudspeaker. “We’ve arrived at the aperture. Please take you readings, after which, I’m afraid we’ll have to withdraw.” 
 
    Hughes and I looked at each other. Jessup had said nothing of ordering our test. 
 
    “Logan, open a direct line to Viper’s bridge,” she ordered. 
 
    Moments later, Captain Jessup’s head filled the main view screen, looking tired or bored. “What is it now, Hughes?” 
 
    Hughes frowned. “You mentioned withdrawal. I’m assuming that’s after our test jump is complete—am I correct Captain?” 
 
    “Ah… no,” Jessup said in a tone that sounded sincerely regretful—although I knew he wasn’t the least bit sorry. “I’ve made a choice. It was a difficult one, and I commiserate thoroughly with your disappointment. We simply can’t spare the power or the time in this dangerous region of space to test your module again.” 
 
    Hughes was looking grim. Her jaw was set, and her teeth showed in a gleaming line. “I see… And why do you think you have the authority to abort—?” 
 
    “It’s a necessary alteration to our plans, you see,” Jessup explained, still using a false-sounding tone of apology. “When we passed the mining base and witnessed irrefutable evidence of malevolent intrusions, I decided we must leave the region immediately—following your data collection at the aperture.” 
 
    “Your orders, Jessup—” Hughes began, her voice rising in anger with every word. 
 
    “Have been followed to the letter!” the captain interrupted, matching her tone. “In fact, I daresay I’ve gone the extra mile. I’ve weighed the additional time and distance in enemy territory against the safety of my ship and crew—and we’re now at a tipping point.” 
 
    “But we haven’t yet—” Hughes began, but Jessup cut her off again. 
 
    “We most certainly have tested your device. Twice now, in fact. My orders have been followed. This mission is complete.” 
 
    “Your orders were to take us to the barrier and test this engine!” 
 
    “I’ve done both of these items—but in the opposite order you listed them.” 
 
    A look of determination grew on Hughes’ face. “You know that technicality won’t save you, Jessup. You’ll be hung in court when I get through with you!” 
 
    “Quite possibly so, Colonel,” he said mildly, “but I’ll still be intact—as will my crew and my ship. Jessup out.” 
 
    The channel broke, and Hughes released a growl of frustration. “I don’t believe this!”  
 
    “Just do it anyway,” I told her.  
 
    She locked eyes with me, and she nodded. “Fillmore, engage the device at maximum range according to pre-sets. Revert control to manual. We’re going to jump past the barrier immediately.” 
 
    Everyone scrambled to lock their harnesses and cinch them tight. Fillmore worked his panel, reducing the timer that had been counting down on the screen to zero with a pinching motion of his fingers. 
 
    We braced ourselves—but nothing happened. 
 
    “The module is dead,” he said. “There’s no power.” 
 
    “What?” Hughes demanded.  
 
    “Did Jessup sabotage us?” I asked. 
 
    “He wouldn’t dare,” Hughes said. 
 
    “No…” Gevan said, sighing and leaning back in his chair. “I’ve found the problem. He’s killed our outside power feed to the ship’s engines. We’ve got life support and communications, but that’s it.” 
 
    Hughes scrambled up, ripping at her harness. I reached over and clicked it open for her. She was obviously in a rage. 
 
    I stood up, and I rested a hand on the grip of my holstered sidearm. “Do you want me to try to fix this?” I asked. 
 
    Her eyes flicked over me and my gun. She shook her head. “That’s a last-ditch move. I’ve got a better idea… Toby? Think you could lend us a hand, here?” 
 
    Toby nodded and threw off his harness. I got the impression he’d never actually snapped the buckles into place. 
 
    “I’ll need to use someone’s access screen,” he said, eager to perform. He gave me a shooing gesture, and I reluctantly got out of my seat. 
 
    “No, no, take that spot,” Hughes told him, pointing to Dr. Fillmore’s seat. 
 
    Dr. Fillmore looked startled. “What’s this?” he sputtered. 
 
    “This young man is going to try something,” Hughes explained. “You’ve already done your calculations, you’re just along for the ride now.” 
 
    Complaining, Fillmore climbed out of his seat.  
 
    “Out, out,” Hughes urged, “before I have Gray cut away that harness. Toby, take his place. Find us some power.” 
 
    “From where?” Toby asked. 
 
    “Anywhere.” 
 
    Toby jumped into the seat with an easy motion. He put his hands on the console and began working it. 
 
    Hughes turned to me. “You might have wondered what Toby is doing on this project. Why he’s inside the nucleus at this critical moment. Well… he’s got specialized skills…” 
 
    “You mean he’s a gifted hacker?” I asked. “Yes, I’d picked up on that.” 
 
    Toby did his magic. Soon, we were inside the engineering screens that guided the power around Viper. He shunted three zones, then lit up our own main power line. It went green, then yellow, then a pulsing orange. 
 
    “We’ve got all the juice we’re going to get. But I had to tap into an auxiliary line. You’d better use it now, Colonel. Any minute now, they’ll notice in engineering and try to counter.” 
 
    “Or they’ll send troops to hammer on our hatch,” I added. 
 
    Hughes licked her lips. Everyone was strapped in.  
 
    “Toby…? Do it,” she said. 
 
    Fillmore, standing next to his station, opened his mouth to object, but it was too late.  
 
    Toby didn’t wait a single second. He engaged the drive, and we jumped through space again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    My teeth were set, and I steeled myself for a gut-wrenching leap through inter-dimensional space. 
 
    To my surprise, the nauseating sensations I’d experienced before were vastly reduced this time around. Jumping beyond the barrier wasn’t a pleasant experience, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d expected it to be. 
 
    When we came out of it, no one had passed out, and no one had vomited, not even Dr. Fillmore. 
 
    “Did we make it?” Dr. Gevan asked in a rasping voice. “Did we pass the barrier?” 
 
    “It looks that way,” Toby said, studying the navigational data. “We’re free!” 
 
    We all stared at the instruments, the screens—we were in shock.  
 
    How could it have been that easy?  
 
    The space we were in now didn’t feel different. I supposed that one region of icy cold void wasn’t terribly different from the next.  
 
    It all made sense, in a way. Any form of natural mass or energy was allowed to pass through the barrier without difficulty. Something like a comet, for instance, had no difficulty. Only artificial objects like Viper were stopped. Therefore, it was logical that the void on the far side the Sphere was essentially identical to the cold vacuum we’d always known inside our vast prison. 
 
    But emotionally, it felt different. It was a thrill. To know we were the first humans to have exited our prison—it was exhilarating. 
 
    A cheer went up from Hughes and her crew. It was modest at first, but it grew in strength as people recovered their wits and settled their slightly queasy stomachs.  
 
    Before I could do much more than smile, however, a tickle made my left eye twitch. A thought came into my mind then. An alien thought. 
 
    “Work done, Gray-man,” Big Al’s words appeared in my mind, softer than before but impossible to ignore. “You’ve done what you must do.” 
 
    Now, Al was sounding like the Watchers. 
 
    A terrible thought made my guts clench, Who was I really working for? Was I even on a side? Normally, I wouldn’t have even considered such ideas, but meeting real aliens… it was a game-changer. My questions were impossible to answer, so I pushed them under the surface.  
 
    Frowning and blinking, I reached up and touched the spot on my forehead where the patch had been adhered hours earlier. It was still gone. But there was a sticky residue…  
 
    I recalled those tiny, twisting threads and shuddered. Were some of them still inside my skull? Could they somehow be stimulating my nerves with communications from afar?  
 
    Wondering just where Big Al had gone, I made a mental note to look for the little bastard later on. 
 
    “The numbers check out,” Dr. Fillmore said over and over. “These coordinates… they’re unreachable. No ship has ever been this far from our sun before.” 
 
    “Even better,” I said. “I didn’t get sick.  
 
    Colonel Hughes shook her head and rubbed at her neck. “You’re right, Gray. That part is a surprise. Could it be that going through the barrier made the drive less tumultuous to our insides?” 
 
    “I’m the one you can thank,” Gevan said suddenly. “I’ve been working on nothing else other than smoother transitions into and out of PDM for the last week.” 
 
    That made sense to me, as the last time we’d jumped he’d almost died.  
 
    “If you want to go over my linearization of the power-up and power-down sequence, you’ll see how the drive’s new programming—” 
 
    “Forget it,” Fillmore snapped. “Stop wasting time. We’re outside the barrier. Make the most of it!” 
 
    Seeing the wisdom in his harshly delivered words, the group began working on gathering data from the local space. We pinpointed our position, measured out the range of the jump and… 
 
    “Can this be right?” Toby exclaimed. “We’re too far out!” 
 
    “My God…” Colonel Hughes breathed. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We jumped…” she said, doing calculations, “something like a ten AU. That’s over a billion kilometers.” 
 
    For a moment, we fell silent as the data sank in. The stunned silence didn’t last long. 
 
    “Colonel Hughes?” Captain Jessup’s voice rolled over us like the voice of the Almighty. It boomed from every speaker in the cockpit. “You’re under arrest for mutiny. All of you. Come out of the module with your hands on your heads.” 
 
    Eyes darted around as we looked into one another’s faces, seeking a solution—or at least a plan. 
 
    “I thought he might take it badly…” I pointed out. 
 
    “You!” Dr. Fillmore shouted, whirling on Dr. Gevan. “You messed with the software! All so you wouldn’t get sick the next time, right? Now, we’re half-way to the next star system and you’re to blame!” 
 
    “We’re not even one percent of the way—” Dr. Gevan argued, but Colonel Hughes cut them off. 
 
    “Shut up, both of you. I have to think.” 
 
    She wasn’t given much time to do so. A hammering began on the hatch. Clearly, Jessup meant business. 
 
    “Chief,” Hughes said to me. “I need some of your magic. What have you got for me?” 
 
    “One moment,” I said calmly.  
 
    Unbuckling my harness and standing up, I stepped to the hatch, and I threw it wide open. One of Jessup’s spacers went sprawling at my feet.  
 
    I tried to help him up, but he brushed me away, snarling. 
 
    Several gun muzzles targeted my face.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said. “There seems to be some kind of misunderstanding.” 
 
    “That’s right, Gray,” Jessup said from the back of the group. “And your squad of nerds are the ones who don’t get it. I’m Viper’s captain, I gave a legitimate order, and you people chose to flagrantly do the opposite! I’m charging you all with mutiny, and these men are here to escort all of you to a holding area in the bilge.” 
 
    Having just come from the bilge, I had no desire to return there, but I thought the odds were slim that Jessup couldn’t be redirected. 
 
    Standing at the door, I helped each of the module’s crew out of their seats to climb out of Fairweather’s exterior hatch. As ordered, they put their hands on their heads. I, however, did not. 
 
    Operating as if I was one of the arresting crewmen, I got several strange looks from the spacers.  
 
    Coming out of the module last, a spacer grabbed for the gun at my waist. I stopped him easily by placing a stronger hand over his. He struggled, but he couldn’t take my weapon. 
 
    “Chief Gray!” Jessup shouted. “You will stand down, or you will be shot!” 
 
    Looking up in mild surprise, I confronted the captain. “I don’t understand, Captain. You’ve arrested your mutineers.” 
 
    “You’re one of them.” 
 
    “By no means!” I declared. “I’m no scientist. I didn’t activate the drive, nor pilot the vehicle. In fact, I can’t even read these instruments. I’m no more a party to their actions than this weakling who’s tugging at my gun.” 
 
    Angry now, the spacer elbowed me viciously in the ribs and backed away, panting. I slid my hand away from my sidearm and looked back at Jessup. My face portrayed none of the discomfort or worry I was feeling. 
 
    “Hmm…” Jessup said. “You were in their cockpit when they pulled this treasonous stunt. If you’re loyal to me, then why didn’t you stop them?” 
 
    I shrugged. “It was my understanding that we were supposed to perform a test near the borderline of the Sphere.” 
 
    “That was changed, Gray. Maybe you didn’t know… All right, fine. I’ll give you a chance to prove yourself. But first, you must give up your weapon.” 
 
    Agreeing, I handed over my gun butt-first to the spacer I’d abused earlier. He took it with poor grace. 
 
    “Now Gray,” Jessup said, “come with me up to the bridge, we have to figure out how to get home.” 
 
    “That would seem obvious, Captain,” I said. “All we have to do is jump back to our point of origin.” 
 
    “No way,” Jessup growled. “There will be no more jumping anywhere today. If I let these crazies fire up their drive again, we’re liable to run into Neptune or something. No, we’ll fly back to the aperture on good old-fashioned fusion power.” 
 
    Shrugging, I agreed to his terms. The scientists had been herded away, and soon I found myself on the bridge.  
 
    Allie eyed me strangely once I walked in and stood quietly at the back. Clearly, she hadn’t expected to see me. 
 
    She approached me when Jessup was working out a flight path with Cmdr. Collins. 
 
    “How did you talk your way out of being shot?” she asked. 
 
    “It can be hard to pin some men down.” 
 
    “I’ll say. You’re not going to try to take over the ship or something, are you?” 
 
    It was my turn to look startled. “Why would I do that? We’ve achieved my goals. We’re outside the Sphere.” 
 
    “Yes… I guess that’s all you really wanted, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I smiled. “I’ve got other things on my mind now.” 
 
    The truth was, I was feeling quite relaxed. My mission had been clearly stated, and it had been achieved. I was now a free man. Looking at Allie, I suddenly saw her in a new way. She had wholesome beauty that couldn’t be manufactured.  
 
    She flushed slightly and looked away, perhaps interpreting my frank gaze correctly. 
 
    Jessup and Collins got the ship turned around and flying back toward home. It wasn’t any great feat of navigation. Essentially, we were accelerating back toward the Sun. 
 
    An alarm sounded less than an hour later, however. 
 
    “I’ve got an approaching bogey, Captain Jessup,” Lt. Fletcher said. She was all business again. 
 
    Approaching her station, I looked at her screens. “Is that a ship?” 
 
    “I think so,” she said, giving me a fearful glance. “An alien ship.” 
 
    “It’s on an intercept course?” Jessup said. “I don’t understand… it’s directly between us and our goal.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, studying the tactical situation. “The alien ship is coming at us head on.” 
 
    “But that must mean…” Jessup said. He turned to study the colored dots. “They must have been out here already, past the barrier, waiting for us to come out.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “They must have been hanging around, quietly lurking in space. Perhaps they didn’t expect us to jump out so far.” 
 
    Jessup looked at me, his face full of haunting worry. “What do they want, Gray?” 
 
    “This ship, I would think,” I said. “Or more specifically, the jump-drive. They’ve wanted it all along.” 
 
    “So… they haven’t been trying to destroy it as much as they’ve been trying to steal it?” 
 
    “The evidence point’s that way. The teleporters never tried to damage the engine—and it seems like that would have been easy for them to do.” 
 
    “But why didn’t they steal it earlier? Why not grab it and vanish?” 
 
    I thought about my jaunt through the in-between. “I’ve been in limbo, the dimension they slip into in order to pass through walls unseen. I can’t imagine how difficult it would be to drag a large object in that place.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “So… they lured us out here. They wanted us to exit our Sphere physically, with the engine, so they could take it. I knew it! Your people were fools to bring us out here. We’ve played into their hands.” 
 
    Unable to argue with his complaints, I stepped into the command pit. He didn’t object, and we studied the tactical situation together. 
 
    “Sir?” Cmdr. Collins said, after giving me a dirty glance. I could tell he didn’t think I belonged on the bridge at all. “I’ve got those numbers now. The alien ship will be on top of us in less than an hour, given their acceleration curve and ours.” 
 
    “Still pretty far out then,” Jessup said. “What class of ship are we dealing with, Collie?” 
 
    “At this distance, we can’t tell much about them. Judging simply by their exhaust plume and their movement, I’ve worked out a mass of around twenty thousand metric tons.” 
 
    “That’s way bigger than us, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes…” Allie said, speaking up. “She’s a heavy cruiser at least. Maybe a light battleship. That’s bad. We can’t outfight them.” 
 
    Jessup turned and glared at her. “I won’t have negative talk on my bridge, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “No, sir. Of course not, sir.” 
 
    Jessup began to pace. “We won’t have to fight them. If Gray is right, they’re here to steal the drive, not destroy it. They won’t damage our ship.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty big assumption, Captain,” I said. 
 
    “You just made the argument yourself!”  
 
    “That’s true, but let me suggest a simpler, easier path to salvation.” 
 
    Jessup put his fists on his hips. “All right. I’m all ears. Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Release the science crew. Order them to jump us back inside our Sphere, where we’ll be safe and sound.” 
 
    Jessup bared his teeth. He turned and slammed the top of Collin’s station with his hand, making the man jump. 
 
    “Cmdr. Collins,” Jessup said, “turn around again and run. Flank speed!” 
 
    “What sir?”  
 
    Jessup turned on him with a baleful stare, so Collins gave the orders, and the ship made a sickening, long, sliding turn. Afterward, we were actually still sliding backward due to inertia, but at least we were moving away from the battleship again. 
 
    “Trying to outrun them, sir?” I asked. “That’s not a bad idea, but in order to get back to safety, we’ll have to use the drive.” 
 
    He glowered at me. “I don’t trust Hughes and her crew, but you seem awfully eager.” 
 
    “You’d rather trust the intentions of a battleship full of aliens?” I asked in a mild tone. 
 
    Jessup’s eyes slid to me, then back to Cmdr. Collins. “Keep accelerating out into open space. Maybe we’re faster, and they’ll give up. Give me an update every five minutes. I’m going down to talk to Colonel Hughes.” 
 
    Allowing myself a quiet smile, I turned back to flirt with Allie a bit more. Unfortunately, I could tell after a single glance that she was too stressed to engage in a light conversation. 
 
    “Chief Gray!” boomed Jessup from the passageway. “Accompany me! Maybe you can talk sense into that nerd-herd of yours!” 
 
    I trotted after the captain regretfully. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Like every caged animal that escapes his prison for the first time, we were both wary and thrilled. We’d run around in circles for a bit—but then we’d sighted something big and scary.  
 
    Now, we were racing back for the safety of the very enclosure we’d worked so hard to escape. The irony was thick, but none of us were in the mood to discuss it. 
 
    Perhaps realizing that my “nerd herd” was going to be in a bad mood, Jessup bailed out on me when I reached the hatchway on the lowest deck. 
 
    “Get them back to work,” he said. “We’ll probably die if you don’t. And tell them this: no whining!” 
 
    “I’ll make a point of it, sir,” I said.  
 
    “Chief!” Col. Hughes called out when she caught sight of me a few moments later. “Get me out of this disgusting tank of filth!” 
 
    The prisoners were, in fact, being released one at a time from the bilge. Apparently the procedure wasn’t progressing fast enough for Hughes.  
 
    “I demand to be allowed a shower and fresh clothes!” she said loudly, berating a beefy spacer.  
 
    The guy didn’t answer her. He just blinked and winced, as if he expected her to punch him or something. 
 
    “Gray!” Fillmore sputtered. “There you are, you vagabond. Why are you looking so spiffy-clean? Oh yeah, because you sucked up to Jessup, that’s why! I’d nearly forgotten.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t,” Hughes sputtered.  
 
    Fillmore was right behind her, elbowing his way to the front of the throng that was trying to get out of the bilge. 
 
    “Colonel… Doctor… everyone…” I said, holding my hands high and imploring them to remain calm. “We don’t have time for showers or even clean clothes. We’ve got to get down to work.” 
 
    I filled them in on the situation, and they looked even more glum afterward. I wouldn’t have believed it was possible, but this group managed it. 
 
    “I’m supposed to man a station inside the module and work like this?” Fillmore demanded. 
 
    “That’s right. I’ll have them send up clean gear for everyone. Now, if you’d be so kind—” 
 
    “Extortion, pure and simple. I understand the nature of your one-sided offer perfectly. I’m to slave for Jessup in engineering, or he’ll heap more abuse—” 
 
    “Nothing like that, Dr. Fillmore,” I said patiently. “This way, please.” 
 
    I had to admit as I led the stinking, irritable team to the Fairweather module, they certainly weren’t a grateful group. 
 
    When they heard that we were getting farther from our home Sphere with every passing minute, their mood shifted to disbelief and despair. 
 
    “What’s this fresh insanity?” Dr. Gevan demanded. “We haven’t turned around? We’re still running farther out into space, farther from safety?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I admitted. “Unfortunately, it looks like a big ship was lurking out here with her engines cold. Once she realized we’d jumped way out past her, she came barreling after us.” 
 
    “That means she’s been lurking out here…” Hughes said thoughtfully. “Just squatting quietly in the dark of space. They were deliberately withholding their emissions, so we couldn’t detect them.” 
 
    “It would seem so,” I admitted.  
 
    “Lurking right here, at the aperture…” Hughes considered. “Waiting for us to jump outside. Now the enemy is at last springing their trap.” 
 
    “Who’s doing this, Colonel?” Gevan asked.  
 
     “Our alien friends,” she said, pointing at the screen. Her face was like stone. “Who else would be manning that sleek, deadly-looking ship?” 
 
    “What are we going to do?”  
 
    Hughes ignored him and turned to Dr. Fillmore. “Sean, to get to safety again, how long of a hop are we talking about?” 
 
    “You want to move from here back inside the Sphere in a single jump?” he demanded, snorting. “Insane. We’re dealing with an almost untested algorithm, courtesy of Dr. Gevan, here, and you’re asking for wild guesses. Suicide, that’s what it is!” 
 
    “Maybe we don’t have to do it all at once,” Dr. Gevan suggested. “What if we come about, face our pursuer, then do a controlled hop past him toward home?” 
 
    Dr. Fillmore’s eyes narrowed even more than usual. “I’m assuming you mean with our old algorithm reloaded into the CPU?” 
 
    “No way. We couldn’t jump that far with my fixes. We’d end up dead if we used the old software and tried that kind of a leap.” 
 
    In my own opinion, Gevan was right. After all, he’d almost expired the last time we’d jumped a very short distance. However uncalibrated his new software was, it was obviously superior to the old code. Maybe that fact was the element that was sending Fillmore into a jealous fit. 
 
    “You’re just grandstanding,” Fillmore said. “Seeking full credit for the final solution. You’ll risk all our lives to ensure your share of the credit in this discovery!” 
 
    Gevan was about to start yelling back, but Col. Hughes stepped into the fray. 
 
    “Both of you, shut up. In less than an hour, that massive alien ship is going to catch up to us. That’s right—and don’t give me those looks. Cmdr. Collins just reported the numbers while you were squabbling. The battleship is faster than this destroyer. We can’t outrun her—not without engaging the drive again.” 
 
    Glowering and grumbling, they both finally came to their senses and made a show of mild cooperation. They worked with Gevan’s new algorithm, because using the old one was never going to jump us far enough without inflicting death upon the crew. Gevan had passed out and vomited after a short hop—a long one would be torment. 
 
    “Hurry it up people,” Jessup’s voice rang over loudspeakers. “We have a very small window, and it’s closing fast.”  
 
    “At least we’re close to a solution,” I said in an optimistic tone. 
 
    Fillmore snorted in my face. “We don’t have a solution. We have a gutsy work-around.” 
 
    “Just target the barrier and pop us back in that direction,” I suggested with a shrug. “With any luck, we’ll appear inside it and escape.” 
 
    He shook his head, and began to yell at me again. “Ignorance is your best color, Gray.” 
 
    “Let me explain,” Dr. Gevan said. “Fillmore is right: The algorithm moved us too far last time—much farther than I had predicted. That means we don’t understand it. Altering the parameters, such as length of time in the jump, etc., might have unknown effects.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Gevan explained, “I’d say the algorithm operates logarithmically. The progression is steep. More time spent in the transitional state means an increasing distance traveled per second. So if we do it wrong… we could end up inside our home star, or something.” 
 
    “Yep,” Gevan said. “Even if all goes swimmingly, we’ll could move so far from home we’ll never get back.” 
 
    “Seriously? I don’t quite understand why—?” 
 
    “Look,” Fillmore interrupted. “I’ll try to make it simple enough for you, Gray. We’ve only run one test with this new algorithm. If we put in the exact same inputs as last time we’ll get the same results—with luck. But if we vary things, even fractionally, we can’t be sure how it will behave.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking that over. “All right… I guess we can’t do it in one leap. We should turn and head back toward the Sun, but take smaller steps. We’ll give it a hop—probably two. With luck, we’ll get the same results as last time, and we’ll be back inside our home Sphere.” 
 
    “Now you’ve got it,” Fillmore said. “Inform the bridge, Gray. I’m not wasting one more second talking to that ape Jessup.” 
 
    Before I spoke to Jessup, I turned to Col. Hughes. She’d been following our conversation, and she’d never stopped frowning.  
 
    Her arms were crossed tightly under her breasts, and her eyes were tight with worry.  
 
    “Colonel?” I asked. “Do I have your permission to proceed?” 
 
    She nodded. “Tell Jessup first. He’s got to turn the ship around and head back toward our home Sphere. I’ll make a final transmission to Earth. A data-dump giving them all our data.” 
 
    This concerned me, as such things were normally done when a crew expected to die. 
 
    “Now, sir?” I asked. “Are things that bad?” 
 
    “They certainly are. We’re about to blind-jump again, and I don’t trust either of these fools. If I had better options, I’d shoot them both—but I don’t.” 
 
    After she’d transmitted her final encrypted packet of data back toward Earth, I contacted Jessup. 
 
    “About time you got a fix for this, Gray,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s a perfect fix, sir… but we’ve got something worth trying.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just in time. The missiles will intercept us in about four minutes. If you hadn’t called, I was going to engage the drive myself.” 
 
    “Don’t do that, Captain!” I shouted.  
 
    “Don’t crap yourself. I didn’t say I wanted to do it.” 
 
    “Good… but, uh… what was that about missiles, sir? It doesn’t make sense that they’d want to destroy us now.” 
 
    “Maybe they changed their minds, Gray. Who knows? Anyway… you now have my approval to jump again. That should make your geeks happy.” 
 
    About thirty seconds after we got the approval the ship turned around, and we engaged the jump sequence. Fortunately, despite their bickering, Gevan and Fillmore had done all the prep-work.  
 
    Having decided to stick with Gevan’s experimental code, they did nothing to update the software other than to aim in a different direction. 
 
    “This is highly risky,” Dr. Fillmore kept saying. 
 
    At first, I thought he was just complaining about using Gevan’s software out of a mistaken sense of stung pride—but then I realized Gevan himself wasn’t arguing. 
 
    “Dr. Gevan?” I asked. “Is Fillmore right? Is it risky?” 
 
    He glanced at me and nodded.  
 
    “Explain,” Colonel Hughes demanded, “and be quick about it. There are missiles—or invasion modules—or something else unpleasant coming right at us at high speeds.” 
 
    By now the visualizations of local space showed several contacts approaching. There were seven of them, in two staggered waves. The first spread was three wide, in a V-formation. The second was in a diamond pattern. Could that be some kind of technique designed to make the missiles harder to shoot down? I had no idea, but it really didn’t matter anyway. Viper had basic anti-ballistic technology, but I had the feeling these missiles might overwhelm our defense. 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Gevan admitted. “It’s highly risky. The algorithm didn’t perform as expected the first time—why should it work in an identical fashion on the return jump?” 
 
    “What kind of variance are we looking at?” Hughes asked urgently. 
 
    “Ten… fifteen percent at the worst.” 
 
    They eyed one another, and Hughes looked like she was going to slap him. “For all the anger Fillmore generates in me on a daily basis, at least he never killed me and my crew with untested software!” 
 
    Chastened, Gevan turned back to his boards. Col. Hughes got on the line with Jessup moments later. 
 
    “Captain,” she said. “Is there any way you can shoot down those missiles?” 
 
    “Unlikely. We’ve deployed decoys, reflective chaff, sand-fields in their path—so far, nothing has worked. Are you telling me we can’t jump again yet, Hughes? Are you telling me we’re as good as dead?” 
 
    “No, Captain. I just wanted to know if we had any better options.” 
 
    “Negatory. Engage your drive. If it blows up—well, I hope it will be quick.” 
 
    Hughes licked her lips and reached for the console. Toby had been sent back to a simple jump seat now. His hack had given us full power to our module, and full control of Viper’s navigation as far as the jump-drive went. 
 
    The missiles grew noticeably closer.  
 
    “Col. Hughes?” I asked her. “Why are we hesitating?” 
 
    “Jumping off a cliff always takes a moment of building up courage. This is one of those moments.” 
 
    “Ninety seconds to impact, Hughes,” Jessup’s voice came in over the loud speaker. “Please engage the drive.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said to Hughes, leaning close. “What’s so bad about a ten percent variance?” 
 
    She glanced at me. “On the way out, we only had to pass the barrier. We’re now moving at speed. If we hop back and screw this up, we might appear a hundred meters past the barrier, on the safe side, or a hundred meters away on the wrong side. In which case, we’d smash into it and die in cascade of flame.” 
 
    “We could even appear in the middle of it,” Fillmore complained. “Although the odds of that are slim. Rather like flipping a coin and having it land on its edge.” 
 
    Suddenly, Hughes’ odd behavior made sense. Her finger was hovering over the touchscreen, ready to activate the drive—but she was waiting. Logically, the longer we flew in the right direction, the better our odds would be of cleanly passing the barrier and reaching safety in a single hop. 
 
    Still, it was nerve-wracking to watch the sleek, conical objects hurtle toward us. They had individual engines, spouting blue exhaust plumes behind each of them. As Jessup threw everything he had out into space to stop them, they were dodging and weaving in a seemingly random pattern. 
 
    One of them blew up as we watched, then another vaporized moments later. A cheer went up all over the ship. 
 
    “Thirty seconds until impact…” Jessup said in a tense, booming voice. “Please engage the drive now, Hughes.” 
 
    Another of the incoming contacts vanished.  
 
    “We might take them all out,” Hughes said, her hand still hesitating.  
 
    She’d fully realized she was playing chicken with everyone’s life—but then she did it anyway.  
 
    We jumped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, we came back out of our transitional state. Fortunately, the navigational computer controlled the entry and exit into another dimension, and we didn’t have to spend time wandering, seeking an exit. 
 
    Still, the in-between was familiar to me now. I’d spent quite a while here when I’d been cast adrift by Big Al. It was a sensation I didn’t want to revel in. 
 
    When we came back into the universe of heat, light and solid objects again, we all winced and bared our teeth.  
 
    Frantically, we checked our confused, self-updating instruments.  
 
    “Reverse jets, engines on full!” Jessup shouted into our headsets. 
 
    Were we about to crash into something? 
 
    His command wasn’t directed at us. It was meant for his mundane engineering crew. The ship shuddered under us as we braked hard. 
 
    “Where are we?” Colonel Hughes demanded. “Have we got a fix yet?”  
 
    “We’re…” Fillmore said. “We’re not in the clear. We’re still on the wrong side of the barrier.” 
 
    Hughes whirled on Gevan. “Give me a fix, damn you.” 
 
    “Working on it… got it. We’re about an AU from the barrier. Quite safe.” 
 
    “Over a hundred million kilometers short,” she said. “And you’re happy with that? It’s more than your stated variance factor of ten to fifteen—” 
 
    “Incorrect,” Gevan replied, cutting her off. “We’re well within the stated zone. I’m calculating about a seven percent variance to the negative side, compared to our previous jump. We just came in a little, short, that’s all.” 
 
    “We could have appeared five meters from the wall and smashed into it!” 
 
    Gevan shrugged. “We could have… but we didn’t.” 
 
    Hughes shook her head. “And that ship?”  
 
    “It’s far, far behind us. By the time those bastards turn around and chase us, we’ll be able to nose up to the barrier and hop inside.” 
 
    At last, Hughes seemed to relax for a moment. She let out a huge sigh.  
 
    “A job well done, team,” Jessup said over the intercom. “You cut it kind of close, but I’m always willing to give credit where credit is due. Your techno trick pulled our asses out of the fire. Colonel Hughes: At the courts-martial proceedings when this is all over, I’ll make sure to bring this moment up—in your defense.” 
 
    Getting out of my harness, I stretched luxuriously. 
 
    “That’s very considerate of him,” I joked. Leaning, I placed one hand on top of Hughes console. 
 
    She slapped my hands away, despite my light mood. 
 
    “Don’t touch my console again, Chief. I’m in charge down here, and it wouldn’t do to get a swollen sense of importance.” 
 
    “Easy, sir,” I said. “We lived, didn’t we? If we hadn’t jumped, we might be dead right now. I think we should all take a leaf from Jessup’s book of forgiveness and pull together.” 
 
    Hughes gave the smallest of nods in agreement, and then she looked down to busy herself with important things on her dash. She was feeling the weight of responsibility for all these people so far away from home, and I let her do it. It was her job. 
 
    We watched our screens, and nothing new manifested during several long minutes. It seemed that we’d escaped for now. Everyone relaxed a few notches.  
 
    We were still nervous, of course, as there might be a second ship lurking closer to the barrier, in our new neighborhood of space. Most importantly, we were still on the wrong side of the barrier. But so far, no other threats had materialized.  
 
    “You know,” I said, “we really are like housecats that have escaped out into the world for the first time.” 
 
    “Yes…” Hughes agreed. “And the first big dog that caught our scent nearly ate us.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She sighed hugely. “Okay, I’m officially forgiving you for touching my console. But don’t do it again. You hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, sir,” I said, appreciating the gesture of peace. 
 
    She looked me over with a certain degree of mistrust. “You got us out here, Chief. Now, you have to help us get back home.” 
 
    “Agreed, Colonel. That too is part of my mission.” 
 
    My confident responses seemed to placate her.  
 
    For some reason, after we’d figured out it would take hours for the enemy ship to catch us again, we all felt like taking a nap. Some people actually did so. 
 
    Not Fillmore and Gevan, however. They began reworking every line of code in Gevan’s unauthorized update. Toby looked over their shoulders, offering suggestions which they accepted irritably. 
 
    As I was no longer needed and there wasn’t an obvious crisis exploding in our collective faces, I decided to head to the mess deck and get some refreshment.  
 
    It was as I was reaching my hand toward the touch plate that activated the mess deck access door that an unwelcome tickling began inside my skull. 
 
    The tickle made my left eye twitch. I didn’t like that, and liked the input streaming into my skull even less. 
 
    “You’ve broken your connection, Gray-man,” Big Al said in a monotone thought-voice. 
 
    Thinking he must be nearby, I turned around, eyes wide and searching. There was no one in the passage. 
 
    My hand reached up to touch the spot where that patch had been on my skull. There, I thought I felt the skin swollen, just a little. But it could have been my imagination. It felt like a vein was under the skin, squirming at my touch. 
 
    “Big Al?” I said in a low voice. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “At last, the beast responds!” His voice was stronger now, different than it was when I saw him in the flesh.  
 
    “I’m no beast, Al. I’m an intelligent being, like yourself.”               
 
    “Yes—minion describes you better.” 
 
    “Where are you, Al? Are you aboard Viper?” 
 
    “No, simple creature. I left long ago. My tools boarded your ship to rescue me.” 
 
    To me, it seemed like Al was the tool, but I didn’t bother saying that to him. He probably wouldn’t have gotten the joke. 
 
    Looking around, I couldn’t help but check over my shoulder as I took rapid steps toward the bridge. 
 
    “You seem to understand our language better now,” I said, wanting to keep him talking. 
 
    “We’re using a superior means of communication. We’ve had time to process your grunts and warbles. Communications via expulsions of gas… such a disgusting process, this speech of yours.… This suits us better, and even you are more comprehensible when employing it.” 
 
    “Right…” I said, deciding that Al’s insults and posturing were designed to get a rise out of me.  
 
    “Where are you, if you aren’t here on my ship?” 
 
    “I am disappointed but amused at the simulated idiocy. I’m aboard my own ship, Gray-man. As I always have been.” 
 
    “I see…”  
 
    Big Al seemed to be important. He was leading this mission against us, and I’d had him in my hands at one point. His commandos had plagued us for months. I sincerely wished I’d throttled him when I could have. 
 
    He hadn’t stolen the engine yet, but he was amazingly persistent. He’d sent his henchmen to my ship from his, and he’d established a direct connection with me.  
 
    That connection in my head concerned me greatly. Could it be removed? Or was I permanently tagged and connected via an alien communications grid? It was like having a cellphone in your head you couldn’t remove or switch off. 
 
    Then another thought occurred to me. Since I could hear Big Al again, I figured he must be close—or at least, one of his troops was. 
 
    “You’ve got your commandos aboard Viper again, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, Gray-man. You destroyed a few as they closed with your ship, but not all. They got close enough to cross the void before you were able to flash away and escape.” 
 
    “Right…” I said, thinking of those missiles—they were perhaps single-man personnel carriers. 
 
    We’d destroyed three of seven. That meant there was a maximum of four hostiles aboard right now. 
 
    It was a chilling thought. 
 
    “What are your plans, Al?” I asked. 
 
    “Again, you disappoint me with your lack of basic cognitive skills. My purpose should be clear.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I’ve got plenty of theories. I’m just asking for confirmation so I know which one is correct.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s encouraging, and I will reward you: we desire your drive. We don’t need your lives, or your ship—just the drive.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said. “I can work with that. Let’s cut a deal.” 
 
    “There’s no need. We’re taking the drive now. I’m contacting you for purposes of thanks—consider yourself honored.” 
 
    A cold hand gripped my guts. The situation was an odd one. I’d been sent to make sure the drive got to the Sphere and beyond—only to find an enemy ship waiting to steal it. That seemed too coincidental. Could Al and I be working on the same side? What if the Watchers wanted me to get the engine out here, so Al could steal it? 
 
    If that’s what they wanted, they should have been more clear. I’d succeeded in my mission, so I was free to do as I saw fit now. 
 
    After these fleeting worries, I focused on the matter at had: Were they stealing the drive right now? If they’d already managed to get it off the ship… We’d never be able to cross the barrier again and get back inside. We’d be trapped forever out here, exposed in a wide open universe we barely understood. We’d be at the mercy of every alien who wandered by for as long as we lasted. 
 
    Already, I was wondering if we’d run out oxygen, fuel or water first. My bet would be on fuel as we ran from various aliens, all of them intent on stealing our secrets. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Captain Jessup wasn’t far behind the rest of our engineering crew in figuring out the math of the situation. Even as I climbed out of the cockpit and began scrambling toward the hatch to access the engine itself, which was on Fairweather’s lowest deck, I could hear him talking to Hughes and her team. 
 
    “Let’s pull together,” Jessup said. “I’ll let bygones be bygones. You’ve proven your drive can work. You’ve also proven you have a modicum of control over these jumps—enough to be useful.” 
 
    I could tell Jessup was trying to stay calm and keep his voice pleasant. He probably wanted to scream at us for hopping his ship around at random without asking, but at the same time he knew he couldn’t get home alive without us. 
 
    “Thanks for the kind words, Captain,” Hughes said evenly. I wasn’t quite sure if she was being sarcastic or not. 
 
    “You’ve earned them,” Jessup told her. “Now, to formalize our relationship: We can’t have two captains on board one ship. As it is, one of us has been deciding independently when to jump, while the other has his ass on the line to be responsible for doing everything else.” 
 
    He paused to let this sink in. It wasn’t entirely accurate, but it showed clearly what he was thinking. 
 
    “So,” he continued loudly. “How about this? Allow me to give the jump command, and you can execute it as best you’re able with your limited control over this experimental drive. I’ll just give you a destination, and you can do your best to get us there. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    “In principle, yes,” Hughes agreed in a guarded tone. 
 
    “Excellent. Here’s our first trial in this new alliance: Please jump again, as soon as you’re able, and take us back inside our home Sphere!” 
 
    “We’re trying to do that now, Captain. Unfortunately… something seems to be wrong with the drive. You’re not cutting the power again, are you sir?” 
 
    That was my cue. I was still struggling with the hatch that led down into the engineering sub-deck, but it was locked. Even my bulging arms couldn’t turn the wheel to open it. 
 
    “Hughes!” I shouted harshly. “Let me through this hatch.” 
 
    “Negative, Gray,” Fillmore snapped. “The subdeck is sealed for good reasons. For one thing, the drive emits deadly radiation bursts when it’s activated. Do you want to fry us all?” 
 
    “Someone is stealing it!” I shouted at them over my shoulder. “Let me get into this thing—the wheel is frozen.” 
 
    “Stealing it?” Hughes said in alarm. “Are you crazy, Gray?” 
 
    “Open this damned thing before it’s too late!” I shouted. 
 
    “Fillmore, help him,” Col. Hughes ordered. 
 
    The soft man grunted as he unstrapped himself and crawled toward me clumsily. 
 
    “It’s locked, not frozen, fool,” Fillmore said, slithering into the tight compartment beside me. The ceiling was only a meter or so above us. 
 
    At this moment I wished Fairweather had been built a little larger, as it was cramped with two men in the forward compartment struggling with a single hatch on the floor. 
 
    “Approved fingerprints must touch here, and here,” Fillmore said, slapping my hands away. 
 
    I applied my hands to the points he indicated—but even when I applied enough force to break a standard lock, the hatch remained sealed. 
 
    “Let me do it,” Fillmore said, panting. “You must not be on the security recognition list.” 
 
    He put his hands on the wheel, and it instantly started to come free with a vacuum-suction sound.  
 
    Fillmore and I glanced at one another.  
 
    “It should be pressurized down there,” he said.  
 
    “Visors down everyone!” I shouted to the crew. “We’re going to lose our air for a while!” 
 
    While they scrambled to obey me, I spun the wheel and the hatch opened. It wasn’t easy, as the hatch was manually operated and the hinges were stiff. Even worse, we had pressure on our side and the other side was a vacuum, so it strongly fought against me. I had to put my shoulders into it. 
 
    Fillmore helped somewhat, puffing and yanking to break the seal. 
 
    At last, it came up and a howling surge of air blasted over us and out into space equalizing the pressure inside.  
 
    The engine compartment was thus revealed. The interior was dark and lifeless. Responding automatically, our helmets turned on headlights to reveal the scene. 
 
    To our joint horror the chamber was empty. There was nothing but dangling power leads. 
 
    The engine itself was missing. 
 
    “How is this possible?” Hughes demanded in my headset. 
 
    I realized she’d tapped into my helmet cameras and was seeing the empty compartment even as I was. 
 
    “Colonel,” I said, “the engine has been removed. There’s a hole nearby leading into another compartment… that’s where the vacuum leak must have come from.” 
 
    I moved to investigate the hole, which was only about a foot wide. A full-grown man couldn’t have used that crude rip through the metal to enter the chamber, but maybe one of the Vehk could have pulled it off. Their bodies were built differently than ours. 
 
    “How could they have gotten our engine out of that tiny hole, Gray?” Hughes demanded. 
 
    “The mere idea is preposterous,” Fillmore complained. “And yet… it seems to have happened.” 
 
    “They can go in-between,” I told them. “They have devices allowing them entry and exit to subspace…” 
 
    “So, they used the trick they’ve been using to appear at Arlington Labs and inside our ships?” Fillmore asked. “You must be right. Fascinating…” 
 
    “It’s not fascinating, it’s terrifying,” Hughes said. “Without that drive, we’re stuck on this side of our Sphere, lost in space forever.” 
 
    Fillmore sniffed. “Hardly forever. If that battleship doesn’t blast us into atoms, we’ll starve or suffocate in a month or two. With cannibalism—which I predict, by the way—we might last another—” 
 
    “Shut up, Fillmore!” Hughes ordered angrily. “Gray, you have to find that field projector. You get my engine back!” she ordered. 
 
    My mind was already turning that concept over in my head. I felt the ship shudder briefly, and I became alarmed. 
 
    “Jessup mustn’t do anything to our course and speed,” I said. “If they are in-between, moving our ship’s location might mean they’ll drift away from us. They must be right here, close to this spot—but in another dimension.” 
 
    “I don’t entirely know what you’re talking about, Chief,” Hughes admitted. “But I’ll try to get Jessup to drift. It will be hard, as he’s got a battleship bearing down on us. It will take some time for the enemy to get here… but we don’t have forever.” 
 
    “Less than an hour, I should think,” Fillmore said unhelpfully. 
 
    Gathering up Big Al’s equipment from the gear bag at my side, I strapped the harness into place. The harness was quite light, almost like wearing a safety vest. I noted with experience, it probably focused a small personal field around the wearer. No doubt the belt unit powered the field like our own engine had been functioning on our ship.  
 
    With great reluctance, I powered up the alien transportation system. 
 
    When I’d been lost within the strange world of the in-between, I’d promised myself I’d never go back there.  
 
    Now, here I was, willingly entering the universe of ghosts and timelessness again. 
 
    Because I had no choice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    There was only one way to chase the enemy and get the engine back. Without that drive, we’d be wandering forever outside of our Sphere—or at least until they destroyed Viper. 
 
    Working the alien gear I’d taken from Big Al, I managed to transition into the in-between. When I faded out in front of them, I caught a few gasps from Hughes and the rest. Most seemed horrified, but I also noted a gleam of unbridled joy on Toby’s face. He’d be happy to go with me, I knew. Toby might not be fully human, but he had the spirit of a true explorer. 
 
    A moment later they were gone, and I found myself floating in nothingness again. Getting my limbs operating was a chore, but it took only a fraction of the time it took before.  
 
    I knew how to do it now. I was no expert, no trapeze artist of the in-between—but I was a little familiar—I could function here. 
 
    Casting my gaze—if that’s what it even was—in several directions, I saw the glow of the big engine reactors, off and to my right. I wasn’t looking at the jump-drive—it was the main fusion chambers that Viper used to power around in normal space. 
 
    With that hot-zone as a positional guide, I began searching for any hint of the engine and the thieves that had taken it. 
 
    At first I saw nothing, and I searched with an increasing sense of desperation.  
 
    Making an effort, I widened my field of view. Doing this was a strange, hard to describe work of perception. It was like refocussing one’s eyes to study the glass in a window pane rather than looking across the fields outside. 
 
    There… I saw something new. That glow—so distant, but deep and clear. It smoldered and shimmered, looking much like Viper’s reactor.  
 
    It had to be the power source of the battleship. The monster vessel the Vehk had driven here to steal our technology.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. The battleship must have caught up to us. Viper was drifting, depending on me to find that drive—and I was failing her and everyone aboard.  
 
    Who knew how long I’d already spent in the in-between? Hours? It could be. Long enough, in any case, for the battleship to come close and hover near Viper.  
 
    How difficult it must be for Jessup to not run or fire on the bigger ship. I had no way of knowing the true state of affairs in my home dimension. Perhaps, Viper was crawling with alien invaders. 
 
    I peered around, looking for them. I’d never seen a fellow traveler in this state before, but logically… 
 
    There they were—far off. Halfway between the smoldering glows emitted by the reactors inside Viper and the alien battleship, I spotted a small pale huddle of forms.  
 
    They looked ghostly and irregular—like an amoeba with an indistinct outline. 
 
    Spurred by a surge of hope and determination, I set out after them.  
 
    Movement came more easily when I had a clear goal ahead. I soon passed through the hull of the destroyer and out into empty space. Without walls to wriggle through, my speed increased. Gliding like an Olympic swimmer, I crossed the void.  
 
    As I approached my prey, it seemed to me that they were focused on dragging a dark bulk between them. They showed no sign of detecting my approach 
 
    The shape of that bulk wasn’t quite right—but it had to be Fairweather’s field projector. It resembled a sketch drawing, a wire diagram of lines and shading. They’d taken it with them into the in-between and were dragging it with great effort toward their battleship. 
 
    Now I could plainly see why the Vehk had so easily dominated us in this conflict. They could turn into ghosts and move freely through the walls of our material world at will. What a way to operate! It wasn’t clean and easy, but it was highly effective. Creatures who could invade Spheres like ours at will… I suspected the Vehk race was the scourge of the galaxy, the pirate-kings of the stars.  
 
    As I pushed and swam, the effort became easier, more natural—almost like flying in a dream. I was getting closer to them.  
 
    The Vehk themselves didn’t seem to notice me. Perhaps they were too focused on dragging their bulky prize away.  
 
    As I grew near, they became more distinct in form, but they still didn’t look humanoid. They were gauzy gray-white shapes, partially transparent. At the core of each of them a glimmering light pulsed like a beating heart. 
 
    There was another such pulsing light on the back of the engine.  
 
    What could that light be? A soul? A power-source? I wasn’t sure, and I wasn’t certain I’d ever learn the truth. 
 
    Watching the hostiles work and inch along, I realized why they’d never simply stolen the engine while it sat upon Earth. It would have been too far to go at such speeds. They could never have dragged it away over millions of cold kilometers.  
 
    Instead, they’d plotted and worked to get us to bring the engine to them. They’d pirated our ships inside our Sphere, brought them to Earth, then created chaos to increase our urgency. 
 
    Had they started off by assassinating members of our team in order to put fear into our hearts? To make us accelerate our plans? What efforts had been earnestly done to kill team members, and which had been designed to lure instead? 
 
    It was hard to say, but it seemed clear I was witnessing the final moments of a vast, devious scheme on their part. They’d herded us to this point in time and space by trickery, fear and careful planning. I, for one, was duly impressed with their devious ingenuity.  
 
    That cold, black thought entered my mind again. Whose side was I on? Were the Watchers deploying me to hasten the field projector into Vehk hands? Maybe they had some kind of secret arrangement with them. 
 
    Soon, I was within striking distance. It was time for a plan of action, rather than daydreaming about the enemy.  
 
    I needed to defeat two Vehk hostiles. Big Al would have called them spawn-guards. Next, I had to drag the engine back to Viper—but how? I wasn’t even sure I could fight these vague, ghostly shapes. If I did attack them, would my hands go right through their bodies? Would they be able to disable the technology that kept me in this strange sub-space, and would I be left in hard vacuum? 
 
    There were no easy answers, and I was running out of time. I chose the direct approach as it had often worked for me well in the past. 
 
    Focus and drive. A will as strong as tempered steel. That’s what it had taken to adapt to this ‘in-between’ universe, and I could guess that many beings—alien or not—would never become good at it. 
 
    My hand-things, the first limbs I’d learned to compel to motion in this environment, reached for the hindmost of the two. He was the one pushing on the aft end of the dark mass that I knew must be the stolen engine.  
 
    That didn’t do much. I felt something—an odd, tingling contact—but even that was fleeting. My claw-like hands passed right through my victim. No gossamer flesh was ripped loose. No ghostly blood leaked from my target. 
 
    But there was that tingle. Could it be that our two fields were interacting? However these devices operated, there must be some trick of physics that kept both of us in this odd state. I was under the impression that I’d just merged our two spheres of influence, then separated them again, as my clutching arms passed through the other’s body and came out the other side. 
 
    Before I could come up with plan B, the alien I’d tried to attack reacted. He must have felt the tingle too. Perhaps, with his greater understanding of these things, he knew exactly what it was. 
 
    My ghostly opponent stopped pushing at the engine and turned around. His curved hand-claws reached in my direction.  
 
    He had no face. Not even a head, really. Just a bulb of thicker material that led the rest. His claws came for me, and I recoiled instinctively.  
 
    But he didn’t try to tear at my face, or grapple my claws with his. Instead, he reached for a pulsing glow within my own mass. I had one too, just like they did. 
 
    I’d never thought to look inside myself before—but you could, while lost in the in-between. It was like being able to roll your eyes back so far in your skull they could see your brain and watch your mind pulse and think. It was disturbing, but I did it automatically as I watched that claw dig deep into my person. 
 
    That tingle was back, along with something else—pain? I’m not sure I’d call it that. Sickness and a disorienting shiver, that’s more what it felt like. 
 
    I wriggled away. Like a fish swimming away from a shark, I tried to escape—and I did.  
 
    Looking back, I saw the shimmering being remained with the engine, reluctant to leave it. I sensed that it was watching me. 
 
    Soon, the other one turned and seemed to regard me as well. Perhaps they would come up with a plan, a way to expunge me from their existence. I had to use what little advantage I had left and attack now. After all, the second one seemed like it was still trying to struggle with the engine, still trying to drag its bulk alone. 
 
    To my great relief, the Vehk I’d attacked turned back toward the engine and pushed at it again, redoubling his efforts. The engine scooted a few more meters, responding to his efforts. 
 
    That was the moment I chose. Outstretching a single, claw-like hand, I dove back toward my target. My other hand defensively enclosed the pulsing light in my own being, and it felt odd as it rested there. I hoped it would defend the source of my light—but I had no idea if it would help at all. 
 
    At the last moment, the Vehk I’d been plaguing turned to look again. He squirmed and changed shape a little, turning to face my onslaught—but then, I was on him. 
 
    He’d shown me what to do. Essentially, it was a game of reaching inside the mass of your opponent and ripping his heart out. I felt like I’d be good at this game. 
 
    Even as I grabbed him and began to wrench at his illumination, he brushed at mine—but then, I think he panicked. 
 
    He tried to run.  
 
    That was the end of him. I had no engine to protect. He was the enemy, and I was wholly focused on killing—taking his life. I chased him and caught him—could I be faster than these Vehk in open space? It seemed surprising, as they’d had years of experience and training on me—but it also seemed to be true. I was getting pretty good at navigating in this odd place. 
 
    Once I had his luminous heart in my claws again, I didn’t let up until I’d ripped it free.  
 
    When the glow moved outside the central blob-like mass of the Vehk—he died. 
 
    Or maybe, he simply changed states, transforming from a ghost in the in-between to a fleshly being in the cold depths of space. Whatever the case, the light went out, and there were only two of us left. 
 
    The last Vehk ghost was wise to me by the time I turned my attention to him. 
 
    I could see him, squatting on the engine like a scallop on a sunken rock. He didn’t move, he was no longer trying to push the engine—but I felt that he was watching me, just as I was watching him. 
 
    I lunged like an animal.  
 
    Having perfected my technique, I ripped the heart out of the remaining Vehk. It was a brutal thing, but it had to be done. It was simple, and even easier the second time.  
 
    What did that say about me?  
 
    As a man, I was unusual. A natural-born assassin, some would say. A dedicated watchdog, others might call it.  
 
    Whatever adjective you preferred, I was one killer among many in our killer-species. I couldn’t deny that. 
 
    With no other pulsing light present than my own, I clung to the engine and wondered what to do next.  
 
    I was weary and unsettled. The in-between was far from homey to me. It was the land of spirits and unknowable dangers. 
 
    Looking at the two bulky ships, which I now hovered between, I figured out easily which one was Viper. The glow of the Vehk battleship’s engines was much brighter, and her shadowy outline more bulky and longer. 
 
    Without having much hope, I began to push the engine back toward Viper. It felt like I was rolling a log uphill. 
 
    Now and then, I checked each ship, both ahead and aft, to see how much progress I was making. After several long minutes of effort, I got a shock.  
 
    There were more ghosts now, behind me, coming from the battleship. Four of them swam after me, and I felt a little sick inside. 
 
    So much effort, so much work… but I’d failed. I couldn’t beat four of them at once. They’d detected my murders somehow, and they’d decided to take me out long before I could reach the safety of Viper. 
 
    Despite my despairing state of mind, I readied myself to fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Four of the enemy. That was far more than I could take on alone, especially without the critical element of surprise.  
 
    Before they reached me, I came up with a new idea. It was desperate in the extreme, but I didn’t have any other options. Taking a risky chance was never my first choice—but it was always better than certain defeat. 
 
    When the ghosts were almost on me, I stopped pushing the engine. I was maybe a quarter of the way back to Viper, that was the best I could do. 
 
    What I did next was the biggest gamble of my mission. I crawled to the back of the engine, and I tore off the pulsing light that glowed there.  
 
    Immediately, the engine faded and become an insubstantial hulk. I could still see it, in the vague way I could still see bulkheads inside Viper.  
 
    I knew then I’d guessed right. The light had been a power source. A way of keeping whatever it was attached to in this limbo state. Without that power source, it had reverted to the physical world. 
 
    Taking the power source with me, I turned and swam for all I was worth back toward Viper.  
 
    These changes in the tactical situation seemed to confuse the enemy. They could “see” me, I guess, just as I could sense them in the ether. They stopped and milled about. Their plans had clearly been blown. 
 
    I used this brief time to try to scoot back to safety, but it didn’t last long. Not nearly long enough for me to escape. 
 
    With a sudden burst of decisiveness, the four split up. Two followed me toward Viper, while the other two moved to where the engine had returned to the material world I knew so well and preferred so much. 
 
    Perhaps in time I could learn to fight two at once, should I be crazy enough to try it. But today, I simply wanted to escape alive. 
 
    Fortunately, I had a big head start. I was halfway home before they began, and I made it inside Viper’s shadowy hull with a sense of relief. 
 
    Previously, I’d found a rip in space-time and forced my way through it. What if I took a more direct approach? What if I simply switched off the belt that kept me stable in a vast universe of nothingness…? 
 
    There wasn’t much time to ponder, so I did it. Swimming to a spot where it appeared there were no ghostly walls—or people—I switched off my device and abruptly returned to the three-dimensional plane I’d been born in. 
 
    Appearing and falling into a shivering heap on the cold steel deck, I again marveled not only at the training and willpower the Vehk had, but at their ability to recover from a physical and mental shock. Transitioning back from the in-between to our material reality was like every square inch of your skin simultaneously belly flopping into an ice-covered ocean. It took my breath away and threatened to still my beating heart. 
 
    “Gray? Where the hell did you come from?” 
 
    It was Jessup. My ears told me that. I couldn’t yet open my eyes, or crawl to my knees. I could hear him, though, and I tried to croak out a response. 
 
    “Get… get the engine. It’s outside the ship.” 
 
    “What? What did you do, you crazy fuck-up?” 
 
    Jessup was on his knees at my side. His hand felt like a painful talon digging into my flesh. I wanted to knock him aside, but I was weak. Clearly, I hadn’t yet mastered transferring myself between various forms of existence. 
 
    I coughed. I shivered. Then, I managed to speak again. 
 
    “It’s outside the hull. I stopped the Vehk, but they’re trying to get it back.” 
 
    That seemed to break through whatever idiocy gripped Jessup’s mind. I heard him stand, shout orders—and I heard our cannons fire. 
 
    My eyes snapped open. The chamber of metal and lights I found myself in was both surreal and well-known to me.  
 
    I wasn’t in the Fairweather module. I wasn’t even in the ship’s cargo hold. I was standing on Viper’s bridge.  
 
    I’d come out in the first large, open area I’d found. Aboard Viper, that was the bridge when you approached the ship’s prow and penetrated it. 
 
    “Don’t blow it up, you idiot!” I hissed out, trying to get up with rubbery limbs. 
 
    Jessup snorted. “You’re drunk, aren’t you? I’m not hitting the engine—I’m carefully destroying two aliens that are getting close to it.” 
 
    “Two more contacts, sir,” Cmdr. Collins said. “They’re approaching the engine with some kind of small recovery vehicle.” 
 
    “Burn them.” 
 
    The forward cannons sang again. Jessup clapped his hands together, making my delicate senses shiver. “Got them! Well done, Allie.” 
 
    Allie didn’t cheer. Perhaps it was her first time blasting defenseless targets into hot curls of gas and plasma. 
 
    “Sir?” she said, clearing her throat. “We’re being hailed.” 
 
    “By who?” Jessup demanded. 
 
    “By the Vehk battleship, sir. They seem unhappy. They’re opening their gun ports.” 
 
    Jessup licked his lips and blinked a few times. It was clear that he’d overplayed his hand—and he knew it. 
 
    “Answer them,” he said. “At least we got them to talk. They’re finally taking us seriously.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s a good thing,” I said quietly, standing and adjusting my uniform.  
 
    Big Al himself appeared on our view screens. At least I assumed it was Big Al, they all looked basically alike except for a little difference in pigment and size. This one was a bit smaller and had a bluish cast—I guessed it was the one I’d met before.  
 
    His dark mask of a face filled the screen. Huge black eyes stared from under a heavy brow and never blinked, but he seemed enraged to see us. 
 
    “Vermin…” he said. “Retreat from our property or be destroyed.” 
 
    “Allie, mute the channel.” 
 
    I heard a tone, and although Big Al seemed to continue speaking, we couldn’t hear him. He couldn’t hear us, either. 
 
    Jessup frowned and rubbed his chin, thinking hard.  
 
    “Do you see that?” I asked him. “That rune, there, in the lower corner of the screen?” 
 
    Shocked, the bridge crew looked again.  
 
    Once you saw it, you couldn’t unsee it. A gleaming, glittering thing like a shard of crystal, or a dagger of glass hung behind Big Al.  
 
    Moving her fingers quickly, Allie zoomed and the object grew to fill the screen. 
 
    “It’s a rune…” she said. “I’ve read about them online.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “This whole thing started with a murder over runes. I still don’t understand why—” 
 
    “Gray,” Jessup said suddenly. “We can have a spirited talk about xeno artifacts later on. What else have you noticed? Anything that can help us in our current situation?” 
 
    “Well… his English is getting better all the time,” I remarked. “I didn’t even see his lips move, so he must be canning his thoughts and sending them through some kind of audio translator.” 
 
    Jessup nodded. “Just to confirm, this is your figment, Gray? Your mystery man?” 
 
    “Yes. I call him Big Al. He’s spoken to me before a few times. On each occasion, his language improves. I’m not sure if that’s due to his translating device or his mind—but it doesn’t matter. He’s in charge of that battleship. He’s the being who’s worked so hard to steal our technology.” 
 
    “Well…” Jessup said. “He’s not going to get it.” 
 
    “We can’t stop them, sir,” Cmdr. Collins said. “They outgun us, out mass us, and they can outrun us. We can’t even pop back into our home Sphere without that engine.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Collie,” Jessup said. “We’re not without options. Allie… target the engine itself. If we can’t have it, they can’t either.” 
 
    “But sir, they’ll—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “We can’t let them into our home Sphere. We can’t let them invade Earth’s home star system.” 
 
    Everyone was silent for a moment, and I saw our gun turrets swivel. They locked onto the engine and tracked it. 
 
    “Suicide…” Cmdr. Collins said. 
 
    “Say what you want, Collie. We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    He looked at me suddenly. “You understand that, don’t you, Gray?” 
 
    Locking eyes with him, I nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Captain Jessup and I were finally on the same page. Too bad we were both about to die. 
 
    “Ready to fire, sir,” Allie said in a fatalistic tone of voice. 
 
    “On my mark…” Jessup said. 
 
    “Sir?” I interrupted. “Don’t you think we ought to hear him out first?” 
 
    Jessup eyed me, frowning again. Could our brief alliance have been broken so soon? 
 
    “Unmute the channel, Allie,” he said after a moment’s hesitation. “The least we can do is gloat for a moment.” 
 
    “—have you become unresponsive?” Big Al demanded. “Is this a mental error, a failure in your electro-chemical bio-masses?” 
 
    “No Captain—or whatever you are,” Jessup said. “We’re just calling to inform you that we’re going to take our property home with us—or we’ll destroy it. The choice is yours.” 
 
    That stopped Asshole Al for a moment. He waited like a beetle on a rock and seemed to be thinking hard for a few seconds. 
 
    “You may refer to me as Spawn-caster,” Big Al’s voice droned through Viper’s audio. 
 
    “Eew,” Jessup said. “I’m going to stick with captain, so I can take you seriously.” 
 
    “That device is our property,” Big Al continued, not seeming to care. “We found it in open space. We claim this space, therefore you must yield the artifact.” 
 
    “Never! Our people built that engine, as you well know, and it’s only out in space because your men stole it.” 
 
    “Regardless, we will destroy your ship if you fire your guns again.” 
 
    There it was—the ultimatum I’d been expecting all along. 
 
    “Then we will die, and you will get nothing,” Jessup said. “We can’t give in to thieves and extortion, no matter the cost.” 
 
    Big Al opened his small mouth and gargled out a barrage of agitated sound. This utterance wasn’t made up of words, I think he was making an angry cough or something. 
 
    “We’re not thieves,” he said. “We will offer you payment. We’ll barter. You will give us this unit of technology, and we will allow you to keep the personal transpositional device. The item that the Gray-man stole from us. Is this bargain acceptable?” 
 
    Jessup smirked at me with half his mouth. “Always making friends, huh, Gray?” 
 
    “Al’s not the friendly type, Captain,” I said with my eyes glued on the reptilian features.  
 
    Jessup’s eyes slid back to the alien visage that loomed in the center of the bridge. It seemed to me that Big Al was leaning forward, having assumed a somewhat predatory stance. 
 
    I could have told him he was salivating over a treat he’d never taste. Jessup wasn’t about to give up the engine—and he wasn’t an easily intimidated man. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what my trouble is, Al,” Jessup said. “Your deal sounds like a fine bargain—but it won’t work for us. Do you know why?” 
 
    “A fair bargain works for all involved,” Al said, as if he was quoting a proverb. Perhaps he was. 
 
    “That is correct, but here’s the problem: if we give you the drive, how are we supposed to get back inside our own Sphere? Ergo, what the hell do I get out of this fair-for-all deal?” 
 
    Big Al didn’t blink, but I was fairly sure he wasn’t able to. I do believe he registered a moment of surprise and realization which came across as saying nothing for a few seconds, so Jessup continued talking. 
 
    “Jeez, I didn’t mean to make you cry. You do see the difficulty though, right?” Jessup asked. “Sure, sure, we could always give you one of these drives—or sell you one. But right now, that would leave us marooned to die here—outside our own Sphere.” 
 
    Big Al shifted in a predatory fashion, hunching in his chair.  
 
    “Did you say something about… a sale?” 
 
    “Well, we’re explorers not traders, but we’re reasonable under the surface just like any civilized folk,” Jessup said. “Your species comprehends trade, don’t you?” 
 
    Al hesitated, considering his answer. He nodded at last. “That is… possible. It has been done. But how would this trade you suggest—?” 
 
    “How would it work out?” Jessup asked. “Glad you brought that up. Here’s the deal…” 
 
    He proceeded to negotiate details in a manner that I considered impressive coming from a Fleet captain. He seemed like he’d make a fairly competent frontier pirate. If Col. Hughes had even heard any of this, I knew she’d call him a traitor out loud. She wouldn’t have been able to help herself. 
 
    Likewise, Allie and Cmdr. Collins were casting him worried sidelong glances. Fortunately, Jessup’s tyrannical nature paid off for once. His crew didn’t dare speak up and blow it. 
 
    Like them, I managed to keep my own mouth shut. My hackles were up, and I was already planning to mutiny if he proceeded to actually perform any of the actions he’d promised—but that was the thing. 
 
    His deal was all promises on our part. We’d take the engine, we’d take a Vehk engineer with us back to Earth to conclude the deal, and we’d deliver their engine promptly a month from now. We’d teach the engineer how to install and maintain it, as well. Free of charge. 
 
    In return, they’d let us take our engine back and keep the technical gizmos (Jessup’s word, not mine) that I’d purloined. After that, they could do as they wished as long as they agreed not to enter Earth’s Sphere and attack us. 
 
    “So you see?” Jessup concluded. “We all win. Now that’s a fair bargain.” 
 
    Big Al squirmed. “It would be preferable and simpler if you would withdraw from this region of space. We will take this unit, and we will install it ourselves. We have no need—” 
 
    “Forget it, Al,” Jessup interrupted. “We humans are stupid. As dumb as oxen, the lot of us—but we’re not total fools. Take our generous deal, or we blow up the engine.” 
 
    “In that case, we would be forced to destroy your ship moments later.” 
 
    Jessup shrugged, disinterested. “Here we go again,” he sighed. “I’d rather go down fighting right here, right now, than starve to death lost in the out-system. We can’t get home, and we—” 
 
    “…another engine is being produced,” Al persisted. “You said that. Surely, your fellows will come out here and aid you. All you have to do is wait for them.” 
 
    “Al—listen: I like you. I like you a lot. I’m a fair judge of character, and I can tell you’re an alien that’s honest and trustworthy. Unfortunately, I can’t let you just take the drive and fly off. If I did that, you might be tempted to destroy us so you wouldn’t have to keep your half of the bargain.” 
 
    “What you suggest is inconsistent. How can you call us trustworthy then state a scenario in which we’re treacherous?” 
 
    “Because I might be wrong, friend!” Jessup said, throwing his hands wide. “There, I admitted it. I know in my heart you’re a good alien—but I can’t go by my instincts alone. I have responsibilities.” 
 
    “…absurd…” Al complained. 
 
    “I know how you feel. Really, I do. But real trust is earned by deeds, not words. Let’s make this deal and take that first small step toward a brighter tomorrow.” 
 
    It was clear that Big Al was trying everything he could think of to talk Jessup into giving up the engine and backing off. If either of them would have listened, I could have told them they’d arrived at a stalemate already.  
 
    Jessup might be a blowhard and an asshole—but he wasn’t a fool. As far as Al was concerned… well, the same probably applied to him, too. 
 
    “So, what about it, Al?” Jessup pressed. “Let’s just take a chance and do it! What do you say?” 
 
    Big Al muted his communications device next, and he seemed to confer with others off-camera. Perhaps they were his officers.  
 
    Finally, he came back online.  
 
    “We’ll accept, on one condition.” 
 
    “Name it, Al my man!” 
 
    The alien aimed a bony, crooked finger in my direction. “That one, the Gray-man will come with us. It is different than all the other humans we’ve encountered. We suspect, in fact, that it is not human at all.” 
 
    Jessup blinked. It was his turn to be surprised.  
 
    “Huh…” he said, turning to look at me. “What do you plan to do with him? Put him in prison?”  
 
    “No. That would be unhelpful. Some of our enemies are very artful in their disguises. Dissection is the only way to be sure.” 
 
    Jessup looked at me, frowning. Was he considering accepting the alien’s deal? For his sake, I hoped not. 
 
    “No deal,” Jessup said after a moment’s hesitation. “Chief Gray is critical to my mission team. You can keep your secrets, and we’ll keep ours.” 
 
    “Just so…” Al said. “Do I understand the alteration of the deal as described?” 
 
    “Eh? What’s that? Are you backing out?” 
 
    “Not entirely. But we can’t allow you to keep any of our technology if we aren’t allowed to keep a prisoner or the engine. Surely, even a spawnling fresh from its egg sac can see that.” 
 
    “Oh…” Jessup said thoughtfully. “You want your equipment back? In trade for the engine?” 
 
    “Yes… When you return with our engine, you can take one of our personal transpositional devices with you. Are we agreed?” 
 
    Jessup had the balls to make a show of thinking it over—but he kept that brief. 
 
    “Very well. You drive a hard bargain, Al, but I’m going to let you have this one!” 
 
    Privately, he flashed me a grin. 
 
    I nodded in return, but I was still nervous. I’d be relieved only when all this got us back inside our Sphere. 
 
    The irony of the moment did strike through to me then. Here we were, at least as desperate to break back into our cage as we’d been to escape it in the first place. I imagined many species had felt the same way when they first encountered the savage world outside their protective enclosures. 
 
    Finally, the deal was struck. We nosed Viper forward, opened up the main hold’s external hatch, and sucked the engine inside like it was a tasty morsel. As an act of good faith, I relinquished the equipment I’d yanked off of Big Al’s avatar on Viper’s bilge deck and we jettisoned that out of an air lock. 
 
    Frantically, Col. Hughes’ engineering team began working to reconnect the engine. 
 
    “Fillmore, Gevan,” Jessup said over the intercom. “Pull it together, guys. I know you two aren’t in love, but we need some magic right about now. We’re still under the Vehk guns.” 
 
    The alien battleship, for its part, watched us as we dragged away the prize that floated in space between us and worked like furious ants to reattach it. 
 
    Moving down below to the hold, I found Jessup was right. Fillmore and old man Gevan were bickering about power leads and pre-attachment piping strategies. No technical detail was so arcane that these two didn’t have opposing views over it. 
 
    Getting into the thick of it, I soon tuned them out. I found the work went quickly. When you’re staring down the muzzles of enemy cannons, it’s amazing how much you can get done in a short amount of time. 
 
    Just as we were securing the final straps and nozzles, I heard Gevan give a squawk of alarm.  
 
    I whirled—but he wasn’t under attack. Not exactly. 
 
    The engine was glowing. Working up a charge. It was going to ignite soon. We all knew what the sequence looked like. 
 
    “Colonel Hughes!” I shouted. “We’re still in the hold! There’s bound to be a radiation surge!” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Maybe she wasn’t in charge. Maybe Jessup had decided to sacrifice us with a quick jump—he could always calculate the butcher’s bill later. 
 
    Hustling techs in jumpsuits and a few hapless spacers, I got them all out of the hold and piled up in the ship’s passages. 
 
    We didn’t have time to seal the bulkhead. We just closed it. We didn’t even cover the small, triangular porthole that gave us a good view of the engine as it glowed into life. 
 
    Most hid their eyes. I did the same, with one hand over one eye—but I was still caught in the glare. A blinding flash that grew and grew in intensity, transforming into a silent blue-white sunburst. 
 
    We entered the in-between. There was a jolt to it, an odd feeling I knew all too well by now. 
 
    Something I saw after that—it had to be a mistake. It had to be a trick of my shocked retina—but I knew, even as I saw them and tried to make excuses—that this wasn’t an illusion. It wasn’t my imagination, either. 
 
    The hold was filling with Vehk spawn-guards. They were stepping into existence, one after another, all around the engine. They’d gone in-between, and they’d come back out again inside the chamber with the engine the moment we’d engaged it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    After a brief, sickening ride through space-time, the universe righted itself again. The ship became solid and the shock-faced people around me did the same. 
 
    It took precious moments for me to communicate what I was seeing up the chain of command to Jessup. Fortunately, he already knew the score. 
 
    A throng of armed spacers appeared. There had been a few before, watching us nervously as we worked like devils to connect the drive—but now, they descended on us with purpose. 
 
    Cmdr. Collins led the charge. He threw open the hatch, and his security team dropped into the sub-deck and confronted the aliens who now surrounded the engine.  
 
    “Hold it right there, Vehk-scum,” he said, aiming his pistol at an alien who was yanking on a power-coupling. 
 
    As the spacers were armed, they expected no resistance, but the Vehk—one of the small, dark pets—didn’t even look up. He gestured toward Collins with a claw-like hand, and his larger, pale comrades surged forward. 
 
    There was a half-second, maybe, of quiet surprise. But then the shooting started. I’m not sure who fired first, but a dozen shots rang out, almost at once—then perhaps twenty more. 
 
    The Vehk were staggered, but they fought on like wounded demons. They tore at the men who kept coming into the hold, closing into hand-to-hand. 
 
    There, the advantage quickly switched. The Vehk were masters of close-in fighting. They ripped spacers open, revealing teeth under torn-loose cheeks. They gouged and slashed, spilling intestines with their hard, claw-like hands.  
 
    I joined in the melee. How could I do otherwise? The fight was to the finish, I could see that now. 
 
    All our bargaining with Big Al had been false, and he’d met us at least equally with lies of his own. While Jessup had believed he was bamboozling credulous aliens, they in turn had been scheming to screw us the first moment they could. 
 
    Their plot was simple enough. Since they could not risk allowing Viper to fire upon and destroy the engine, they’d decided to fall back—at least, to pretend they were retreating. 
 
    All the while, they’d sent troops across the short jaunt between our two vessels to invade our ship and wait. The moment we’d begun to fire up the warp drive, they’d returned to our material plane in order to make sure they went with the jumping ship. 
 
    What was their plan after that point? To take over our ship? Probably. Short of that, they could always steal the engine again and make off with it as they had before. 
 
    This time, they’d sent a bigger team. There had to be twenty of them. 
 
    Fortunately, there were an equal number of human spacers on hand, and we were armed. What’s more, I think the initial flash of light and radiation must have taken its toll, because they weren’t fighting quite as tenaciously as they had in the past. 
 
    In the end, after a brutal struggle, all the Vehk were killed. They fought to the last, refusing to surrender. It was a grim thing, firing my weapon point-blank into the exposed belly of the last one—but we had to do it. They weren’t going to stop for anything less than a state of death, and it was all too possible they’d damage the drive rather than submit to capture. 
 
    Afterward, staunching the blood flowing out of my torn left thigh, I moved to congratulate Cmdr. Collins—but was too late. 
 
    He was sprawled out on the deck, eyes staring at nothing in surprise.  
 
    “Shit…” I said. “Sorry I let you down, Collins.” 
 
    “You didn’t let anyone down, Gray,” said a voice from the doorway.  
 
    It was Jessup. I moved painfully among the dead, ignoring him. The final corpse I discovered surprised me most of all, however. Dr. Gevan lay out in the hallway.  
 
    “A stray bullet?” I asked. “Or was it a heart attack?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Jessup asked.  
 
    I didn’t answer, because he was right. It didn’t matter. The man had died, and that was that. At least he’d been graced by the glory of seeing his creation work, and even better, he’d briefly experienced the freedom of traveling beyond the Great Sphere. 
 
    Noticing that Fillmore was standing nearby, looking distraught, I decided to move on. It looked like Fillmore cared more about his colleague than he’d ever let on. Too bad they’d done nothing but bicker while the old man was still around. 
 
    “Did you get them all?” Jessup asked. “The aliens, Gray—are they gone?” 
 
    I nodded, wiping blood away. “I think so. They were all in the hold with the engine.” 
 
    “You know…” he said. “I’d expected some kind of trickery, but I’m still marveling at their directness. They aren’t trustworthy at all. Damn it! Do you know what that means, Chief?” 
 
    I looked at him, curious as to what he’d say. 
 
    “It means I have to stop drinking. I was worried this moment would come, you see... Have you noticed that I’ve been sober for over a week now?” 
 
     Pretending that I had noticed, I nodded. In truth, I hadn’t had time to worry about the captain’s state of mind. I’d been too worried about survival and the safety of the drive. 
 
    “That’s right,” he continued, “a whole week. And it’s going to have to stay that way. It’s making me moody.” 
 
    “You don’t say?”  
 
    He glanced at me reproachfully, but he didn’t complain. He sighed instead.  
 
    “That’s right,” he repeated. “Everything’s changed because Earth is at war now. The pretense is over and done with. A man like me can’t drink during times of war. When I’m safe in a port and bored out of my skull, sure, I like a drink as much as the next man. Maybe more than the next man… but that’s all over with. For the duration of this conflict, I’m going to remain utterly clear-minded. I’m determined to perform at my peak.” 
 
    “That’s good news, sir,” I said neutrally. 
 
    As he spoke, Dr. Jillian Brandt had shown up. She was patching bloody holes in spacers right and left. When she finally got around to me, she was clucking her tongue and making hissing sounds while squinting her eyes. Apparently, I had a few serious injuries, which I hadn’t bothered to look at. 
 
    Jessup eyed Brandt for a moment, but then he surprised me further by slipping an arm around my shoulder. “And you, Gray… You’re a prize, did you know that?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “That alien fucker wanted to dissect you, Gray. No one else. That makes me want you—just to spite him.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where this is—” 
 
    “Really? You’re not sure? I’m asking you to take a commission aboard my ship, Gray. I’m down one commander. Didn’t you notice?” 
 
    We both looked at Cmdr. Collins. The spacers were lifting him up and carrying him out with the rest of the bodies to sick bay. 
 
    “Poor old Collie,” Jessup said. “He was the best officer a man could have—in peacetime, that is. He could quartermaster this ship down to the hour for any voyage you care to name. He kept tabs on every crewman, every round of ammo in the hold… but that’s the work of a manager. We need warriors in the fleet now.” 
 
     “What makes you think this will turn into a war, Captain?” Jillian suddenly asked Jessup. “Can’t we just live inside our Sphere and mind our own business if we want to? There’s no need to go out there and fight them.” 
 
    Jessup chuckled grimly. “You don’t know humans the way I do, Dr. Brandt. We won’t take this lying down. We’ll gear up, and we’ll confront. We always do.” 
 
    Dr. Brandt turned away. I knew her well enough—she didn’t want to think of people that way even if it was true. 
 
    “Chief Gray, I could really use a war-dog such as yourself,” Jessup said. “Think about it.” 
 
    The captain walked off then, and Jillian continued to fuss over me.  
 
    She was talking, but I didn’t hear her. Not really. I was thinking hard, staring after Jessup.  
 
    Could he be right? Was mankind entering a new era of interstellar conflict? It certainly seemed like the universe just outside our doorstep was chockfull of bloodthirsty, conniving aliens. That much I was certain of.  
 
    As for my part in such a future conflict—that wasn’t up to me. It was up to the Watchers, really. My next mission might involve this situation and these people—or it might not. 
 
    Minutes slid into hours, and as soon as I could escape Jillian, I found a bunk and crawled into it. 
 
    Sometime later on, I awoke with a start. 
 
    Someone was touching me, a dark shape in my tiny cabin.  
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t react with violence. It was a close thing, but I managed to recognize her fragrance before my muscles could strike out in paranoia. 
 
    It was Jillian. 
 
    Allowing her fine form to crawl into bed with me, I felt her press her soft breasts against my side in the too-small bunk. 
 
    All I did was sleep, however. I was too tired to do more than clumsily pat her on the back.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Colonel Hughes came to check on me in the morning.  
 
    The ship was quiet, but my cabin wasn’t. As there was nowhere for Dr. Brandt to hide, Hughes could hardly miss Jillian as she sat on my bunk and arranged her clothing. 
 
    What I’d lacked in energy the night before, I’d made up for when I’d awakened to find her sleeping beside me. It was a nice release of tension after so many days of living on the edge—but it was more than that. We had a bond strengthening between us, and that felt good. 
 
    Hughes twisted up her mouth into an expression of disgust and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I came to see if you were all right, since you didn’t report to sick bay for stitches, or anything. I can see now that you’ve been well cared-for.” 
 
    Despite her disgusted tone, I took her words at face-value. 
 
    “Thank you much, Colonel. All I need is a shower and a good breakfast. I’ll be back on duty in an hour.” 
 
    “Take your time,” she said sarcastically, and she closed the door firmly. It wasn’t quite a slam—but it was close. 
 
    “She likes you,” Jillian said.  
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “How can you be blind about that when you know what everyone is thinking the rest of the time? I’m taking your words as an attempt to throw me off.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Dr. Brandt was smart and watchful. Did I have two jealous women on my hands? I shrugged, deciding I didn’t care. They’d have to sort it out. There were bigger matters to worry about. 
 
    As Jillian brushed her hair, she stared at me thoughtfully. It seemed like she thought I should say something. 
 
    “Jessup invited me to join his crew,” I said suddenly. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t accept, but part of me wanted to talk about it. 
 
    My statement made Jillian blink and shift gears. “Don’t do it,” she said. “He’s an ass. A drunken, tyrannical ass.” 
 
    “You’ve got a point there, but he did perform well in this first-contact situation.” 
 
    “So did you. You should have your own command out here on the front lines.” 
 
    I laughed at that. “Captain a ship? That’s not what I do.” 
 
    “We’re going to need captains. We’re going to build more ships, and it would be nice to have people man them who had experience with aliens.” 
 
    I blinked at her. A second recruitment attempt? It’d only been ten hours ago we’d been fighting for our lives outside the Sphere.  
 
    “Those kinds of decisions aren’t up to me, Jillian.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re wrong. If you don’t pursue them, if you just continue to take missions and drift, you’ll never be your own man, Gray.” 
 
    That line deeply troubled me. It was closer to heart than she could possibly know. 
 
    “Um…” I said. “Let’s get a shower and eat.” 
 
    “Invitation accepted.” 
 
    She smiled at me, took my hand, and we had a nice morning. It was rushed, and we were stared at, but it was still nice. 
 
    An hour later I was back prowling the decks, checking security data and talking to every officer on the ship.  
 
    “You’re like a watchdog, Gray,” Jessup said good-naturedly.  
 
    “That’s right, Captain,” I said. “I like to keep an eye on everything.” 
 
    The flight back home went quickly. We relaxed more every day as Earth drew closer and nothing terrible happened.  
 
    There were reports and debriefings, of course. Everyone back home in at the Ministry of Control wanted reassurances and details—endless details. 
 
    I knew the drill. I knew they were picking apart every scrap of testimony, asking us to make statements which were transmitted via encrypted messages back to Earth. Even before we reached orbit, they had their recriminations, promotions and demotions all lined up. That’s how Earth Gov operated these days. They liked to get their ducks all lined up in a row early. 
 
    When we arrived back home at Dulles Station, which was parked over North America, there was a delegation waiting for us. They met us at the docking tubes. 
 
    The gaggle of officials didn’t surprise me, neither did the fact they were mostly grim-faced investigators and MPs. 
 
    What did surprise me was the man who led the whole mob. It was none other than Lieutenant Shaw. The very man I’d kicked out an airlock roughly a month ago. 
 
    To my way of thinking, one of my best traits is how unflappable I am when confronted by surprise. Instead of gasping and sputtering, or running away to hide on the bilge deck, I gave Shaw a warm smile. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, brother,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” Shaw said, his eyes taking on a predatory cast. “I thought you might be annoyed—or at least surprised.” 
 
    “Never,” I said. “Our kind—we’re hard to kill… and even when you do… Oh, wait a second… you’re not seriously pissed off, are you? I hope you didn’t take our little disagreement personally.” 
 
    “How could I?” he asked tightly between clamped teeth. “This way to your cell, please. The Ministry will be conducting a very thorough investigation—starting with you and the obliterated station.” 
 
    I walked away with them calmly, ignoring the armed spacers and Shaw himself. I continued to speak in a conversational tone. Sometimes that threw people off their game. 
 
    I considered breaking his neck, of course. If I grabbed a weapon, and I got a lucky shot off—well, he’d be dead for sure.  
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t see how such an approach wouldn’t lead to my death as well, moments later. As far as these guards were concerned, Shaw had the clearance and the rank. I was just some kind of renegade. Sometimes when you drew a tough hand, you just had to throw it all away and draw new cards. 
 
    The worst part of it was Shaw seemed to know more about me than I knew about him—or me. That probably had to do with our mission parameters. I tended not to awaken with any unnecessary information planted in my brain.  
 
    When we reached the interrogation chamber—because that’s what it was—Shaw dropped all pretenses of civilized behavior. He threatened me, banged heavy objects into the walls behind my head, and generally behaved like a bully. 
 
    He didn’t strike me directly, however. Maybe he was still afraid to do that after what had happened the last time. 
 
    I could have told him none of his efforts at revenge were going to work. I’d completed my mission. Humans had escaped our Sphere and returned again safely—most of them, anyway.  
 
    That was all I cared about, right now, and it was time for some real rest.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I felt a sting on my face. 
 
    Waking up with a start, I snorted at him. “Finally grew a pair and hit me one, did you?” I asked.  
 
    Red-faced, he stood breathing and nodding tightly to himself. 
 
    “This isn’t over, Gray. You’re not getting away from me again. There will be an investigation. A thorough investigation into everything you’ve done this time. Nothing will escape us!” 
 
    That actually piqued my interest for a moment.  
 
    “This time, huh?” I asked him. “So you’ve pestered me before?” 
 
    Shaw blinked, then frowned. “I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of our past conflicts. I’m informing you that this time will be different.” 
 
    I shrugged disinterestedly. “Whatever you say, Lieutenant. What’s next?” 
 
    Shaw worked his mouth for a second. “Due to a number of requests for your release, I’m going to have to free you until the next step in this procedure. You’re not to leave the area.” 
 
    “You mean Dulles Station?” 
 
    “I mean the capital. Everyone is leaving Dulles. There’s been some kind of security issue…” 
 
    “Huh…” I said, barely interested. 
 
    “You’ll be watched,” he assured me. “You’re not a free man—not really. Don’t get any cute ideas.” 
 
    “You mean… like disappearing for years?” 
 
    His face reddened. “Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.” 
 
    Standing up and stretching, I walked out of the place a few minutes later.  
 
    Shaw couldn’t hold me. He had nothing. He’d apparently arrested me on trumped-up charges, hoping Viper’s crew would testify against me. He’d thought maybe they would come to dislike me as much as he did—but the opposite had happened. 
 
    Maybe, if he’d caught up with me right as the ship was about to launch, he’d have gotten a few of them to sign complaints. But as it was, no one would help him on his little witch hunt. He had nothing, and we both knew it. 
 
    “So,” I asked him as I was processed out of the station’s detention center, “how many times have we met before? Just an estimate?” 
 
    He blinked again in confusion. “You mean since you fucked-up that deal back on Titan?” 
 
    When he said Titan, I experienced a trickle of memories. Cold oceans of liquid methane... I remembered the place. It was a thoroughly unpleasant moon circling Saturn. 
 
    “Uh… right,” I said, having no recollection of having worked with him anywhere. “How about since Titan?” 
 
     “I don’t know…” he said. “Five times, maybe? Why do you ask? Are you senile or something?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I laughed, letting him wonder if I was serious or not. He shook his head, muttering. “Maybe not. You are way older than I am. No one knows how old, actually…” 
 
    At that moment, the clerk gave me my walking papers. Taking my cue, I strolled outside. I was followed by some whiny drones, of course, but I ignored my tail and went into the Old City. 
 
    Who were those following me? Who sponsored them and Lt. Shaw? I didn’t know and I barely cared at this point. My mission was finished, and I needed a break. 
 
    The Ministry of Control had been operating for over a century, and it was sometimes called the Tower of Babel for good reasons. It was standard procedure for the various departments of the Ministry to spy on each other.  
 
    Why? Well, when you were running security for an entire planet, things became complex. There wasn’t any realistic way to get thousands of departments with thousands of different interests to all agree on anything. We often got in each other’s way—today, in my case, things were no different. 
 
    It was late winter now, and the urban landscape of the Old City was lightly dusted with snow. The street sounds were muffled by it. My world was gray, hushed and cold.  
 
    A full week went by, during which I did as little as possible. I spent my time doing mundane things in boring places. I ate food, experienced modern sensory-recordings and walked the streets of the Old City without purpose.  
 
    I just—lived. 
 
    At last, I decided the time had come to shake my pursuers. It was a simple matter, I’d done it before many times. 
 
    My first move was to confront them. I bought a bag of sandwiches, and I took it to their mobile station. That was inside an auto-driving van, which I found sitting in a parking lot near an empty sports stadium.  
 
    Tapping on the doors and looking into the windows, I eventually got one of the men inside to open up. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked coldly. 
 
    “Is Lt. Shaw in there?” 
 
    The man stiffened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir. Could you please move along? We’re conducting government business, here.” 
 
    “I understand. I’ve done this sort of stake-out myself. I’ve been watching you gentlemen for a week.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes into tight lines. “Is that a threat, sir? I’m afraid—” 
 
    “Here,” I said, handing him the sandwiches. “No threats—just a peace-offering. Not a bribe, or anything.” 
 
    He took the bag suspiciously, and it vanished into the van. A moment later, as I was walking away, I saw him toss it outside. The bag and the sandwiches splashed over frosted concrete. They’d probably thought it was a bomb—but it wasn’t. 
 
    Shrugging, I walked away and returned to the city streets. There was no making peace with some people. They were just too paranoid. 
 
    It wasn’t until I got to the second corner that I activated the tiny magnetic bottle I’d slipped under the van’s front fender. It popped, and an EMP blast fried everything within twenty meters. 
 
    I took another hundred steps—less than that, maybe.  
 
    Then the first of the drones that had been following me fell. It had been left without a master to guide it, so it drifted down and landed on the snowy sidewalk nearby.  
 
    With a smile, I walked to it and stomped it flat. The casing crunched quite nicely.  
 
    Ten minutes later, I was off their radar completely. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Reaching the old, creaky hotel I’d emerged from two months ago, I found a very special elevator. I rode the clattering car until everyone got off, then I pressed the button that never worked for anyone but me. 
 
    Quickly, all the other call lights died, and the car whisked me away deep underground.  
 
    When it chimed, I stepped out carefully. Without having to think about it, I began to follow the path. It was the only path that didn’t lead to death down here.  
 
    I wondered as I counted steps, hopping and ducking now and then, why I could remember this elaborate maze so perfectly but be unable to recall more than flashes of my past. 
 
    It didn’t matter. My mission had been completed successfully. What mattered to me now was this golden opportunity for rest.  
 
    The debriefing went smoothly. I spoke to her—to the Watcher who knew me best. She asked impersonal questions about the Vehk and Viper’s crew. Eventually, she dismissed me, and I walked the frosted streets again. 
 
    I felt good inside, because I was going to rest now. I was going to be allowed to fully shut down. I’d sleep the way normal men slept—or perhaps even more deeply than they did. 
 
    Looking forward to my vacation, I finally made it to a shadowy area of the city. An area that was several blocks wide and dwelt in the looming shadow of the Ministry of Control.  
 
    The Ministry itself, when I glanced up at it, resembled a vast, gothic tower from centuries past. It was taller than the tallest mountain on Earth, they said—but I had nothing to measure it by. 
 
    I found my way inside, passing security without a hitch. Deep in the heart of the building was an inner sanctum full of bubbling tanks. It was attended by a sole receptionist. 
 
    She looked at me blankly. “Can I help you…? Chief Gray?”  
 
    She’d looked up my identity. She hadn’t recognized me, and I hadn’t recognized her. Perhaps she was new—or I was old.  
 
    “I’m here to rest,” I said. 
 
    She frowned. “Um… oh. I see here in your file… All right.” 
 
    Still frowning, she got up and led me to a tank. The system must have turned on the tank and prepared it for my arrival. It resembled a bubbling cauldron, and I watched in fascination as it slid away from the wall and exposed its unidentifiable contents.  
 
    The steamy smell of it…  
 
    I stopped walking and stared into the thick liquids for a long moment. 
 
    “Do you need assistance, Chief?” the woman asked me. 
 
    “Uh… no. No, thank you.” 
 
    I removed my clothing, but still I stood there, naked. 
 
    Staring down at the tank, I felt a moment of regret. I’d made friends here in this time, in this slice of my life. It would be hard to give all that up. Maybe… 
 
    “Get into your receptacle, sir,” the receptionist said gently. 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    “It’s time for you to rest.” 
 
    “I know…” 
 
    Still, I hesitated. Was it my imagination, or were there tubes moving around with purpose inside that soup? I supposed there had to be. Something must attach to my bloodstream, to feed me oxygen and nutrients. 
 
    “Could I wait a week?” I asked aloud. “I’ve made… friends.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. The computer says you’re overdue as it is. There are toxins that must be removed. We’re also monitoring tissue damage that hasn’t been fully repaired.” 
 
    I frowned. What the computer said was possible, but I felt fine. I almost always felt… fine. 
 
    After a further brief hesitation, I got into the tank, and I lay down inside it. 
 
    Like a warm bath, the liquid enclosed me. It gurgled thickly into my sinuses. Soon, those squirming tubes found a dozen entrances and dug in. Where there wasn’t an opening for access, they bored a new one. The pain was brief. 
 
    Sleep began to overcome me. This was true sleep—not just a quiet shut down like those peaceful moments I’d experienced aboard Viper and during nights in various hotel rooms. This sleep was much more total than that. 
 
    As I faded away, I had second thoughts. I considered breaking free. These liquids… they felt almost corrosive. They were stinging my skin.  
 
    Could it be this slop was caustic? Did it etch away my flesh until later, when it grew me back again? When I was needed once more?  
 
    Was that the key to my long life—that I lived it in fits and starts? 
 
    Maybe I was already dreaming. It didn’t matter now, because it was too late. I was too far gone. 
 
    At long last I let go of consciousness, and I slept as only the dead can sleep. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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