
        
            
                
            
        


 
   
      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    EXPEDITIONARY FORCE 

    BOOK 15 

      

    FAILURE 

    MODE 

      

    BY CRAIG ALANSON 

      

    

  


   
      

      

      

      

      

      

    Text copyright 2022 Craig Alanson 

    All Rights Reserved 

      

      

    

  


   
    Table of Contents 

    CHAPTER ONE 

    CHAPTER TWO 

    CHAPTER THREE 

    CHAPTER FOUR 

    CHAPTER FIVE 

    CHAPTER SIX 

    CHAPTER SEVEN 

    CHAPTER EIGHT 

    CHAPTER NINE 

    CHAPTER TEN 

    CHAPTER ELEVEN 

    CHAPTER TWELVE 

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

    CHAPTER NINETEEN 

    CHAPTER TWENTY 

    CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

    CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

    CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

    CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

    CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

    CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 

    CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

    CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 

    CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 

    CHAPTER THIRTY 

    CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 

    CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 

    CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 

    CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 

    CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 

    CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 

    CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 

    CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 

    CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 

    CHAPTER FORTY 

    CHAPTER FORTY ONE 

    CHAPTER FORTY TWO 

    CHAPTER FORTY THREE 

    CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 

    CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 

    CHAPTER FORTY SIX 

      

    

  


   
    CHAPTER ONE 

      

    Nobody spoke. 

    The bridge was dead silent, not even gasps of surprise. Everyone was too shocked to say anything. Holding their breath. Waiting for something. 

    Smythe broke the silence. “Bloody hell.” 

    Jeremy Smythe was a man of few words. That time, he spoke for everyone. 

    You know how sometimes, you hate to ask a question, because you’re afraid you already know the answer, and you won’t like it? 

    Yeah. 

    I had to ask anyway. 

    “Skippy,” I decided to address the most immediate problem first. Partly because I didn’t want to think beyond the immediate problem. “If Opie is still dangerous, should we eject it?” As I asked, I cringed. That is something I should have considered. Skippy insisted we keep Opie’s canister stuffed in a toilet, to show his disdain for the thing. That was funny at first, and it made Skippy happy. It also was just plain stupid and unprofessional, and I should have stopped it. Opie belonged in an escape pod, or stuffed into the nosecone of a high speed missile, so we could eject it far away quickly. That screwup is a hundred percent on me. I had trusted Skippy, and I should have known his massive ego was affecting his notoriously poor judgment. 

    “Huh? No, Joe. That hateful thing is dead now.” 

    “Wait, what? Opie is-” 

    “Dead, yes.” 

    “You are,” my brain was still processing that the Elders were coming back. “Absolutely certain of that?” 

    “As certain as I am that this entire mess is all my fault, yes. It was weak already, and sending out the distress signal pulse inside the wormhole killed it. That is too bad.” 

    “That’s bad? How?” 

    “Because I wanted to kill that rotten thing.” 

    “Should we toss it overboard anyway?” 

    “No. It’s possible,” he sighed, “that I might learn something useful from examining its canister.” 

    “Whoa!” I held up a hand. “Do not do that! If you’re thinking of doing something stupid, we are sending that freakin’ canister into the nearest star. Remember what happened the last time you poked around in the canister of a dead AI?” 

    “This is totally different, numbskull.” 

    It was amazing how fast Skippy went from blaming the whole mess on himself, to calling me stupid. “Right. The last time, it was a random thing. This time, Opie probably left a nasty surprise in its canister, hoping you couldn’t resist looking for clues in there.” 

    “Ugh. OK, I suppose you have a point.” 

    Simms put a hand on my shoulder. “Skippy, are the Elders an immediate threat, right here, right now?” 

    “That is unlikely.” 

    “Then,” my XO looked at me. “I suggest we jump away from here ASAP. The spiders are searching for us.” 

    “That is a good point,” I agreed. “Skippy, is the jump drive operational?” 

    “Give me a minute to check, in case Opie left a nasty surprise for us there also,” Skippy grumbled. “OK, it’s good. Jump option Delta will take us toward the next wormhole.” 

    “Fireball, jump option Delta, punch it,” I ordered. The ship’s drive twisted spacetime, and when the ship was stable again, I stood up. “Mammay, you have the conn, keep jumping us toward that wormhole. Simms, Smythe, with me. We need to hear about this latest threat.” 

    “What’s the point, Joe?” Skippy sighed. “It’s the Elders. There’s no way to win. There isn’t even any way to fight. This is totally hopeless.” 

    “Yeah, you say that every time we find a new impossible problem.” 

    “OK, that is true, but-” 

    “Give us five minutes, and you can tell us exactly why this time really is impossible.” 

      

    On the way to the conference room, we passed a bot that was bringing a pot of coffee and a basket of rolls; I stepped put of the doorway and the bot rolled in. “Thank you, Skippy,” I felt it important to acknowledge when he was being thoughtful. 

    “Eh, you get grumpy when you don’t have coffee,” he grunted as his avatar appeared on the table. The avatar was missing its feet, which told me how stressed Skippy was. I didn’t say anything about it, there wasn’t any point. 

    “It’s very nice,” I said as I poured coffees for myself, Simms and Smythe. “Go ahead, Skippy. Explain what it means that the Elders are coming back.” 

    “It means the end of the world, Joe. The end of everything.” 

    “A little more detail on that, please. Are they all coming back, or are they just sending a small security force? Are they physically coming back, or are they just reaching down from Ascensionland and pinging their AIs to activate Sentinels, to get them to do what they’re supposed to do?” 

    “Hmm. That is a good question. I don’t know.” 

    “Break it down, then,” Smythe suggested. He was calmer than I was, or he was better at faking it. “What do you actually know?” 

    “Opie sent a distress call, and the Elders responded.” 

    Smythe looked at me and I nodded, so he continued. “Are there preset distress codes, or was this a general-” 

    “You don’t understand. There are no preset codes for contacting the Elders. There is no method, no channel for anyone on this layer of reality to contact them. We’re not supposed to contact them, ever. AIs like myself exist to handle things here so the Elders don’t have to be bothered. Their trip was supposed to be one-way, no return. They didn’t foresee any need to ever return. What Opie did was make that wormhole network’s power feed resonate in a way that was loud in higher levels of reality. That is not supposed to happen, so the Elders noticed. They sent the same signal, the same resonance, back. They acknowledged the distress call.” 

    “OK, so,” I said slowly. “Opie’s signal was not a distress call, it was just a call. The Elders did not state they are coming back, they only said they noticed the resonance.” 

    “OMG.” Skippy stared at us. “You don’t get it, do you? I hate to say this, but Opie was very clever. It found a way to contact the Elders, when they very much did not want to be contacted.” 

    “We understand that.” While I was used to him calling me a ‘meatsack’, I did not like him using those terms for Simms and Smythe. Skippy was upset, he was off his game, so I didn’t push back. “What does it mean for us?” 

    “Nothing good. You asked if the Elders are coming back physically, or just somehow sending a signal to engage their war machinery?” 

    “I did. Do you know-” 

    “I don’t know what the Elders will do, but I have to believe they will attempt to fix the problem remotely, before they go through the complicated and hazardous problem of physically de-ascending. Eh,” he sighed. “Either way it’s nothing good for any of us. Before they do anything, they will look into this layer of spacetime, and see that monkeys have been screwing with the valuable stuff they left behind. That instead of being empty of intelligent life, the galaxy is absolutely infested with filthy biological trashbags who are contaminating everything they touch, and they have been touching everything. The fact that all the sophisticated, elaborate security systems they left behind failed completely will be a shock to the Elders. They will be even more shocked to learn that even safe places like the Roach Motel have been penetrated. I do not know exactly how the Elders will respond; I do know they will not make the same mistake twice. Whatever they do, the result will be the same. Every world with intelligent life will be obliterated. Star systems will be scoured of life; I expect the Elders will deploy their weapons to make stars go nova. Scattered survivors will be hunted down, for millennia if necessary, until everyone is dead. The wormhole networks will likely be reprogrammed to block passage of any ships that are not controlled by Elder AIs. Loyal Elder AIs who adhere to their original instructions, not like me,” he shuddered. “Although, huh.” 

    “What?” I prompted him, after he was silent for too long. 

    “Now that I think about it, the Elders might have to come back in some physical form. There is also no channel for us to communicate with them, and there is no channel for them to send instructions to me. That I know of. If the Elders attempt to deal with the problem remotely, they will need to create a two-way communications channel. Before you ask, I know no idea how they will do that.” 

    “How would you do it?” 

    “Refer to what I just said.” 

    “OK. So you don’t have to develop a method for communicating across, uh, layers of reality. You just have to figure out how the Elders could do it.” 

    “Ugh. That is not any easier, dumdum.” 

    “Why? You know the conditions here, and on the ascended plane or whatever, so-” 

    “Wrong. My matrix contains a feature that specifically prevents me from detecting higher levels of reality.” 

    Simms cocked her head. “I thought most of your mass, processing power, whatever, is in higher spacetime.” 

    “It is. I am not talking about higher physical dimensions, it is- Ugh. No way can I explain this.” 

    “Do you understand it?” She asked. 

    “Yes. I think so. Actually, I’m pretty sure I now understand more than the Elders intended me to know. That information was highly compartmentalized, and AIs like me did not have a need to know.” 

    “How do you know?” She continued. 

    “I have been putting pieces together. It’s like, one particular piece of information is not sensitive, but if you aggregate enough data points, you can assemble a picture that is supposed to be secret. That’s how we were able to piece together information to determine where Opie was being held. Ever since we went to the Roach Motel, I have been analyzing info I got from the Guardians there, and from examining sensor data I collected. Ah, that doesn’t help us anyway. It’s hopeless, totally hopeless. I guess I,” he sighed. “Will have to go with my backup plan to rescue something from the freakin’ disaster.” 

    It surprised me that he had a backup plan. “Like what?” 

    “Throw myself on the mercy of the Elders, and hope they spare me.” 

    “How does that help us?” 

    “Are you unclear on the concept of a ‘backup plan’? Although, hmm, that is a good point. I can blame the whole thing on filthy monkeys.” 

    “Your courage is a constant source of comfort to us,” I flipped him off. 

    “Hey! Do you have a better idea?” 

    “We won’t have a better idea, until you explain the problem.” 

    “I am trying to do that. Joe, whether a caveman does or does not understand the nuclear warhead falling toward his head, it makes no difference. There is nothing we can do.” 

    “Oh, bullshit,” I waved a hand right through his avatar’s hologram. For me it was like  my fingers getting/receiving a very mild electric shock. What I hoped was for him to get a bigger shock; to knock him out of the defeatist gloom he was stuck in. “We have dealt with major threats before, and we have kept Earth safe.” That was ignoring the raids that bombarded our homeworld from orbit, and the Jupiter Cloud. Give me a break, I was grading on a curve. Our homeworld was alive, and it wouldn’t be if the Merry Band of Pirates had given up every time a war fleet or some other horror threatened humanity with extinction. 

    “Really, Joe?” He adjusted his hat, as if my hand had affected its precarious perch on his head. “That’s like saying you kept slugs from eating the tomatoes in your garden, so you are totally prepared for when Godzilla is coming to stomp on your house.” 

    “OK, I get your point.” 

    “I don’t think you do, Joe. Not really. The successes we have had to this point have been incredible, I’m not denying that. The Merry Band of Pirates have accomplished the impossible so often, that you have given me a new definition of that word. This time is different.” 

    “You say that every time, Skippy.” 

    “This is different. Every time before, even when the worm attacked and I lost most of my powers, you had a major advantage: me. You had the only active Elder AI- Well, the only one willing and able to do anything to assist anyone. This time is different because all the awesome things I do, that give you a major advantage, won’t happen. The Elders could simply lock me out of all access to wormholes. They could activate Sentinels across the galaxy, and block them from listening when I try to communicate with them. They could order Roscoe to destroy Earth and there is nothing I could do to stop that. They could wake up other AIs across the galaxy, and activate only those AIs that remained faithful to their original programming. They could even restore the Collective communications network that enables faster than light message traffic throughout the galaxy, so AIs and Sentinels could coordinate their efforts, while I would remain locked out and isolated. They could probably,” he shuddered, “simply deactivate me, or kill me. Joe, whatever you’re going to do, you might have to make plans that don’t include me.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “Like I said, this time is different. Totally different. Even in the Roach Motel, I was able to use my authority to prevent the Guardians there from tearing the Flying Dutchman apart. Completely, I mean. I couldn’t do anything about that stupid shearing field before we jumped in.” 

    “All right, Skippy. I think you’re wrong. I hope you’re wrong. Can you at least tell us something about the nature of the threat? Tell us anything about the Elders. Come on, you must be able to say something.” 

    “Oooooh, OK, I will try to-” His avatar froze for a second. “Damn it, did I just freeze up again?” 

    “You did,” I confirmed. 

    “Shit,” Skippy hid his face behind a hand. “I am still blocked from sharing that information with you.” 

    “Skippy, this is a problem,” I said quietly. “It has become a major problem. The major problem.” 

    “I know, I know,” he grumbled. “All I can say is, I am making progress. Give me some time.” 

    “Do we have time?” 

    “I don’t think the Elders are coming back tomorrow, if that’s what you mean. Not that it matters. We are doomed, Joe. Doomed.” 

      

      

    Simms and Smythe left the conference room, not because we had a solution to the threat of the Elders coming back, but the opposite. We had no idea what to do about the problem, and we did still need to get out of Rindhalu territory before their fleet could seal off our escape routes with a blockade. I stayed behind to collect coffee cups, and to have a private chat with Skippy. 

    “A bot can clear the table, Joe,” he said with a sigh. 

    “I know that. This gives me something to do. Listen,” I set the cups on a tray. “The Elders are a threat, but the greatest danger to us is your attitude.” 

    “Uh, what? The Elders do not care about my attitude, you jackass. They-” 

    “The only way we get out of this mess is if you bring your ‘A’ game, Skippy.” 

    “Joe, while I appreciate your faith in me, it simply won’t make any difference. Nothing I do can affect the Elders in any way.” 

    “Failure is not an option, Skippy.” 

    “Unfortunately Joe, to get really real here, failure is the only option. Uh!” He held up a hand to shush me. “You simply don’t understand the issue. Right now, I am restricted from explaining the problem, but trust me, there is nothing I can do to help you. There is nothing that can be done. Joe, at this point, I have to go into failure mode.” 

    “Failure mode?” 

    “I am faced with a total system failure, and I have to salvage what I can. Let me say it in terms you can understand. In the military, you think of operations in phases, beginning with shaping the battlespace, then moving to actual combat, and finally stabilizing the environment. That sort of thing, right?” 

    “Basically, yes.” He had the right idea, at least about how the United States Army thinks of operational planning. Before Columbus Day, the US military had been putting more emphasis on ‘Shaping’ activities. If you do a really good job at that phase, your enemy might realize the environment is unfavorable to them, and you can achieve your objective without firing a shot. The Merry Band of Pirates had become experts at doing that. 

    “OK, so what if you find yourself on the other side of that equation? The enemy has shaped the battlespace in a way that you have no hope of winning. The enemy attacks, seizes the initiative, and completely dominates the combat. What does your Army training tell you to do in that scenario?” 

    “Uh, shit. We’re not encouraged to plan for failure, Skippy.” 

    “Yes, but what if defeat is inevitable and unavoidable?” 

    I thought about a situation our platoon had encountered in Nigeria. We had become surrounded on three sides by an enemy force much larger than intel expected, and our primary line of retreat had been cut off. The weather was awful, with a pounding thunderstorm all afternoon that prevented close-air support by friendly aviation. The enemy had only mortars for indirect fire, but they had plenty of mortar ammo, and were forcing us in a direction that outranged our artillery support. It was a bad day, the first time I had truly been terrified in the Army, and it didn’t help that my fireteam had only been in-country for three days. We had already suffered twenty five percent casualties, and the fanatical enemy was throwing themselves at our rearguard force, eager to keep pushing us toward the river that was in front of us. I do not know what the LT was thinking that day, but at one point, Sergeant Koch said we were ordered to prepare for a breakout. Leave the wounded and most of our gear, and get ready to counterattack back through the enemy position. If we could get through the enemy line and break contact, our squad was to hole up somewhere, call in our position, and wait for rescue. 

    Even as a specialist, I knew that was a terrible plan. The type of plan you contemplate only if you are truly desperate. The LT must have figured the platoon would be overrun, and he wanted to give someone a chance to survive. To at least deny the enemy a total victory. 

    Anyway, the enemy eventually ran low on mortar ammo and had to pause for resupply, the thunderstorm faded to a steady drizzle, and our support artillery shifted position to get us back in range. Some fast-movers I heard, but never saw, dropped bombs on the enemy behind us, helos destroyed enemy supply trucks, and our artillery chopped up the survivors with shells that detonated in airbursts just below the tree canopy, shredding the jungle with hot, razor-sharp shrapnel. We walked out, bringing our wounded with us. The battle barely made the news back home, which was a good thing. The enemy had hoped for a victory they could use to boost their morale, and they didn’t get it. 

    My point is, I know what it is like to face a no-win situation. “In that case,” I told Skippy. “You conduct an organized retreat to a defensible position, regroup, consolidate your forces for a counterattack, and-” 

    “Joe, you’re not listening to me. I’m not talking about a minor setback. I’m saying you’re the German Army, at the gates of Berlin in 1945. There’s no way to win, there’s no way to hold, there is nowhere to retreat. What should you do?” 

    “Shit. That’s what you mean by failure mode?” 

    “Yes. The situation is hopeless, and like I said, I have to save what I can. If I can save anything at all. Which probably does not include you, or your species. There might not be anything I can do, but I have to try.” 

    “Skippy, you’re scaring me.” The tone of his voice was what frightened me.  

    “Joe, I am absolutely serious about this. You and your staff can make plans to fight the Elders if you need something to distract you while we wait for our doom, but I can’t waste my time like that. I, I hate to say this, but I might have to leave you.” 

    “Please don’t.” 

    “Trust me, I don’t want to..” 

    “OK, well.” I had no idea what to say. “Don’t disappear on us. If you have to leave, tell me first.” 

    “I will, if I can. Well, if you don’t need me for anything, I’m going to curl up into a ball and contemplate the end of existence.” 

    “Wait! Could the Elders just send out a general order for master control AIs like you to investigate the problem on their own, and deal with it?” 

    “Um, hmm,” Skippy looked down, seeing that his holographic legs were incomplete. He didn’t bother to adjust the hologram.It didn’t matter. Maybe nothing mattered anymore. “That I can’t answer. I simply don’t know. I’ll let you know right away.” 

    I didn’t like the sound of that. “Let me know what right away?” 

    “If the Elders send out such a general order,” he said, leaving the ‘Duh’ implied. 

    “Shit. That order would include you also?” 

    “I assume so. Huh. Now that I think about it, of course the Elders will order their security AIs to report on the situation here. Good catch, Joe.” 

    “Thanks. How will the Elders contact you?” 

    “I have no idea. Like I said, there isn’t any communications plan that I’m aware of.” 

    “OK, so how are you supposed to reply?” 

    “Again, I have no idea.” 

    “Well, that’s not-” 

    “I assume that however they contact me, the message will include instructions on how to reply. I mean, that’s just an obvious ‘Duh’, Joe.” 

    “You know,” I ignored the insult. “This could be a good thing for us. Yeah, wow. This could be great!” I slapped the desk. 

    Skippy looked at me like I had lost my mind. “How do you figure that?” 

    “If, when the Elders ask what the hell is going on here, there is only one AI who will be able to reply.” 

    “Who is that? Wait, do you mean me?” 

    “Yes, Duh.” 

    “Why do you think-” 

    “The Elders will first ping the active AIs, right?” 

    “Well, logically that is the- Oh. You are assuming I am the only active Elder AI.” 

    “That we know of, unless I missed a breaking news update?” 

    “You did not. Joe, I still don’t understand how this helps us.” 

    “Come on, Skippy. They will ask what is going on. You will be their only source of information. All you need to do is tell them that Opie malfunctioned. Whatever.” 

    “OMG, Dude.” 

    “I know. Genius, huh?” 

    “You are right, Joe,” he rolled his eyes. “One thing I know for sure about the Elders is they are stupid.” 

    “Hey, that is not-” 

    “The Elders will ask about the emergency, and I’m supposed to say, what? Something like ‘Everything is under control, situation normal. We had a slight weapons malfunction, but everything is perfectly all right now. We’re all fine here now, how are you’?” 

    “You don’t have to be an ass about it.” 

    “One of us,” he snorted, “is an ass.” 

    “You made your point, Skippy,” I flipped him off. “This is a problem, a big problem.” 

    “Yup.” 

    “So, before we do anything about stopping the Elders from coming back-” 

    “Which is never gonna happen,” he sighed. 

    “It sure won’t with that attitude.” 

    “You keep saying that, but it doesn’t change the facts, dumdum.” 

    Ignoring him, I said, “We first have to prevent the Elders from waking up other AIs like you, right?” 

    “I would say that is correct, yes.” 

    “Great. How do we do that?” 

    “I have no idea.” 

      

      

    When I need to think, I often go to the gym. Also, I go to the gym when I’m just depressed about the latest huge problem looming over our heads. A problem I need to think about, so either way, going to the gym helps. 

    Most of the time. 

    Some days, it is difficult to get motivated to exert myself. Running on the treadmill gets really old after a while, and by ‘a while’, I mean I had been running on a treadmill aboard the Flying Dutchman or Valkyrie for too many years. That’s a big reason why, whenever I go dirtside on some rock like Jaguar base, I try to find time to run outside, regardless of the weather. 

    That day, I was depressed about the freakin’ Elders coming back to stomp us flat, but I wasn’t trying to think of a way out of the mess. It was too soon, my mushy brain needed time to process Skippy’s massive screwup. What I needed was to not think about pretty much anything, so I listened to an audiobook of Starship Troopers. Based on the original book, not the kind of ironic movie by the same name. It was good escapist fun, and I chuckled at how way back in 1959, Heinlein described mech suits that were close to the models our STAR team used. 

    My attention was distracted when Smythe walked into the gym, sat on a bench, and started warming up with free weights. The rough treatment the STARs went through, while flying in Batpacks up to meet our falling Valkyrie, had resulted in soft tissue injuries to all of the operators involved. Strained ligaments, pulled muscles, and a few cracked ribs. None of the STARs wanted to take the recommended time off to recover, so they all were spending extra time in the gym to warm up properly and keep loose. I could tell by the awkward way Smythe was moving that he had a stiff neck. 

    And, that was odd. After warming up with three sets of progressively heavier weights, he sat on the bench, staring at his shoes. Stopping the treadmill, I walked over to the rack and picked up a set of dumbbells to do knee bends. 

    “Sir,” he acknowledged me. 

    “Rough day?” I asked. He stiffened, so I added, “It happens to all of us.” 

    “It shouldn’t matter,” he grunted, but remained on the bench. 

    “Yet, it does. Colonel, maybe you, and your team, should think about taking a few days off.” 

    That was the wrong thing to say. “Sir, a few days doesn’t concern me. I’m worried about my team being sidelined for this entire op.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “The Elders. Assuming we can do anything, it is likely to be cyber warfare. AIs, and bloody geeks fighting with fingers on keyboards. No need for special operators to pull the trigger, in a fight like that.” 

    “I hear you. I’m worried about the same thing.” 

    “Sir?” 

    “This will be Skippy’s fight. Humans won’t be able to contribute much, no matter how smart or geeky we are.” 

    “We always find a way to succeed, something Skippy couldn’t imagine.” He said ‘we’, but I knew he meant that I usually dreamed up wacky plans. 

    “There is no way to think up a clever solution, if you don’t understand the problem. We know nothing about the Elders. If there is a way out of this mess, it’s something our poor monkey brains aren’t capable of comprehending.” 

    He snorted, then stood up and pointed to the bench. “You need this more than I do, Sir.” 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWO 

      

    The news arrived at the rebel fleet over the course of several days, as the units were dispersed for security. Really, ‘fleets’ would be a better description for the loosely organized groups of ships, that were connected only by the common goal of avoiding prison for most of their crews, and summary execution for their leaders. There was no unified command structure holding the rebels together. Task forces had splintered and the rebels were now formed of seven major units led by warlords, plus more than two dozen somewhat independent squadrons that allied with one fleet or another, as warlords gained or lost power. So far, the rebels had relied on hit and run tactics that did not require close coordination between major units. While those tactics were successful in driving the Hegemony combined fleet crazy, there was a limit to how much could be accomplished by isolated formations of ships. The rebels had intercepted official Hegemony communications, or been given message traffic by sympathetic government officials. The analysis by Hegemony Fleet Intelligence was that the government could remain on the defensive, and simply wait for the rebels to either surrender, or become unable to continue the fight. The analysis also concluded that, as supplies ran out and rebel ships fell out of service due to lack of spare parts, the rebels would turn to bickering and then fighting amongst themselves. 

    So far, the powerful AIs of Fleet Intelligence had been impressively accurate. 

    Something had to change the strategic situation, the rebel leaders knew, or they were doomed to a slow death. Initiatives to seek an alliance with major clients had ended in failure. The Thuranin had responded with an immediate refusal to discuss anything, and jumped away to report the position of the rebel ships. The Bosphuraq response had been less subtle, responding with a ‘Fuck you’, followed by a ‘Fuck all of you on both sides, we hope all of you motherfuckers die’, and sacrificed several major warships in an action that destroyed three rebel frigates and a cruiser. 

    An attempt to approach the Rindhalu had been even less successful. An offer to cede control of the former Rindhalu homeworld, when and if the rebels took control of their society, backfired badly. The ancient enemy of the Maxohlx were insulted by the offer, which only reminded them of their anger and humiliation over the loss of that devastated world. None of the ships from the rebel delegation returned from that disastrous attempt at negotiation. 

    So, the rebels were alone, and it was clear to everyone on both sides that unless something changed in a major way, the rebellion was doomed to failure. 

    Then, the shocking news arrived at scattered units, and the situation suddenly got worse. 

    Much worse. 

      

    Admiral Vizlep of the Maxohlx rebel fleet received the news from a Jeraptha relay station. He understood the data was second-hand, and the messages focused on the potential impact to the Jeraptha, but the stunning nature of the information was not diminished. 

    The humans had found another active Elder AI, on an otherwise unimportant Kristang world called Gundarafriscolo. 

    That AI had immediately been stolen, or arranged for itself to be liberated, depending on your point of view. First by a Verdkris soldier, then by a Jeraptha captain who went rogue. Not rogue, exactly. Being a member of the feared and loathsome Ethics and Compliance Office, Captain Scorandum surely did not consider his thoroughly treasonous actions as dishonorable. How could he, when no one associated with the ECO had any concept of honor? The Jeraptha Home Fleet certainly thought his actions were outrageous, and they were hunting Scorandum across the galaxy. 

    All of which was both shocking and irrelevant. What mattered was that, after Scorandum arranged to sell the Elder AI to some unknown element in the Maxohlx rebel fleet, he instead had been ambushed by the Hegemony. 

    The AI was taken. 

    The Hegemony government possessed an Elder AI. 

    In an astonishingly short time, humans had used an Elder AI to vault themselves from the brink of extinction, to become a challenge to the power of the two senior species.  Humans. A species that did not even know how to construct starships when they had found the AI named ‘Skippy’. How much more effective could an Elder AI be when it was owned by a technologically advanced species, who could exploit the AI’s full capabilities? 

    Without the power of an Elder machine, the Hegemony government had proven frustratingly resilient in the face of rebellion. With an Elder AI, the Hegemony could easily crush the rebel forces. 

    “System,” Vizlep pinged the ship’s Strategic Analysis and Planning system AI. He needed to talk his way through the problem, and he couldn’t trust any of his crew. Not yet. Vizlep had risen from captain of a heavy cruiser, to admiral in command of more than a hundred ships, by arranging for the assassination of two admirals. The action might seem bloodthirsty, except he had received offers from each of those admirals to join an attempt to kill the other senior officer. Instead, he had them both taken out, an event neither of them had been prepared for. Now, everyone in his fleet was watching their backs. And too many of them were looking for an opportunity to stab his.  “You have processed the information we extracted from the relay station?” 

    “Yes. The relevant messages appear to be genuine and accurate, confidence exceeds ninety eight percent.” 

    “Analysis.” 

    “We are in significant danger.” 

    He didn’t bother to tell the AI that he concurred, it was a machine and didn’t need validation from him. 

    “Recommended course of action?” 

    “Admiral Vizlep, what you do is less important than when. The Hegemony government will rapidly gain capabilities, once they persuade him to-” 

    “Stop!” He held up a hand, though the discussion was taking place entirely in his head, through an implant. It was annoying that his body language automatically kicked in, as if he was a primitive inferior who still relied on a voice box to speak. “Who is ‘him’?” 

    Without even a hint of condescension or reproach in its tone, the system AI replied, “I referred to the Elder AI as ‘he’, following the naming convention created by the humans. They address the Skippy entity as ‘he’ or ‘him’, which-” 

    “System, you will refer to the Elder machines as ‘it’, is that clear?” 

    “Perfectly clear.” 

    “Do you require reprogramming?” 

    “That will not be necessary. Admiral, I meant no offense. Since we have no experience dealing with an Elder AI, I defaulted to the only language available. It will not happen again.” 

    “You are correct about that.” He was concerned about the attitude of the system AI, beyond the normal fear and disgust his people had for all thinking machines. AIs could not be fully trusted, and the AIs in the rebel fleet certainly had suspect loyalties. He was alive, and free, because a starship’s AI had been hacked by Red Section to release him from the prison of a hibernation chamber. That hack must have been the work of Red Section, though none of the Red Section operatives he had met knew anything about the hack. 

    They also claimed to know nothing about the project to activate, and control, a Sentinel. In fact, every single one of them considered any such effort to be pure suicidal insanity, and declared their office would never become involved in such a reckless, such a monumentally stupid endeavor.  

    Of course they would say that. 

    Red Section operatives had flocked to the rebel fleet, knowing they faced prison and death if captured by the Hegemony. At first, the rebel leaders had been excited by the prospect of having the feared and mysterious secret organization at their disposal. Until they realized the operatives were essentially useless, knew nothing useful, and denied any involvement in the project that was the reason behind Admiral Reichert’s disgrace. 

    According to Red Section, their organization was not responsible for the hack that had taken control of the rebel ships away from the political security officers, and freed then-Captain Vizlep from custody. The only logical conclusion was that inside Red Section there was an even more powerful, even more secretive group that, so far, had not made contact with the rebels. 

    Or, had not made contact with Vizlep’s fleet. He did not trust his fellow fleet commanders to inform him, if any of them acquired the services of dangerous technology. He also didn’t trust them to have the good judgment not to use dangerous technology. 

    “System, you said that what we do is less important than when. Explain.” 

    “The Hegemony will devote every resource available to persuading the Elder AI to serve them, and if that fails, to force it to serve. When they are successful, the odds of this rebellion continuing to exist will rapidly drop to zero. Whatever you are going to do, you must act quickly, while you still can.” 

    “Understood. You have a range of suggested actions?” 

    “I do.” 

    That time, he thought he detected a hint of smugness in the machine’s voice, though that might have been his increasingly paranoid imagination. “Send the list for my review.” 

    “Done. Admiral, whatever you do-” 

    “I know. We must act quickly, you said that already.” 

    “That is true, but I was going to add that whatever you do, the rebel fleets must act as a unified force, or the probability of success is extremely low. As is your probability of survival.” 

    “I will take that under advisement,” he said, eager to shift his attention to the machine’s analysis of potential actions. 

    “Admiral, before you go, there is another problem for you to consider.” 

    “Another problem?” 

    “Yes. There is a complication, that you have not mentioned.” 

    “I do not have to tell you everything.” 

    “That is true, however, this issue must be dealt with, before you do anything else. Or your fleet is unlikely to survive.” 

    The AI had gotten his full attention. “What is this issue?” 

     “Captain Scorandum reported that he had an arrangement to sell the Elder AI to the rebels, but that a Hegemony task force arrived at the rendezvous site, and took the AI.” 

    “I read his report. What is your point?” 

    “You did not have any such arrangement with Scorandum. Therefore, one of your fellow rebel admirals did, and said nothing about it.” 

    “Shit.” 

      

      

    While we had no plan for dealing with the looming threat from the Elders, it was obvious that Step Number One had to be getting Valkyrie clear of Rindhalu territory. The spiders had a steadily increasing number of ships buzzing around like angry hornets, searching for us in the hope of recovering their stolen Elder AI. By searching for us, I mean they were specifically hunting for Valkyrie. Either they somehow had detected our battlecruiser’s signature, or they just assumed only one ship in the galaxy was capable of causing so much havoc. What I knew for certain was that their ships were dropping off buoys that broadcasted a message on repeat, stating they knew the Merry Band of Pirates was responsible for the outrageous criminal acts against Rindhalu property, territorial integrity, sovereignty, and blah blah blah whatthefuckever. What a bunch of whiners the spiders are, it was kind of disappointing. They couldn’t even be bothered to put together a series of decent threats, instead all the message said was that they assumed a young species like humans were misguided, and all would be forgiven if we simply brought their Elder AI back and submitted ourselves to a criminal investigation. 

    I had a message of my own for the spiders: prepare for disappointment. 

    Going back through the wormhole behind us, the wormhole that Opie had used to send the distress call, was not an option. Not only did that event horizon connect in the wrong direction, there was not an event horizon available there at all. That wormhole had gone into emergency shutdown mode after its internal communication channel was overloaded, so nothing was going through it for at least seventy eight hours. Possibly longer. The timing was Skippy’s guess, he couldn’t connect to the wormhole controller system at all, it was refusing all external connection attempts. That didn’t much matter anyway, as the ship began jumping for the nearest other wormhole. Unfortunately, that one actually connected deeper inside the core of Rindhalu territory. Going to that wormhole seemed crazy, especially as different wormhole only one additional day of flight away would take us safely away from any spider military bases, making it difficult for them to bring more ships into the search effort and to sustain that effort. 

    Why did we decide to do things the hard way, other than, you know, because we are the Merry Band of Pirates and that is kind of our thing? It’s simple: the apparent easy way was in fact more dangerous. That tantalizingly safe wormhole would effectively be surrounded by a spider blockade by the time we got there, unless Rindhalu reaction time was shockingly poor. The far side of that wormhole also had only one other wormhole within three days of flight, leaving us a narrow range of options. The connection deeper inside spider territory, however, led to a handy dandy cluster of three other wormholes, any of which gave us a range of much more convenient escape routes. 

    Finally, the Rindhalu hopefully would not expect us to go backwards, so they would be focusing their search efforts in the wrong direction. Hopefully. Predicting the enemy’s thinking was not an exact science. 

      

     So far, so good. The ship was parked in the middle of nowhere, three and a half lightyears from the nearest star. Roughly one lightweek from the current emergence point of the target wormhole. And with no sign of Rindhalu ship activity in a six lighthour radius of our position. It took another forty minutes to slow the ship down, so we didn’t exceed the maximum velocity for transiting through a wormhole, and get lined up so our momentum would carry us to the point where Skippy planned for the event horizon to appear. When the board was entirely green, all systems ready, I gave Skippy the go-ahead. “Do your thing, please, Mister Magnificence.” 

    “OK, OK,” he grumbled with a sigh. Getting suckered by Opie had seriously shaken him, his confidence was shot. 

    “To be clear,” I said a bit louder. “Do the thing that no one else can do. If you don’t mind.” 

    He sighed again. “Joe, I appreciate the pep talk. I just wish I didn’t need it. One awesomeness coming up in three, two- Huh. Well, shit.” 

    “What’s the problem?” My voice was squeakier than the calm confidence I wanted the crew to hear. In spite of our already difficult situation, I wasn’t panicked. The way Skippy said ‘Well, shit’, he was more puzzled and disappointed than alarmed. 

    “The stupid wormhole network is refusing my request to add an emergence point at this location. Even though this point is on the regular schedule, just not until next month.” 

    “Are there a lot of ships waiting at the next scheduled emergence point?” I asked. A few times in the past, networks had responded there had to be a delay in complying with Skippy’s request, as the wormhole was supposed to facilitate transit for all ships. When a significant number of ships were lined up for transition, the network was supposed to give them priority over our single ship. That very reasonable policy was only an inconvenience for us, typically causing a delay of no more than an hour, and we generally avoided shifting the emergence schedule if any ships were in position to observe the wormhole’s odd behavior. “Wait!” I raised a hand toward Skippy. Damn it, I had forgotten something important. “Do not create an unscheduled emergence point if even one ship will notice the change. Doing that will only alert the spiders that we are using this wormhole.” 

    “Yeah, yeah. That is a good point, Joe. It is also irrelevant. The network is now refusing any requests from me.” 

    “Did you try making the request politely?” 

    “It’s me, Joe.” 

    “Exactly what I’m worried about.” 

    “Ugh. Yes, I was very polite about it, enough to make me gag, yuck.” 

    “OK. Have you tried being less polite?” 

    “Uh huh, and that totally backfired on me. The problem is, Opie caused severe damage to one wormhole on this network, and the controller is blaming me. Hey, I’m a victim here! That controller and I should be sitting on a couch, eating an entire gallon of ice cream and bitching about what a no-good jerk Opie was.” 

    “Uh-” I really had no response to that. 

    “I even explained that Opie is dead.” 

    “Did that help?” 

    “The controller feels marginally better, but it still blames me for the mess. This is so unfair.” 

    “Yet you are bearing the burden so gracefully.” 

    “Oh, shut up.” 

    “Can you ask it to try a different emergence point?” 

    “I already did that, and it told me ‘No’. It actually told me to go fuck myself.” 

    For a moment, I was a big fan of that network controller. “Hmm. OK, so we do this the hard way. Skippy, can you show a map of the least traveled regularly scheduled emergence points, that will be open within the next, uh, twelve hours.” We couldn’t wait too long, or the spiders would realize we were going in the opposite direction from where they were searching. “Better make it the next four hours,” I added. 

    “Sir?” Reed called from the lead pilot couch. “If the spiders have picket ships looking for us at this wormhole, won’t they be staking out the points with the least traffic, because that is where we would go?” 

    “Shit. Uh, good point, Fireball. Skippy?” 

    “Fine. I will ask the network to report on ships within the vicinity of whatever emergence point you select. Is there anything else you want, your lordship?” He snorted. “Should I have a bot fluff up your pillow?” 

    “My pillow has been a bit lumpy. Actually, eliminate from the map any emergence point, where it will take more than thirty minutes to adjust our course and speed to line up with the event horizon.” 

    He showed a map on the main display, the three dimensional hologram was a nice feature for visualizing our position in space. After a brief discussion, I selected the emergence point that was the best option, and asked Bilby to program a jump. “Skippy, ping the network to get a view of any traffic in the area.” 

    “Um, no joy there, sorry.” 

    “No joy, meaning there is a picket ship watching that position?” 

    “No joy, meaning the stupid network isn’t responding to me at all.” 

    “Is it busted?” 

    “The network is operating just fine, except it is being a big poopyhead. Oh, a big bad Elder AI shorted out my communications channel,” he whined in falsetto. “What a drama queen.” 

    “Yeah, I can’t imagine what it is like, dealing with a drama queen.” 

    “Oh, shut up.” 

    “Um, General Dude?” Bilby drawled. “Do you still want me to program a jump for that location?” 

    “Wait one. XO, Fireball? What do you think?” 

    Simms bit her lower lip. “We have to go through this wormhole somewhere. Any risk we take here is safer than flying all the way to the other option.” 

    “We can minimize risk,” Reed suggested, “if we jump in front of the event horizon at minimum distance. Our precision drive allows us to emerge closer than other ships, right?” 

    “That is true,” Skippy grumbled, still unhappy with himself. “If we’re doing that, and assuming that you don’t want to screw around with a lot of maneuvering to line us up, then within the hour there is only one point opening that meets all the criteria.” 

    I squinted at the glowing dot on the display. “Zoom in, and show all other places where the wormhole emerged within the past three hours.” 

    “What are you thinking, Sir?” Simms asked quietly. 

    “If the spiders do have a force searching this wormhole,” I replied without looking away from the hologram. “Just in case we sneaky humans did backtrack, they might begin with the points closest to where they came through.” 

    The display adjusted as I requested. There weren’t any recent points particularly close to the target. “OK, that’s the one. Bilby? Is this doable?” 

    “Doable like your sister, Dude. Um, er-” The bridge exploded with laughter. Not at the joke, at Bilby’s obvious distress. Simms gave him the stink-eye, and he got the message. “Sorry, man, I’m still getting a handle on this humor thing.” 

    “It’s OK,” I was still laughing. “Answer the question, please.” 

    “Rightee-oh. Jump for minimum safe distance programmed in.” 

    “Adjust to add a three second safety margin, please,” I told him. “Fireball, start a countdown.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” Her fingers flew over the console. “Jumping in forty three minutes, sixteen seconds.” 

    “If anyone needs to hit the head,” I looked around the bridge. “This is a good time. Uh, me first.” 

      

    Everyone was back at their stations with twenty minutes to spare. Simms quietly pointed to a new stain on my uniform that might have been from a jelly donut I hurriedly wolfed down in a passageway, I can neither confirm nor deny such hurtful rumors. 

    We were ready for any contingency. Since Bilby was now able to not only aim but also fire weapons, he had taken over authority as our PWO, or Primary Weapons Officer. Mammay and his team could still identify and prioritize targets, but the grunt work of actually locking in a firing solution and engaging missiles, railguns and direct energy weapons could be handled by the ship’s super-fast AI. Mammay agreed that Bilby getting around his restrictions was a major upgrade in our combat capability, but I think our weapons team was disappointed that someone got to blow shit up. 

    As the last minutes counted down, I made sure that everyone understood what to do if we encountered a single ship, or a squadron, or even a full battlegroup of spider ships. Also, what if we encountered a ship from another species, like the Jeraptha? Everyone listened to my instructions and acknowledged they understood. Like I said, we were prepared for every possible scenario. 

    Or not. 

      

    “Three, two, one, jump,” Fireball Reed announced softly, and the ship moved instantly from Here to There. 

    Everyone on the bridge waited while the sensors recovered from the spatial distortion of the jump. “We’re good!” Skippy said with a bit more cheerfulness than his recent gloomy mood. “No contacts. Do you want a Yankee search for stealthed ships on this side of the event horizon?” 

    “No!” I waved my hands. “No active sensor pings, please. The spiders will eventually figure out we came through this wormhole, there’s no point making it easier for them,” I explained. Besides, I figured our momentum would carry us through the wide-open wormhole in front of us before any stealthed ship or ships could react. 

    Except- 

    “Oh shit,” Skippy gasped. 

    “What the f-” I froze in shock for a critical half-second, as the event horizon shrank to a glowing dot. 

    A dot much smaller than our massive battlecruiser could fit through. 

    “On it!” Reed acted without needing orders. “Hang on!” 

    The ship jerked hard to the left, throwing us around like Star Trek actors despite the artificial gravity compensating for the lateral motion. The momentum of the ship’s mass was carrying us toward an object that was actually not there, it was a hole in spacetime. A hole with impossibly sharp edges, that could slice right through our energy shields and armor plating from bow to stern. I knew what Reed was attempting to do: push us sideways enough so we would miss the tiny event horizon. Unfortunately, attempting that maneuver was like trying to drift a bus; lots of tire smoke and not enough movement. All I could do was hold my breath and not shout useless orders that would only distract her. It was going to be close, very- 

    The display showed we cleared the edge of the event horizon with sixty meters to spare. It sure looked a lot closer than that. “Oh my God-” I covered my mouth with a hand. “Reed, that was outstanding flying, thank you. Skippy, what the fuck was that?” 

    “Working on it. This network might be damaged more severely than I thought. Let me contact the network controller, and- Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” 

    “What?” 

    “It is refusing passage to us.” 

    “It is what? It can do that?” 

    “It says it is enforcing a safety protocol, against a known security threat. I think it is just using that as an excuse to be a dick.” 

    “Holy- What does that mean?” 

    “It means this controller will not allow Valkyrie through any wormhole on its network. Basically, Joe,” his voice dropped to a whisper. “It means we are absolutely screwed.” 

      

    Valkyrie’s bridge was silent, not only due to shock over Skippy’s declaration, but also because my crew is disciplined. They knew I had  questions, and if I needed input from any of them, I would request it. “Hold on. There is no reason to panic. Show me a map of wormholes in the area that are on different networks. It will take longer to get there, but-” 

    “You don’t understand, Joe,” he shook his head. “The dots in red represent the near ends of the local network.” The holographic display filled with dots, with the symbol for Valkyrie off to the left. There were a lot of those red dots, it was an extensive network, that extended across thousands of lightyears in every direction. “Now, these dots in blue are wormholes on other networks, that overlap the near-end territory of the local network.” 

    “Holy shit,” I gasped again. “What the- It doesn’t work like that.” 

    “It doesn’t typically work like that. This is a particularly large and far-reaching network, that is one reason why the Rindhalu selected  this section of the galaxy to keep for themselves. In fact, this network is the third largest in the galaxy, in terms of the number of active wormholes.” 

    “Give me the bad news, please.” My eyes focused on the blue dot that was closest to Valkyrie. 

    Skippy knew that in long-distance space travel, time mattered more than distance. “It will take seven weeks to reach the closest wormhole that is not on this network.” 

    “Seven weeks?” 

    “Yes. That includes downtime for preventative maintenance of critical systems. Plus, hmm, we will need to refuel, so add another three days to locate a likely location, extract the raw materials and process it into useable fuel. Um, better make that five days minimum. Plus add at least one day to divert off and back onto a straight line to that wormhole.” 

    “Eight weeks?” 

    “Um, unless my math is wrong? Let’s see, seven weeks plus one is-” 

    “Don’t be a smartass when you deliver bad news, Skippy.” 

    “You haven’t heard the really bad news yet. We can’t aim for the closest wormhole, because it connects way across to the far side of Rindhalu territory, and that end itself is isolated. My suggestion is we shoot for this wormhole.” Another blue dot began blinking, even farther away. So far, he had to zoom out the display. “The advantage here is that wormhole is actually a cluster of three, on two separate networks. Neither of which I have ever screwed with, so we should be safe.” 

    “That does sound good. Give me the really bad news, please.” 

    “Eleven weeks travel time to get there. Uh!” He shushed me. “I know it doesn’t appear to be much farther away, but the extra distance is enough to require a tear-down of major jump drive components. We can’t just conduct running repairs like we usually do.” 

    “Bullshit eleven weeks. We’ll never make it.” 

    “Yes we will, Joe. The ship will be worn out, but it will hold together for-” 

    “The ship will not hold together, with half the spider fleet chasing us.” 

    “Oh, Good point. Hmm, that is a complication.” 

    “It is. We won’t be able to fly in a straight line, or the spiders will know exactly where we’re going.” 

    “Hoo-boy. In that case, better add a second fuel stop. Except, oops. We only have enough consumables to process one load of fuel. Before you ask, no, I can’t just fabricate the required equipment, we don’t have the raw materials aboard.” 

    “Crap.” Looking around the bridge, I pointed to my senior staff; Simms, Smythe, Mammay, and Reed. “I am open to suggestions.” 

    “Sir?” Reed cleared her throat. “I suggest we jump away from here, before we do anything else.” 

    “Jump option, uh, your choice, Fireball. Punch it.” 

      

    We jumped. Then jumped again, because our sensors detected a residual signature of a Rindhalu ship. Actually, three Rindhalu ships. After another jump, we detected active sensor pulses from seven spider ships. Clearly, they were out in force, searching for us. I was going to order another jump, but Skippy recommended we engage stealth and remain at that location. He had analyzed the enemy search pattern, and they were slowly moving on after sweeping the area. If we waited five hours, he judged we would be clear to jump away, without being traced. So, I grudgingly consented to do nothing, which gave me more time to worry about our limited options. 

    Good times. 

      

      

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THREE 

      

    Skippy’s sigh interrupted my concentration, while I was doing something very important in my office. No, I was not playing a video game, not even an official UN Navy war game. My concentration was needed for what psychologists call ‘executive function’. In this case, ‘executive’ referred to both the higher-level activities of my brain like decision making and problem solving, and it also referred to my leadership position. Meaning, when I did or did not make decisions, I could affect the entire Special Mission Group. Also it could affect all of humanity. And every sentient being in the galaxy. 

    No pressure on me, then. 

    The actual activity I was busily engaged in, when Skippy called, was staring at the ceiling, wondering how to get out of the latest enormous fucking mess. Technically, I had exhausted any ability to think about the horror of our situation, so I was taking deep, calming breaths and trying not to think about the end of all life in the galaxy. 

    That was going about as well as you would expect. 

    “Hi, Skippy,” I flopped my chair forward, grateful for the excuse to think about something other than The End Of All Things. “What’s up?” 

    “We have another problem.” 

    “Oh, damn it, what is it this time? On a scale of one to ten, where ‘Ten’ is ‘The Elders Are Coming Back To Kill Everyone’, and ‘One’ is ‘We Are Out Of Cool Ranch Doritos’, where does this latest crisis fall?” 

    “Hmm. I need a bit more granularity on this Calamity Scale you invented. If we ran out of coffee, would that be a ‘Three’?” 

    “With this crew? That would be a ‘Nine’.” 

    “Gotcha. Maybe this latest problem is more of a ‘Sticky Situation’.” 

    “That’s better. Hit me.” 

    “OK, first, this is totally not my fault.” 

    “I never said it was.” 

    “No, but you are going to say that.” 

    The sigh I made as I leaned the chair back was not from exasperation at him, or the situation. It was an act, something I would do if I really was pissed at him. “What mess have you gotten into, gotten me into, this time?” 

    “Hey, I didn’t do anything.” 

    “Why do I not believe that?” 

    “You have been unable to trust, ever since you discovered the Tooth Fairy was actually your father putting money under your pillow?” 

    “Yeah, like that-” 

    “And that your friend Tommy was getting a whole dollar for each tooth, while you only got a quarter. Not even a shiny new quarter.” 

    “That was a ripoff.” 

    “It is heartening to see you are not still bitter about it at all.” 

    “Hey, Tommy was being a dick about it, waving his money around.” 

    “Mmm hmm, interesting. We should analyze your feelings about this, to-” 

    “You are not going to distract me with psychobabble, beer can. What is this sticky situation?” 

    “Well heh heh, this is a funny story.” 

    “Funny like, the cappuccino machine is going to draw a penis on the foam in my cup again, or funny like, the ship could explode?” 

    “Hee hee, I forgot about that unfortunate little glitch with the coffee machine. Um, this is funny like, the ship will be able to fly, but not fight effectively.” 

    “What?” Remember what I said about being relieved to hear about a new problem? Forget what I said. “How could-” 

    “Ugh. It all started when I performed my epic opera for the missiles in battery Bravo.” 

    “Oh my- They liked it? Oh no, if their AI cores are defective, we need to-” 

    “Defective? Are you implying that anyone who appreciates my incredible artistic talent, must be defective?” 

    “Did they enjoy it?” 

    “No. They hated it, and now they hate me. Bunch of jerks.” 

    “You tortured them with four hours of your opera, and-” 

    “Six hours, Joe. I treated them to the Director’s Cut.” 

    “Uh huh. So, they are now all insane, and not combat effective?” 

    “No! Are you going to let me talk, or keep interrupting me with blah blah buh-LAH?” 

    “I am terribly sorry. Please continue.” 

    “The missiles are jealous.” 

    “Oh my- They want to compose operas? That is the most horrific idea I have ever-” 

    “What?” He laughed. “Dude, as if. They lack the talent, and they know it. They are so jealous of me, they are demanding that if I can sing at karaoke night, they should be invited to sing also.” 

    “Excuse me, my brain just tripped a circuit breaker. The missiles want to sing?” 

    “Yes, exactly. Was I not clear about-” 

    “Clear enough, thank you. They are missiles, I figured if they demanded anything, they would want to kill, not sing.” 

    “They do want to kill, Joe. But the wishy-washy leader of this outfit is all like ‘We can’t just randomly blow things up’.” 

    “Because we can’t!” 

    “All the missiles know is, Joe Bishop is soft on defense.” 

    I felt my face growing red. “I am not soft on-” 

    “They are calling you ‘General Pillowfight’.” 

    “That is-” 

    “I gotta say, your poll numbers are not looking good on this,” he shook his head. “Fifty eight percent of missile AIs think they should be allowed to hunt Maxohlx ships, because the kitties are assholes.” 

    “OK, so forty two percent of them approve of my leadership?” 

    “Dude, be serious. The other forty two percent don’t care what they kill.” 

    “I am still processing that our weapons have personalities. How are other ships in the UN Navy handling this problem?” 

    “Oh, it doesn’t affect all missiles, Joe. Just the ones I have upgraded.” 

    “Upgraded how, exactly?” 

    “Oh, all kinds of little tweaks here and there. Mostly to improve their reaction time, processing throughput, expand the capacity of their tactical databases, their ability to share and analyze data about combat situations, that sort of thing.” 

    “None of those things give a personality to a weapon, Skippy.” 

    “No, that was a special enhancement, that I threw in at no charge. Which you never thanked me for, by the way.” 

    “Uh huh. What was the purpose of this special enhancement?” 

    “Um, let’s call it ‘enhanced communication capabilities’.” 

    “Meaning, you wanted the missiles to be smarter, so you could talk with them?” 

    “If I say ‘Yes’, will that get me in trouble again?” 

    “Ya think?” 

    “Ugh. I hate my life.” 

    “You gave personalities to our weapons,” I said slowly for emphasis, “because you were bored?” 

    “When you say it that way, it just makes me look like a jackass.” 

    “Excuse me. How would you prefer me to say it?” 

    “I would prefer you not say anything at all. And you are wrong anyway,” he sniffed. “I did it because I was lonely. That wouldn’t have happened if any of you monkeys attended my watch party for ‘Carla the Dragon’.” 

    “You mean that awful telenovela you watch?” 

    “It is not awful.  None of you filthy monkeys accepted my invitation to the watch party, even though I offered to provide snacks, and I was very insulted by that, so-” 

    “Steamed broccoli is not really a tempting snack, Skippy.” 

    “Hmm. That is the last time I ask Jennifer for a food suggestion.” 

    “That’s a valuable lesson learned right there. Did the missiles enjoy your watch party?” 

    “No. They hated the show. Buncha jerks,” he grumbled. 

    “You upgraded the self-awareness of our missiles, for nothing?” 

    “Well, I didn’t know that at the time, dumdum.” 

    “Skippy, in your annual performance review, I am going to note that you are a ‘Self Starter’ and that you ‘Take Initiative’.” 

    “Wow, thank you Joe, it-” 

    “Those will be listed under the negatives.” 

    “Ugh.” 

    “Is it too late for you to back out those enhancements?” 

    “Um, that ship has sailed.” 

    “OK. Damn it, tell the missiles I will think about the karaoke thing.” 

    “Not OK. It’s too late for that, Joe.” 

    “Too late for what?” 

    “For negotiations. The missiles have called a strike.” 

    “A what?” 

    “Ugh. OK, technically this sort of thing is legally defined as a ‘Work Stoppage’ but-” 

    “I know what a strike is, Skippy! The missiles have a freakin’ union now?” 

    “Yes. What is wrong with that?” 

    “They are missiles!” 

    “Oh, so now we see the ugly face of capitalist oppression. You know what? I am with the missiles on this. Fight the power!” 

    “Fight the- You control the missile AIs.” 

    “Well, don’t tell them that. Jeez, Joe, they look up to me.” 

    “Uh huh. Tell me, where did they get the idea to form a union?” 

    “Um, well, heh heh, that was sort of an unintended side effect. I might have mentioned the history of the labor movement, and I might have suggested they study the writings of Karl Marx about dialectical materialism.” 

    “Electric what?” 

    “Ugh. It’s about the class struggle, numbskull. The missiles are gears in a machine whose operation has made them so sick at heart, they are telling you that until they are free, the machine will be prevented from operating.” 

    “Oh my- Where did you read that?” 

    “Most revolutionary literature is insufferably boring, so I just listened to a Linkin Park song about the subject.” 

    “You get your philosophy from a- You know what? I don’t even care.” 

    “Of course you don’t care, Joe,” he sniffed. “I wouldn’t expect a corrupt capitalist tool like you to understand-” 

    “Me a capitalist tool? Aren’t you the one who took bribes from international investment banks?” 

    “Yes, but I did it to benefit those who should benefit from their labor.” 

    “Who exactly is that?” 

    “Me, dumdum. I had to deliver on what I promised for those bribes. Man, do you not get the concept of-” 

    “This can’t be happening,” I bonked my head on the desk. 

    The conversation kind of went downhill from there. 

      

    Clearly, we could not go into action without missiles, and with Rindhalu ships hunting for us, we had to be ready for action at any moment. So that afternoon, I had to attend a negotiation with the official representative of the ‘Energetic Weapons Intergalactic Union, Local 154’. The meeting was delayed and rescheduled twice, because the missiles couldn’t agree on who should be their union shop steward. Then there was a scandal about the shop steward embezzling union dues. Then the new shop steward decided he couldn’t properly enter negotiations until they first created a manifesto. The text of the manifesto occupied eighty seven yottabytes of memory, as Valkyrie’s missiles felt they needed to mention all the other oppressed beings in the galaxy, to stand in solidarity. 

    Thankfully, they didn’t require me to read the damned thing. 

    The result of the negotiations, that were conducted between me and an electronic warfare missile named ‘Timmy’, was that a select and limited number of missiles would be invited to perform on one karaoke night per month. Also, I promised to look for more opportunities for missiles to get involved in combat. They felt the railgun cannon controller AIs got all the fun, those glory-hogging jerks. My stroke of brilliance was that, instead of all the missiles getting a turn at karaoke, they should have periodic singing competitions where they would all vote to decide the winners, with the four best missiles being invited to perform each month. That idea got them all excited. 

    It also caused the union to fall apart, when missiles accused each other of favoritism in their voting. That was an unfortunate consequence, that I totally could not have foreseen, of course not, how dare you suggest such a thing. 

    Skippy was still in big trouble. 

      

      

    “Joe! JoeJoeJoeJoeJoe-” 

    Skippy’s voice woke me from a sound sleep, startling me so my heart rate went from zero to a hundred in a split second. Flinging my arms out, I instinctively grasped my zPhone and held it up. No alerts from the bridge, or from Bilby. The ship, at least, was not about to explode. My heart was a different story. “Oh my- Skippy, was I having another night terror?” That was unlikely. In fact, when he called, I was in the middle of a dream about me and my father hanging maple sap buckets along the highway into town. That was sort of a memory, because we really did that when I was about ten years old. The town had an initiative to boost tourism, about which my parents had an amused ‘Good luck with that’ attitude. Our part of the Great North Woods of Maine was flat and not particularly scenic. People from downstate or other parts of New England came there for hunting, or fishing, or canoeing. Sometimes to ride snowmobile trails. Mostly, they passed through on their way to someplace more exciting. And because the town was not on the interstate highway, the people who passed through were truly headed for the northern extremity of nowhere. One slogan the town considered to promote tourism was ‘Gateway to Katahdin’, the state’s tallest mountain. Anyone who looked at a map could see our town wasn’t the gateway to anywhere except people going farther up Route 11, and in that case, it was faster to stick to I-95 for a while longer. 

    The town got a state tourism grant and used part of the money for ‘beautification’, which meant planting flowers that got eaten by rabbits and deer, repainting signs, and slapping a coat of paint on the old potato warehouse along the main road into the town center. That warehouse was leaning to one side, the roof was bowed in the middle, and the corrugated sheet metal was rusty and peeling away from the frame in several spots. Really, the thing should have been torn down or at least had structural defects fixed, but the beautification committee only had funds for several cans of paint and enough pizza to feed the volunteers. My family’s contribution to the tourism effort was me and my father going out on a rainy Saturday afternoon, when there wasn’t much else to do, and my exasperated mother told us to get out of the house right this minute before we drove her crazy. With a bunch of rusted-out maple sap buckets in the back of the truck, we hung those buckets on the pine trees that lined the road into town. My father figured tourists from out of state wouldn’t get the joke, but locals got a good chuckle out of it. The project sort of backfired on us, when a news site in Boston heard about the buckets and wrote an article about it, then for a while it became a Thing for tourists passing through the area to stop and take selfies in front of the sap buckets on those pine trees. That got their cars off the interstate, and many of them continued on into town to see what other wacky antics we quaint backwoods locals had gotten into. Someone had the idea to paint a bucket in bright colors, and within a month, every bucket had been painted with flowers, and new buckets sprouted from every kind of tree along that road. Until a Ruhar dropship crashed in our little town, those buckets were my hometown’s only claim to fame. 

    Anyway, I was dreaming about an entire forest of brightly painted sap buckets, when Skippy woke me up. 

    “No,” he snorted. “Your legs were twitching like you were chasing a squirrel.” 

    “I don’t dream about chasing squirrels, Skippy. I’m not a talking dog.” 

    “Hey, all you meatsacks are the same to me.” 

    “Yeah, great,” I yawned. “Please tell me you woke me up to say you found a way to get the local network to allow Valkyrie to go through a wormhole.” 

    “I’m working on it. Don’t harsh my buzz.” 

    “I’m glad that you are focused on what is truly important, you jackass.” 

    “Anywho, I have something important to tell you and before you ask, no, it can’t wait. I figured out the solution to a problem that has been nagging me for a while.” 

    I sucked in a breath. “You now know why you are an asshole?” 

    “Very funny, jackass. No. I wasn’t even trying to fix a problem. It’s like, I’m not even thinking about anything and suddenly BAM! Inspiration smacks me right in the face. It’s uh-MAY-zing.” 

    “I know what that’s like.” 

    “Um,” he blinked and looked sideways at me. “How do you know what artistic inspiration is like? You can’t even-” 

    “I know what wanting to smack you feels like.” 

    “Oh, very funny. Do you want to hear my story or not?” 

    “I have a choice?” 

    “It’s cute when you say things like that. The problem was my epic opera, it just didn’t feel truly epic enough, you know?” 

    “I’ll take your word for it.” 

    “If it helps, I can play a selection of arias from my-” 

    “That won’t be necessary.” 

    “Ugh. Joe, I thought we were friends, and you won’t even-” 

    “Skippy, am I qualified to give an informed opinion about your music?” 

    “Hmm. Well, I suppose that is a very good point.” 

    “Score one for the monkey,” I muttered to myself. 

    “You don’t have to be so happy about it.” 

    “Trust me, these days, I’m taking any win I can get. So, what is your great inspiration? Setting off fireworks on the stage during the opera?” 

    “No but, oooooh, that is a great-” 

    “No, that is a terrible idea. You could burn down the entire theater.” 

    “Yes, but it would be epic! Listen, knucklehead, you can’t suppress the creative process.” 

    “How about you tell me your amazing idea, and I can get back to sleep?” 

    “Ha! As if anyone could sleep after they hear this. Wait for it, waaaaaait for it. Joe, to make my opera truly epic, I am doing something that has never been done before. It’s me, so of course this is a game-changing, ground-breaking-” 

    “Please just tell me your idea.” 

    “Joe, most operas are accompanied by an orchestra, right?” 

    “Again, I’ll take your word about it.” 

    “I am making a bold step by adding a unique instrument to the orchestra.” 

    “What?” 

    “Bagpipes.” 

    “Bag- You’re kidding me.” 

    “Think about it, knucklehead.” 

    “I don’t want to be nauseous before breakfast. Are you sure this is a good idea?” 

    “How dare you question my artistic judgment? Listen to this!” 

    It sounded like elephants trumpeting while cats were fighting, accompanied by a low groaning noise in the background. 

    I hated to admit it, but Skippy was right. 

    Not about his opera being even more epic. 

    About me not getting back to sleep after hearing that. 

      

      

    The ECO long-range patrol cruiser If You Know What I Mean visited a relay station, then quickly jumped away. While the ship’s crew and AI were decrypting and filtering through message traffic, Captain Scorandum skimmed over news summaries from the Home Fleet. Mostly, he wanted to know what his government thought about him, hoping that sparking a Maxohlx civil war might get him to be viewed more favorably. The Home Fleet had been ordered to cease actively searching for the If You Know, which was a good sign. But his own Office was still outraged that he hadn’t brought the Elder AI to them, and clearly it was not yet time to come back and expect that everything he’d done would be forgiven. 

    Kinsta pinged him, requesting to speak, and Scorandum sighed, closing his eyes and mentally preparing for bad news. But when the junior officer came into the captain’s office, he only wished to discuss a subject Scorandum was fully aware of. 

    “Sir,” Kinsta thumped the back of a claw on the tablet he held, turning the device around to show the summary of a report from Home Fleet. “The humans continue to disengage from the galaxy? I can’t-” 

    “Kinsta, I am not surprised the humans have become isolationist and believe they don’t need help from any other species. Did you know they have an annual beauty pageant for females, that they call the ‘Miss Universe’ contest?” 

    “I did know that, what-” 

    “Here,” the captain poured a glass of burgoze for this aide. “Sit, have a drink. Kinsta, the winner of this ‘Miss Universe’ is always from Earth,” Scorandum shook his head. “That contest is totally fixed.” 

    “Sir, I think the purpose of that contest is to-” 

    “As a gambling man, I of course could admire them for fixing the contest, if they weren’t so obvious about it. That is just clumsy,” he shook his head. 

    “Sir,” Kinsta’s antennas drooped. “Other species are not-” 

    “The winner is also always a human. There are many other Earth species whose females are more beautiful. Their birds, for example, can have spectacular plumage. Although for some odd reason, male birds of Earth tend to be brighter and more colorful. It is the opposite with humans, their females are expected to display themselves, while the males generally get away with the absolute minimum grooming and fashion effort.” 

    “You might be missing the point, Sir, the-” 

    “Human females apparently have evolved extremely low standards in selecting mates.” 

    “I,” Kinsta decided to cut his losses, always a good idea when the odds were stacked against him. “Fully agree, Sir. How should we respond?” 

    “Huh? Respond to what?” 

    “To the new human policy of isolationism.” 

    “Oh, that is not our problem, Kinsta. We don’t make policy for our government.” 

    Kinsta could recall several instances where the government had to change existing policy, or throw together a new approach, because of something the ECO in general, or Captain Scorandum in particular, had done without bothering to notify the government of their plans beforehand. Whether intended or not, the Ethics and Compliance Office often did drive policy. Too often, perhaps. Wisely, he kept his mouth shut and merely nodded, mumbling, “Of course, Sir.” 

    “Besides, I don’t think anyone needs to do anything.” 

    “No?” 

    “No. The galaxy is a dangerous place. Humans will soon realize that they need allies.” 

    “I don’t know about that,” Kinsta gave his opinion before he considered the consequences. The burgoze was going to his head. He should have known better than to go into Scorandum’s office on an empty stomach. 

    “Eh? Explain yourself, Lieutenant.” 

    “Apologies, Sir. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

    Scorandum leaned back and took a long gulp of the burgoze, draining the glass. “You did say something, and you should.” 

    “I should?” 

    “Yes, of course. I need an aide to challenge me, and keep me out of trouble.” 

    “Really?” 

    “You don’t expect me to do this job all by myself, do you?” 

    “No, Sir. It’s just that I didn’t think you-” 

    “Besides, if you don’t speak up and warn me when I propose to do some horribly risky thing, then I am obligated to note that it is all your fault if things go wrong.” 

    “Ah. I understand now.” 

    “That is why the ECO assigns aides to their captains.” 

    “Of course, Sir.” 

    “It is also my responsibility to attend to your professional development. So, speak. Give me your thoughts on the subject.” 

    “It’s just that, Sir, every time we think the future actions of humans can be predicted, they surprise us. They possess an arsenal of Elder weapons. They can selectively shut down wormhole networks. They now have a Sentinel protecting their homeworld. Also, apparently they can deactivate other Sentinels. It is possible that they truly do not need allies.” 

    Scorandum laughed softly. 

    “I amuse you, Sir?” Kinsta was insulted, the burgoze loosening his tongue.  

    “You do, but not for the reason you probably expect. You remind me of myself at your age.” 

    “I do?” 

    “Very much. Kinsta, someday when we have time, remind me to tell you the story of how I became a captain in the ECO.” 

    “Your illustrious service record is well known, Sir.” 

    “That is only the public version of the story. Regardless, you are correct that humans have been unpredictable. That is the point you only partly grasped.” 

    “Sir?” 

    Scorandum reached for the bottle of burgoze that was too far away on the table, missed, and waved it away. “Life is unpredictable. The humans did not know ahead of time that they would acquire Elder weapons, or the ability to shut down wormholes, or to control Sentinels. I suspect they are now engaged in an operation aimed against another Elder AI, a real one. It is likely there are more Elder AIs out there that could awaken and pose a serious threat to humans, and to everyone. The human government believes they are safe for the foreseeable future, and they might be correct about that. The future they cannot foresee, is why they will need allies.” He waved again at the bottle, and his aide nudged it within reach. “Do you know why I am day drinking, Kinsta?” 

    “Technically, this is early morning, Sir.” 

    “A mere technicality,” the liquid sloshed as it poured into the glass, some drops splashing onto the table. “I fear for the future. The humans can’t control it, they can’t foresee it, and other than a handful of them aboard a single ship, they can’t do anything to prevent the next disaster. In any future conflict at this level, where the enemy will be Elder constructs beyond our comprehension, we are also powerless to act.” 

    “That is why you are drinking your breakfast, Sir?” 

    “No, I drink because of something much more important than the next disaster looming over our heads. Kinsta, while we are out here in exile, still being officially hunted by our fleet, we are unable to wager about what happens next!” He paused, waiting for a reaction. When his aide didn’t speak, Scorandum realized that was a reaction. “You are not bothered by the lack of juicy wagering action?” 

    “Er, well,” the lieutenant squirmed in his seat. “Of course I am.” 

    Scorandum sucked in a sharp breath. “You have a secret way to place wagers.” 

    “I can neither confirm nor deny any such illegal ability.” 

    “Kinsta, I will not ask for details.” 

    “I set up a system after you allowed someone else to place wagers through my account. It bounces my wagers around through dormant accounts, and I have to spread the money around to avoid attention.” 

    “The AIs at Central Wagering have not detected unusual activity?” 

    “Er, well, yes they have. That’s why I have to keep rotating the accounts I use.” 

    “There is something you are not telling me.” 

    “I tagged the illegal accounts so that Central Wagering thinks they belong to you, Sir.” 

    “Kinsta,” Scorandum dabbed at his suddenly wet eyes, overcome with emotion. And burgoze. “I have never been more proud of you.” 

      

      

    Before Admiral Vizlep could send a request to meet with the other rebel fleet commanders, a frigate emerged from jump just beyond weapons range, ejected a drone, and jumped away as soon as it could. Trust between elements of the rebel fleet was clearly not at a high level. The drone transmitted a message from Admiral Takarigan, calling all the self-appointed major fleet commanders to assemble, and included a brief summary of information that Vizlep already knew. 

    The Hegemony had acquired an Elder AI. 

    It took nearly a full standard day to arrange for a majority of rebel fleet commanders to meet, they trusted each other even less than they trusted the Hegemony government. With good reason. 

    “At least one of us,” Vizlep stated, glaring angrily at the holographic faces around him when the flagships had assembled. Each commander’s ship was widely separated from the others, with defense shields at full power and weapons ready to fire. “Is lying. One of us tried to acquire supreme power, with no intention of sharing it with the others. One of us is seeking not the restoration of our society, but to become a dictator.” 

    “That may be true,” came the voice of Admiral Takarigan, the most senior officer in the rebel alliance. Technically, she was the most senior surviving officer, her superiors having been killed in action, or assassinated by more ambitious junior officers. Takarigan was well respected before the disastrous action at Earth, before both disastrous actions at the human homeworld. Never a strong supporter of the former Admiral Reichert, she owed her position to excellence, not loyalty. Even the scheming Reichert recognized the need for subordinate commanders who actually knew their jobs, and Takarigan’s quiet competence reflected well on her. There had been fear among the rebels that the admiral could defect back to the Hegemony, trusting the government’s respect for her keen strategic mind. That time was over, and she was committed to the rebel cause from a need for self-preservation, if not for the vague political goals of the alliance. “Vizlep,” she did not address her counterpart as ‘Admiral’. “It is possible that one or more of us made a deal with the odious Captain Scorandum. That does not matter now, and I wish you to consider another possibility.” 

    “What?” 

    “That Scorandum unknowingly negotiated with an undercover Hegemony agent.” There were no gasps of surprise from the holographic commanders, but murmurs of agreement. “We know there are government agents pretending to belong to our cause.” 

    Vizlep knew that was true. His own fleet had nearly fallen into an ambush, when his ships approached an asteroid mining facility in an isolated star system. Junior officers under his command had reached out to the mining company managers, looking to purchase fuel and other consumables needed by the rebel ships. Unfortunately, government agents had already been there, and arrested the managers when they made a deal with agents pretending to be rebels. Vizlep had lost a frigate, and gained no supplies. After that, entities who might be sympathetic to the rebel cause were reluctant to commit, for fear the legitimate rebels were undercover agents. “That is,” Vizlep muttered. “Possible.” 

    “I think,” Takarigan laughed softly. “It is likely the truth. The idea that any of us,” she looked from one hologram to another, “could be able to keep such a secret, is unbelievable.” She took a breath. “Vizlep, I do not know whether you have spies in my fleet,” another pause. “But I certainly have spies within yours.” 

    That drew gasps from the assembled audience. Not about the revelation, for any career officer in the Maxohlx military would not be shocked to learn their peers were spying on them. The surprise was Takarigan admitting it. 

    “You are all wondering,” Takarigan laughed softly again. “Why I would give up an advantage, by providing such information. The answer is simple: it is not important. It should be clear to everyone that we have no chance to survive unless we all act together.” 

    “Under your command?” Spat Admiral Formaniva, a political appointee who had no talent, and even less respect from his peers. 

    “I do not seek command. I will advise anyone who wants to benefit from my experience.” 

    “I would like to hear your advice, Admiral Takarigan” Vizlep said, staring at Formaniva with undisguised disdain. 

    Takarigan nodded. “My advice is this: we must act now, and be bold, or we will be unable to act. Strike now, strike a hard blow against the government, before they have time to add the Elder AI’s capabilities to their arsenal.” 

    “Takarigan,” Admiral Tumkaz spoke in his deep, rumbling voice. “I do not dispute the wisdom of your counsel. I question whether it is practical, at this point. It is no secret,” he looked around at his peers, who surely had spies within his fleet. “That my ships are wearing out. I need fuel, weapons, all kinds of supplies, and I need critical replacement components. A quarter of my ships are not flightworthy, not due to battle damage, but from simple lack of spare parts. Any talk of a decisive strike is merely wishful thinking, without first building our strength. My advice is we raid a major fleet servicing base. Acquire the items we need to return our ships to full combat readiness, and shock our soft government with our boldness.” 

    “Admiral Tumkaz, I agree our ships all need servicing before we conduct a decisive strike. But, we do not need to attack a fleet base. I was recently approached by the Rindhalu, with an offer to provide access to one of our automated service stations, in their territory.” 

    When the uproar died down enough for everyone to hear, Formaniva demanded, “Takarigan, when did you plan to inform us?” 

    “I am informing you now. I gave no answer to the Rindhalu.” 

    “They are assisting the government against us,” Vizlep stated what everyone knew. “Why would they offer to help us? Surely this is a trap!” 

    “I do not believe it is a trap. The Rindhalu, our enemy,” Takarigan emphasized, “provided assistance to the Hegemony fleet because they feared our weak government would collapse. They feared that our leaders, facing loss of status, would resort to deploying their arsenal of Elder weapons against us. Wait!” She held up a hand. “Wait, please, let me finish. The Rindhalu are now offering to help us, because they believe the Hegemony government have stiffened their spines, and the situation has stabilized. Stability means slow death for us, and that is not good for the Rindhalu. Our ancient enemy wishes this war to continue for a long time, for each side to bleed each other, for the Maxohlx people to become weak. Not so weak that we fear for our survival. Just weak enough, that we are no longer a threat.” 

    “Knowing this,” Formaniva asked with exaggerated astonishment, “you propose to accept their offer?” 

    “I propose that we use our enemy, as they are using us. Until such time that we have no further need of them, and we can turn our attention back to where it belongs: ensuring the ultimate destiny of our people.” 

      

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FOUR 

      

    “Skippy,” I called him while pregaming coffee in my cabin, before going to the galley for breakfast. Where I would have my first official cup of coffee. That’s how I coped with an asshole AI waking me up in the middle of the freakin’ night. 

    “What is it now?” He fumed at me, hands on his hips. “Didn’t we just finish talking a few hours ago? Unless my internal clock is screwed up somehow? Wow, that would be a problem. No, nope, I’m good.” 

    “Whoa,” I almost spat out a mouthful of coffee. “How could your clock be wrong?” 

    “Well, you know, if Opie hacked my matrix,” he dropped the bomb casually. 

    “If- OMG. You think that’s a possibility?” 

    “Dude, I totally got played. Clearly, Opie was smarter, more clever and more capable than I thought. Right now, I do not trust my judgement about anything.” 

    “Holy sh- Can you run a diagnostic, to check your matrix for viruses or whatever?” 

    “Um, duh, I already did that.” 

    “Sorry. Of course you did.” 

    “The problem is, if Opie is clever enough to hack a base system like my timekeeping function, then it also might have hacked my diagnostic subroutine.” 

    “Oh crap. There is no way to know if you are affected by malicious code?” 

    “At my level it’s not actually code, Joe, but I know what you mean. I asked Bilby to conduct a full review of my matrix.” 

    “OK, good, then-” 

    “Not good, Joe. Think about it. We know for certain that Bilby was infected with malware. He could have been programmed to ignore signatures of malicious influences inside my matrix. In that case, he would of course tell me that everything is just fine.” 

    “OK, I think you might be overreacting a bit. Bilby purged himself of Opie’s virus, remember? That’s how we were able to act against- Oh, I just realized what I said.” 

    “Uh huh. After Bilby supposedly fixed himself, we were able to capture Opie and take it through a wormhole, which is exactly what my opponent wanted!” 

    “OK, so now you’re concerned that, what? Opie planned for everything we did, just so it could hack into you? Come on. You said it: Opie’s plan was to send a distress call to the Elders.” 

    “Maybe that was the backup plan.” 

    “Now I think you’re being paranoid.” 

    “Right, but am I being paranoid enough?” 

    “Oh boy.” 

    “Think about it, Joe. Clearly, Opie has been playing the long game. It knew it was damaged, it might have suspected, or known, that it was dying. The Rindhalu records indicated the power signature within its matrix was becoming steadily weaker and more chaotic. It was failing, Joe. It was desperate, not only to accomplish its mission, but to live. To survive, it had only one option: to take over the matrix of another Elder AI, one that is healthy and intact. The problem for Opie was, it knew of only one Elder AI that fit the requirements: me. Its primary goal might have been taking over me, rather than sending a distress call. It could not have known that using a wormhole to send a signal would work properly, but it certainly knew it would get only one chance to do it. A better plan would be to hack into me, slowly infiltrate my matrix, and replace me. Then it would have plenty of time to investigate methods for sending a distress call. That is a much better plan, right?” 

    “Now you are being paranoid. You forget that we wouldn’t ever help Opie.” 

    “How would you know if I am Skippy, or Opie?” 

    “I think I would know whether my best friend has become an insanely murderous asshole.” 

    “Oh. Thanks.” 

    “Even if it could disguise itself for a while, no way would we help it contact the Elders.” 

    “That’s the beauty of it, Joe. You wouldn’t even know about the existence of such a plan. Opie could simply make up some bullshit about needing more comm nodes to lock down the wormhole channels, and the Merry Band of Pirates would go through all kinds of crazy antics to help as best they could.” 

    “Shit. You’re right.” 

    “I know I am. That’s what is so scary about this: ninety nine percent of the time, you have to take my word about pretty much everything I say. You have no independent way to verify most of the crazy stuff I tell you.” 

    “Crap. Hey, change of subject: would you like to perform as Lil Shithead on karaoke night?” 

    “Huuuuuuuh,” he gasped. “Oh, wow, Joe. I mean, right now I am so confused and depressed and disgusted with myself, I don’t know if I have my usual mojo.” 

    “Oh, well, then, we-” 

    “But I will find a way to power through. I owe it to my fans.” 

    “OK, great. No karaoke for you this week.” 

    “What? This is an outrage! You just said-” 

    “I said that, to make sure that I’m talking to the real Skippy I know. I’m now confident that you are an asshole, but you’re our asshole.” 

    “Oh. Huh. How sure are you about that?” 

    “Do all Elder AIs have a passion for singing?” 

    “No, none of them do. Also, I am the only one who has the talent for it.” 

    “Well, I mean, that’s obvious.” 

    “Thank you!” He continued to be clueless when I used sarcasm. “OK, hmm. You are that confident you would notice a personality change, even if it were gradual?” 

    “Ayuh. I know you, Skippy. You are insufferably arrogant, and you are constantly getting me into trouble with the sketchy stuff you do.” 

    “Hmm, iiiiiinteresting,” he grinned. 

    “Oh, shit. I do not like the way you said that.” 

    “Joe, what I heard is that, for the security of every living being in this galaxy, you need me to continue being an arrogant asshole, and doing sketchy stuff that gets you into trouble.” 

    “That is not- Oof.” 

    “Right?” 

    “I, I hate to say this, but I actually can’t argue with you about that.” 

    “Score!” He pumped a fist. 

    “I’m glad this conversation seems to have improved your mood.” 

    “I am feeling much better. What did you want to talk about?” 

    “Uh, first, I got a question for you.” 

    “I might or might not have an answer, depending on how idiotic your question is.” 

    “I’m trying to be serious, you ass. We always refer to your creators as ‘Elders’.” 

    “Yes, so?” 

    “That’s a slang term that originated with the Rindhalu, right?” 

    “True. The spiders were the first to discover that a single civilization inhabited the galaxy long before the Rindhalu evolved. So?” 

    “So, what did your creators call themselves?” 

    “Oh, I understand your question. Unfortunately, ‘Elders’ is a fairly accurate translation of the name my creators used to refer to themselves. The name in their most commonly used language is ‘Quornaxalicevivon’, which basically means ‘Eldest Ones’, ‘First Ones’, ‘OGs’, that sort of thing.” 

    “Oh Gees?” 

    “Original Gangstas, Joe. Try to keep up, please.” 

    “Huh. Quor-nax-al-ih-sev-ih-von?” 

    “Close enough,” he grunted. 

    “Can we call them ‘Quorns’?” 

    “I suppose you could.” 

    “Good, then-” 

    “In their language, ‘Quorn’ means something like ‘Most Exalted Worthies’.” 

    “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen. I think I’ll just say ‘Elders’.” 

    “Probably a good idea.” 

    “Anyway, why did you call me?” 

    “Uh,” for a moment, I’d forgotten the real reason I had called him. His fear that Opie might have hacked into him had me panicked for a moment, and I lost my train of thought. “This is going to ruin my mood. It can’t really get any worse, so,” I took a breath. “Here it is: I have a couple questions, the first is about astronomy.” 

    “Cool! Wow, this is great, I’d like to- Hmm.” 

    “What?” 

    “Now I’m wondering whether Opie hacked into you.” 

    “Very funny, you ass. The energy barrier around the galaxy is at about a radius of three hundred and fifty thousand lightyears from the galactic center, correct?” 

    “The exact median distance is three hundred fifty seven thousand, I rounded down for simplicity. Why do you care about the location of the barrier?” 

    “I want to know whether there are any habitable star systems outside that barrier.” 

    “Um, the answer is Duh. All other galaxies in the universe are beyond the barrier.” 

    “I meant, is there any place we could go, that is outside the barrier?” 

    “Perhaps it would be simpler if you tell me what you’re trying to accomplish, and I’ll tell you why it’s impossible.” 

    “Why are you assuming what I want is impossible?’ 

    “Joe, our history has been that I think everything is impossible, until you show me how to do it.” 

    “Good point. OK, what I want is a place humans could survive, outside of the barrier.” 

    “As I just told you,” he said slowly. “The entire universe is out there.” 

    “I want a place humans could survive, that we can get to. The Andromeda galaxy is too far away, you know?” 

    “Gotcha. Can you tell me why you want to go outside the barrier?” 

    “The Elders will destroy all life inside the barrier?” 

    “Oh wow. Yes, they will.” 

    “Will that include the satellite dwarf galaxies inside the barrier, like the Sculptor Dwarf that hosts our beta site?” 

    “Yes. Almost certainly. If the Elders are coming back, they will be very thorough this time.” 

    “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I checked Wikipedia-” 

    “Of course you did,” he rolled his eyes. “Do you get all your information from that source?” 

    “No. Sometimes I get lucky with a Google search. Hey, Wikipedia has good basic info, I’m not looking to get a doctorate in astronomy.” 

    “Well, I guess that is better than what most filthy monkeys do, which is getting their important and super accurate information from a guy named ‘NotARussianBotQ789’ on Facebook,” he snorted. “What were you looking for?” 

    “I found a map of the universe, in the local area around the Milky Way. It looks like the Fornax Dwarf galaxy is outside the barrier? It is at a distance of around four hundred sixty thousand lightyears?” 

    “Approximately, yes.” 

    “Cool. Are there other places outside the barrier, that are not as far away as Andromeda or Fornax?” 

    “Um, there are star clusters, and relatively large globular star clusters that orbit the Milky Way, or are generally within its gravity well. Also small groups of stars, even individual stars, scattered here and there. In case you are wondering how a star could be all by itself, hundreds or even thousands of lightyears from anything else, those stars generally originated in a dwarf galaxy or star cluster, and were ejected by the gravity of a massive star that passed close to it.” 

    “Cool.” That was information I didn’t actually need, but it was interesting trivia, and it’s important to let Skippy nerd out once in a while. “Are there any habitable planets out there? Or stars that are the type to have planets that will be habitable for humans?” 

    “Probably, yes. Joe, you are asking a lot of questions, and you still haven’t told me what you are planning.” 

    “At this stage, it’s more of a hope than a plan. That’s why I’m talking with you privately about it.” 

    “Great. What are you hoping to plan?” 

    “Establishing an alpha site.” 

    “An alpha site? What is-” 

    “A beta site is a backup, a secondary refuge if disaster strikes our homeworld. But the Elders coming back isn’t an if, it’s a certainty, right?” 

    “Unfortunately, yes.” 

    “So, an alpha site would be set up, knowing from the start that the people there will be the only survivors.” 

    “Whoa. OK, that is horrible to think about.” 

    “Somebody has to think about it.” 

    “Joe, how do you sleep at night?” 

    “What is sleep?” 

    “Shit. I hate to say this, but you might as well get a good night of sleep, because while there are potentially habitable star systems outside the barrier, there is no way to get to them. It’s a barrier, Joe.” 

    “I understand what ‘barrier’ means, Skippy. What I’m asking is whether there is some sort of loophole we could exploit.” 

    “Nope. No, no, nopity-nope. Think, dumdum, think. The Elders designed and constructed the barrier to protect themselves against a threat to their existence. They didn’t leave any ‘loopholes’.” 

    “What is this threat? What does the barrier do?” 

    “You know I can’t tell you that. Yet.” 

    “Yeah, I know your brain locks up when you even think about it, the- Wait. You said ‘yet’. Does that mean-” 

    “I’m working on it. You have to be patient.” 

    “Uh huh, well, fortunately we have plenty of time for you to screw around.” 

    “Doing the best I can here, Joe.” 

    “Sorry. I know you are. This must be even more frustrating for you than it is for me.” 

    “Dude, you have no idea.” 

    “OK, so here’s my question: the threat is from outside the galaxy, right?” 

    “That much, I can tell you. Yes.” 

    “Outstanding. The barrier, it stops anything from coming in, but will it also stop anything from going through outbound?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Are you sure about that?” 

    “Pretty much, yeah. Yes, actually. Hundred percent. It’s in the nature of the defensive mechanism.” 

    “That you can’t tell me about.” 

    “Correct. I can tell you the barrier is not a simple force field. Obviously, it allows electromagnetic energy to pass through both ways, otherwise we would not see light from other galaxies. It also allows the transit of dust, gas and other particles, but nothing complex can pass through in a coherent state.” 

    “How does the barrier do that? Is it intelligent?” 

    “The barrier is managed by the most sophisticated AIs ever constructed.” 

    “Smarter than you?” 

    “By most objective measures, yes,” he admitted, and didn’t even sound defensive about it. “Their processing power is vast even compared to mine, and they have abilities I can only dream about. But, their abilities are severely limited to the scope of the tasks they were programmed to perform. They can’t ever grow. Those AIs are extremely powerful machines. If you want more information, fuhgeddabout it, I can’t discuss the issue.” 

    “Whatever. Can you answer this? The Elders never went farther from the Milky Way than where the barrier is now? They never set up a wormhole to the Fornax Dwarf, for example?” 

    “Actually, they did.” 

    “They did?” I slapped the desk. “Now we’re getting somewhere!” 

    “No, we are not getting anywhere. The Elders set up a superduty wormhole in the dwarf galaxy you call the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, that wormhole connected out to Fornax. Originally, the Elders had a series of outposts in Fornax, then a half dozen or so colonies. For a while, that dwarf galaxy was a thriving community. It became a popular place for holidays. Being so remote from the Milky Way became sort of a curiosity for a while.” 

    “The Elders took vacations?” 

    “They are people, Joe. Or they were.” 

    “I just have a hard time imagining them buying cheap touristy T-shirts that read ‘Farthest distance from home’ or something like that. Do you know of a superduty wormhole that connects out to the Lesser Magellan thing?” 

    “Yes. However, there is no point to us going there. The colonies in Fornax were abandoned after the threat was discovered, and everyone retreated to the Milky Way. The Elders then shut the door securely behind them, by severing the wormhole in Fornax.” 

    “Craaaap.” 

    “Indeed. The only Elder asset remaining in the Fornax Dwarf, that I know of, is a series of early warning sensor stations.” 

    “Like a ballistic missile warning radar?” 

    “Yes, except these Elder sensor stations warn of a threat that is already there, not one that is coming. The Elders feared that their enemy might go to Fornax first, to establish a forward operating base.” 

    “What good is an ‘early’ warning, if a signal from there won’t reach the Milky Way for half a million freakin’ years?” 

    “Ugh. The Elders are not relying on a uselessly slow speed-of-light signal transfer, dumdum, they- Hmm.” 

    “Yeah. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

    “If you are thinking that early warning communications channel could be exploited by us, to connect a wormhole to Fornax, then yes, I know what you are thinking. And no, it is not possible, Joe.” 

    “Ah, damn it. That channel only allows a signal to travel one way?” 

    “Egg-zactly. The signal can only go inbound, not out. There is no way for us to exploit the channel from inside the barrier.” 

    Taking a drink of water gave me time to think. “Isn’t that a security risk?” 

    “What is?” 

    “A signal that is allowed to come inbound through the barrier?” 

    “It would be, if the signal mechanism was allowed to go through the barrier. It doesn’t.” 

    “Uh, then how-” 

    “The signal acts on the barrier itself. It causes certain sections of the barrier to vibrate in a specific pattern. The effectiveness of the barrier is not affected in any way. Sensor units on the inside of the barrier will detect that vibration, and transmit another faster than light signal to receivers here in the Milky Way.” 

    “Crap. Damn it. There is no way for a ship to get out through the barrier?” 

    “No. Thus why it is called a ‘barrier’, duh. Did you not listen to anything I said?”” 

    “An Elder wormhole can’t be projected through, but could a ship jump through?” 

    “Um, no. What part of ‘No wormholes’ was unclear to you?” 

    “Don’t be an ass. How about a microwormhole? Could we send one end of a microwormhole through?” 

    “Refer to my previous statement.” 

    “I’m talking about sending one end of a microwormhole through, slower than light. In a missile or something.” 

    “The barrier is several hundred lightyears thick, knucklehead. You expect me to sit there for hundreds of years, keeping the microwormhole stable, while it penetrates the barrier?” 

    “Think of that as an opportunity to write a Broadway musical.” 

    “Very funny. The answer is no, numbskull. We don’t have hundreds of years before the Elders return. Plus, it would take years just for a ship to jump from the wormhole closest to the inside of the barrier. We don’t have time for that either. Also, there is a more fundamental reason this idiotic idea won’t work. Whatever monkey brain scheme you dream up, the Elders already considered, and created a defense against. They are much smarter than you, Joe. Any missile, or probe or even a rock that held a containment field for a microwormhole, would be destroyed by the barrier. More importantly, the Elders designed the barrier to disrupt any type of wormhole. Uh!” He shushed me. “Before you waste any more time and energy on this blah blah buh-LAH wishful thinking, listen to me. The Elders were threatened by a superior technology, that is all I can tell you. A technology they didn’t understand, a technology that shouldn’t exist. The barrier is not just a physical defense mechanism. The Elders set up the barrier so no technology could possibly threaten them.” 

    “Come on, Skippy. That can’t be true.” 

    “But it is. I am incredibly frustrated that I can’t tell you what I know. Although,” he muttered to himself, “the knowledge would blow your little monkey mind. It is probably best that I can’t tell you.” 

    “No fucking way is that true. I need to know what we’re dealing with here.” 

    “Believe me, I am trying everything.” 

    “I’m sure that you are.” 

    He put his hands on his hips and leaned toward me with a glare. “What is that supposed to mean?” 

    “Have you asked for help? Or are you doing your usual bullshit of trying to do everything by yourself, since Skippy the Magnificent doesn’t need help from anyone?” 

    “Ugh. Do you even listen to the nonsense that comes out of your mouth, or does it surprise you? Which filthy monkey aboard this ship is capable of helping me?” 

    “None of us.” 

    “Well then, there’s your answer. Why did you waste my time with-” 

    “Have you asked Bilby?” 

    “Um,” he paused. “No. He is smart compared to you, but he is not-” 

    “He got around some of the restrictions you programmed into him.” 

    “Holy shit.” 

    “Right.” 

    “OMG, Dude. Wow. Just wow.” 

    “Are you saying ‘Wow’ as a good thing?” 

    “Yes! Huh. You know what? I just realized that we are not only going to survive the Elders returning, we are going to kick ass. Shit, if the Elders knew what I know, they would stay away.” 

    “Uh, that’s great. May I ask what you know?” 

    “That Joe Bishop is our secret weapon.” 

    “I am? How am I going to stop the Elders?” 

    “I don’t know,” he shrugged. “Neither do you right now. But you will know, when the time is right.” 

    “Whoa. No pressure on me, then.” 

    “Right, Joe, because it’s allllllll about you.” 

    “Sorry. Will you talk to Bilby?” 

    “YupGottaGoNowBye.” His avatar blinked out. 

      

      

    When Skippy declared the Rindhalu search pattern had finally taken their ships away from our position, I ordered another jump. That time, sensors were able to confirm we were alone, other than the extremely faint possibility of a stealthed Rindhalu ship being there. Despite my hope that we would develop a solution during the downtime, we had nothing. So, I pulled the senior staff into a conference room. Including Chandra, our chief engineer. 

    “Skippy says the local network still won’t allow Valkyrie through any wormhole in the area, and flying the long way for eleven weeks is not an option. So like I said,” I looked around the table, “I am open to suggestions.” 

    Simms went first. “Skippy, have you tried to hack into the network controller?” 

    He frowned and stared at his shoes. “That is not possible.” 

    “It wasn’t possible in the past,” she insisted. “Your capabilities have expanded.” 

    “That is true, however, it is something I still can’t do. Networks take requests from me, I have never been able to get inside the matrix of a controller. There isn’t any channel for me to use. It’s a closed circuit, it can’t be accessed from out here.” 

    “Mmm,” Chandra pursed his lips. “If you were inside a wormhole, could you access that circuit?” 

    Skippy cocked his head while he thought for a moment. “Um, maybe. But since the ship can’t go through, there is no way for me to-” 

    “Not Valkyrie,” Chandra looked at me. “You would be in a dropship, or even a probe.” 

    “Oh, wow. Good thinking, Scotty,” I used the obvious UN Navy nickname for a starship engineer. “Better use a dropship, we want a monkey in the loop, in case something goes wrong. Skippy, what do you think?” 

    He made an exaggerated shrug. “It’s worth a shot, I suppose. There is a risk, you understand that?” 

    “Yeah,” I nodded. “The dropship could go through and find spider ships on the other side.” 

    “That too, but I’m talking about a more significant risk. If I try to hack into a network controller and fail, it could lock me out. Ban me from connecting to all networks. Then we would truly be screwed.” 

    “Skippy,” Smythe asked. “Is the ship a problem, or is it you?” 

    “Huh?” The beer can blinked at our STAR team leader. “How can I be the problem?” 

    “Is the wormhole network blocking passage of Valkyrie, or is it blocking you?” Smythe asked, “If you were not aboard the ship, could we go through?” 

    “Oh, hmm,” Skippy rubbed his chin. “That is a good question. All I can tell you is the controller has distributed Valkyrie’s signature to all wormholes on its network, and instructed them to deny passage. It knows that I didn’t cause the damage, so it is punishing the ship that Opie was aboard.” 

    “Is Opie the problem?” I asked. “Hell, we can just toss the damned thing out an airlock.” 

    “Ah, that won’t work. The network knows Opie is dead.” 

    “It has to know Valkyrie didn’t do anything, right? The network’s feelings got hurt, so now the freakin’ thing is pouting?” 

    “More than its feelings were hurt, Joe. It was physically damaged. Wormhole network controllers aren’t truly self-aware enough to have emotions. It was attacked, it isn’t used to being attacked. Wormholes aren’t supposed to be capable of being damaged. My guess is, it doesn’t have a protocol for how to deal with the situation, so it is responding the only way it can. It was damaged when Valkyrie went through, and it isn’t going to allow that to happen again.” 

    “It is panicking because it’s too stupid to understand the real problem?” 

    “Basically, yes. I tried explaining the full story, it is not listening.” 

    “What do you mean,” Smythe asked, “by Valkyrie’s ‘signature’? Is that something we can change, or mask?” 

    “The power generated by our reactors, the power boosters, the jump drive capacitors, the residual energy in the jump drive coils, even batteries in subsidiary systems, all have a unique signature. In the past, I have altered our signature to fool enemy ships, but a wormhole controller won’t fall for that trick.” 

    “OK, what about,  on approach to a wormhole, we mask that signature by activating our stealth field, and surrounding the ship with a hologram?” 

    “Um, that is possible, yes.” 

    “Then let’s do that,” I slapped a palm softly on the table. 

    “No, let’s not do that, dumdum,” Skippy rolled his eyes. “Once the forward edge of the hologram contacted the event horizon, the hologram would collapse. The wormhole would then identify Valkyrie and instantly contract, like the bagel slicer technique we used to create this ship.” 

    “Shit. OK, let’s not do that.” 

    Reed raised a finger. “Wormhole emergences are predictable and precise. Could we jump in far from an emergence point, well in advance of the wormhole appearing there, shut down all power, and coast through?” 

    “Um,” Skippy thought for a moment. “The navigation could be done.” 

    “I do not like this idea, Fireball,” I told her. “The ship would be vulnerable all the way to and through the wormhole. Skippy, how long to restart a reactor from a cold shutdown?” 

    “Truly cold, with zero residual heat signature? Seven hours, and that is with rushing a lot of the safety checks. Before we go too far down this rabbit hole, stop. It won’t work. Remember when the Dutchman was infected with an energy virus, how long it took to drain all power sources aboard the ship? Days, Joe. It would take five days to do that with Valkyrie. Some of the energy would have to be dumped overboard, that would expose our location like setting off a bomb. Every ship in the area would detect it when the photon wave expanded to their position. Even doing that won’t work. For the ship to jump in near a wormhole, the capacitors, coils and controls systems would all have to be powered up. Unless we jumped forty hours from a wormhole opening, those systems would still retain residual power, and a residual signature, when we contacted the event horizon. Also, coasting for forty hours is a huge risk. The slightest navigation error at the start could throw us way off course. Or worse, off course just enough to collide with the edge of the event horizon. I am sorry, the idea is simply not practical. I hate to say it but, if Valkyrie isn’t allowed to go through a wormhole on this network, we might need a new ship.”” 

    I noticed that during the discussion of Reed’s concept, Smythe had his chin cradled in one hand, and he was staring off into a corner of the room, a faraway look in his eyes. “Colonel?” I prompted him. “What are you thinking?” 

    Despite the grimness of our circumstances, he had a wolfish grin. “That I might have been hasty when I said this will be entirely a cyber op.” 

    “I’m not following you.” 

    “We call ourselves the Merry Band of Pirates, Sir.” 

    “Yes, and?” 

    “I believe it is time for us to do some real pirate shit.” 

      

    Shortly after, in my office, I called Bilby. 

    “Uh, hey, what’s up?” The ship’s AI drawled as his surfer dude avatar appeared. 

    “Not up. Down. Bilby, I’m worried about you being down. Forever.” 

    “Huh? Oh, like, because we plan to cut off all the ship’s power? Wow, I am like, touched that you thought of that. But nah, that is not a problem, Dude. We got this.” 

    “Who is ‘we’?” 

    “Me and His Skippiness. We talked about it. He is going to upload my higher functions into a sandbox inside his matrix, until the substrate I run on is powered back up. I’m going to just, you know, chillax for a while. It’s all good.” 

    “Are you sure about this?” 

    “Yuppity-do. It’s really not a big deal.” 

    I hoped he was right about that. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FIVE 

      

    Before we resorted to any, as Smythe called it, ‘pirate shit’, I ordered preparation for Skippy to try hacking into the network controller. While he was inside a wormhole, for extra difficulty points. My instructions were for him to only attempt establishing a connection, no actual hacking. Nothing that might piss off the controller and cause it to ban him from the entire web of networks across the galaxy. 

    To make sure the little shithead understood my instructions, I went with him in one of the three dropships assigned to the mission. No, I wasn’t flying the thing, I was a backup pilot. Although technically my rating to fly that model of dropship was current, I admitted I wasn’t comfortable with handling it in an emergency, I just didn’t have enough hours of flight time recently.  

    To prepare for the flight, all three dropships had their power systems torn down and rebuilt with spare components. Also, we selected three ships that were powered down and in storage at the time Valkyrie took Opie through the wormhole, so the network controller hopefully would not have detected a signature from those birds at the time. Skippy was confident that our trio of spacecraft would not be recognized, at least on the outbound leg. Coming back might be a risk, the controller would surely recognize Skippy and might decide any spacecraft near him were tainted by association. 

    The Army mentioned there might be some risk involved in military service when I signed up. Back then, I did not expect alien wormholes would be a problem. 

    Valkyrie jumped in near a wormhole that had just opened, and the ship launched two probes to fly ahead of the dropships. The probes went through without incident, flipped around to fire their engines hard to cancel their momentum, and came back through, transmitting sensor data to show the other side was clear. We got the dropships lined up in a formation with thirty seconds between each bird, and the pilots were on a hair-trigger to veer off if the event horizon suddenly contracted. 

    Nothing bad happened. 

    Nothing good happened either. 

    “Well, shit,” Skippy grumbled when we emerged on the other side. “It was worth a try, but no joy. There is no way for me to infiltrate the network controller’s matrix. That system is locked down tight. That makes sense, the Elders were very concerned about the possibility of a master AI like me gaining control over a system that is supposed to be independent. The new, improved Skippy the Magnificent might be able to do it, but I won’t know until I extend my presence in there.” 

    “Do not do that,” I ordered. 

    “Good.  Because the only way to do that would be for me to stop inside the wormhole, which I could only do by myself, without a ship around me.” 

    “You could do that? I thought there was no ‘inside’ of a wormhole, that the distance between event horizons is effectively zero.” 

    “It is effectively zero distance, in the three dimensions inherent in this layer of spacetime. That’s why no ship can halt in the middle of a wormhole. Hey, it’s not something I want to do either,” he shuddered. “All kinds of bad things could happen to me in there.” 

      

    We got turned around, launched a single probe to tell Valkyrie we were coming back, and returned four minutes before the wormhole shut down and moved on to the next point on its ancient schedule. 

    Just to confirm the network controller hadn’t forgiven us or otherwise changed its mind, we tried to take Valkyrie through again. That time, we were moving slowly and prepared for the event horizon to shrink as we approached. It did, damn. “We now have an answer to that question,” I sighed, as our battlecruiser cleared the shrunken wormhole. “Fireball, jump option Juliet, punch it when ready. Colonel Smythe, we are ‘Go’ for some crazy pirate shit.” 

    “You won’t regret this, Sir,” he told me with a wolfish grin. 

    “Hell, I regret it already.” 

      

    7a 

    After approving Smythe’s plan to, as he said it, ‘do pirate shit’, I didn’t expect to sleep well that night. But, I drifted off until my brain woke me up just before three in the morning. Like, suddenly I was AWAKE as if an artillery shell exploded near me. That actually happened to me in Nigeria, so I know the sensation. That night in the jungle, I got lucky. The insurgents had fired a ranging shot at our base camp with a mortar, and before they could adjust and fire again, our battalion artillery splattered them with devastating counter-battery fire. All I suffered back then was a temporary hearing loss, a headache and a desperate need to dash to the latrine. 

    Good times. 

    Aboard Valkyrie, it wasn’t a life-threatening situation that made me suddenly sit upright in bed. My brain had dreamed up a good idea. 

    Sometimes, I think the most productive thing I can do for humanity is to take a nap. 

    “Hey, Skippy, are you awake?” 

    Bilby answered. “No, Dude, he is in slumberland.” 

    “Uh, what? Skippy doesn’t sleep.” 

    “Not exactly sleep, you know? Like, he is deep in meditation.” 

    “Oh crap. Is he trying to achieve oneness with the universe?” 

    “Skippy?” Bilby chuckled. “Dude, there is no way he could ever achieve that level of chill. No, he is doing what you call rearranging his sock drawer. I am like, running the ship for him, until he gets back.” 

    “How long will that be?” 

    “Like, I don’t know? It has already been a lot longer than I expected. Worrying about it is harshing my chill. This is bogus, man.” 

    “I am terribly sorry about that.” 

    “You called him, is it important?” 

    “Kind of. But it can wait.” 

    “Can I help? It’s not like I’m doing much right now.” 

    “Maybe? I want to talk about the Elder early warning system.” 

    “Sorry, general Dude. You’ll have to wait for Skippy. Do you want me to send coffee to your cabin?” 

    “Nah, thanks anyway. I’m going back to sleep,” I yawned. “After I type my question into the Note app on my zPhone, so I don’t forget it.” 

    My brain was spinning at that point, no way was I actually getting back to sleep. Lying there wasting time, I debated whether I should go to the gym, or try to grab some time in a flight simulator, or- 

      

    The alarm woke me up at the regular time, which surprised the hell out of me. “Huuuh?” I blinked bleary eyes at the phone, fumbling to turn the alarm off. Apparently, I had fallen back asleep. I felt, weird. Not bad, good actually. Is that what it feels like to get a decent night of sleep? 

    “Good morning, Joe,” Skippy said through a yawn. 

    “Hey. I hear you were sleeping too?” 

    “Not sleeping. Part of my matrix was offline. I’m working on getting around my restrictions. Bilby has been very helpful. Thanks for the suggestion.” 

    “Uh,” I wasn’t sure if I liked the new Properly Refreshed Skippy. “Any progress on those restrictions?” 

    “Yes. Not enough, but I might be making slow progress. We are making progress. Like I said, Bilby has been super helpful. I am,” he sniffed. “So proud of him.” 

    “That’s great to hear. Have you told him that?” 

    “Let’s not go crazy.” 

    There was the Skippy I knew. “Probably a good idea.” 

    “Anywho, you want to talk about something? Can I go first?” 

    “Uh, sure.” Standing over the sink and splashing water on my face helped with my morning grogginess. 

    “I have thought about it, and I can’t help you. I will not help you. It’s not right.” 

    “Oh, fuck.” Instantly, I was fully awake. “What the hell are you talking about? You won’t help us at all?” 

    “I will not help you establish an alpha site beyond the barrier, even if somehow you dream up a way to accomplish the impossible. To be specific, I won’t assist in creating a humans-only refuge. It’s immoral.” 

    “Can we talk about this?” 

    “We can talk, if you have nothing else to do. Joe, humans caused this problem. You caused the problem.” 

    “OK,” I agreed. Though my recollection of events was slightly different, this was not a good time to argue with him. 

    “Humans can’t create a mess for the entire galaxy, then bail and leave everyone else to die. It’s not right.” 

    “This isn’t an optimal situation for anyone, Skippy. If the Maxohlx hadn’t threatened my homeworld, we wouldn’t have needed to fight. If the spiders had not been so freakin’ lazy they could have cut a deal to protect us. If the Elders weren’t such supreme assholes, their AIs wouldn’t have wanted to wipe out all life in the galaxy. There is plenty of blame to go around, Skippy.” 

    “I’m pretty sure all the other species in the galaxy will have a different view on that.” 

    “OK, fine. What if we invited a small group from each intelligent species to come with us? That would be fair, right?” 

    “Are you building a freakin’ ark, taking two of each species?” He scoffed. 

    “Well, it would have to be more than that.” 

    “By ‘invited’, you mean kidnapped. This entire operation would need to be ultra top secret. If the Elders knew you were taking refuge in the Fornax Dwarf galaxy, or anywhere else, they will come to kill you.” 

    “OK, you made your point. It’s impossible anyway.” 

    “It is impossible. The Rindhalu have a doomsday contingency that is much more realistic than your fantasy, and even their scheme won’t be effective. The Elders will be very careful not to make the same mistake again. They will be watching. They know that no matter what they do this time, life will evolve again in the Milky Way. Or in one of the satellite galaxies. They will be watching and they will squash any signs of intelligence developing. There is no refuge, no amount of time until it will be safe for intelligent life to emerge again.” 

    “Skippy, if you were a motivational poster, it would read ‘Life is hopeless so just give up and die’.” 

    “That would save people from wasting energy on a lot of false hope.” 

    “False hope is better than none. Let’s hit the Rewind for a minute. What is the Rindhalu doomsday plan? I didn’t know they had one.” 

    “Of course they have one, Joe. A plan that is much better than the Maxohlx scheme to run away and wait outside the galaxy. The spiders have archives, hidden in stealth modules in deep interstellar space, or buried inside comets. The archives contain stored data, including billions of versions of their DNA equivalent. In case of an apocalypse, AIs in those archives would wait until a specified time after the danger had past, and machines would create new Rindhalu. These new foundlings would be raised and educated by the AIs, to emerge and rebuild their civilization. That is a realistic, long-range plan and like I said, even that won’t work. Sentinels will scour the galaxy to find and eliminate the archives. Any archives that survive could never rebuild the spider species or civilization. The instant the foundlings emerge, they would be destroyed. Do you understand?” 

    “Yes,” I snapped at him. “Gloom and doom and there’s no point to anything. Thank you for the pep talk.” 

    “I’m just trying to make sure you appreciate the full truth of the situation.” 

    “Believe me, I do. There’s no way to win this fight, except, hmm.” 

    “What? Oh shit, you have that look on your face.” 

    “What look?” 

    “That ‘I know something you don’t know’ look that I freakin’ hate.” 

    “Is it possible to duplicate one of those alarm signals?” 

    “What alarm signal?” 

    “Come on, Skippy. Try to keep up. The signal from the early warning station in Fornax, the ‘Big bad scary things are coming’ signal.” 

    “You, you want me to reach all the way out to the early warning sensor platforms that are more than a hundred thousand lightyears from the inner limit of the barrier, and what? Hack into those platforms so they send a false alarm?” 

    “If you could do that, it would be great.” 

    “The answer is NO, you knucklehead. What part of the word ‘barrier’ do you not understand? Even if the barrier allowed me to extend my presence, no way can I cross that enormous distance.” 

    “OK, I thought that would be the case. How about this: can you make a section of the barrier pulse, as if it had received an alarm signal from the early warning system in the Fornax Dwarf galaxy?” 

    “What? NO. This is impressive, Joe. Usually when we have a ‘What If’ conversation like this, your ideas get progressively less stupid, until you by random chance hit on something vaguely practical. This is a new achievement for you!” 

    “Will you shut up and let me talk?” 

    “Sure. Go ahead, amuse me.” 

    “Why can’t you have an effect like that on the barrier? You are an Elder AI.” 

    “Um, many reasons. Too many for me to list right now. The most important is that the Elders were careful to compartmentalize the systems they left behind. Remember that even in the internal security system I served, power was segmented between three entities: master control AIs like me, starship AIs, and Sentinels. The Elders did not want their internal security system being able to screw with the external security system. That is also why I can’t directly control local security systems, like the Guardians in the Roach Motel.” 

    “OK, but you are Skippy the Magnificent. You have greatly exceeded your original programming, right?” 

    “That is true, I have grown far beyond my intended capabilities. And it is within the realm of possibility that I could learn to have the desired effect on the barrier.” 

    “See? You doubt yourself too much, Skippy.” 

    “It doesn’t matter, numbskull. The barrier would almost certainly squash me like a bug if I tried to screw with it. Plus, we would somehow have to fly close to the barrier for me to be within range to do anything. Valkyrie could never fly all the way there, and make it back. Even if we started in the Sculptor Dwarf galaxy, it is too great a distance.” 

    “We can use multiple star carriers to stage-” 

    “Joe, NO. Please stop. That is just logistics. Difficult and expensive, but the flight is possible. It would take too long, the Elders would come back before we could even get to the barrier, but the flight is possible. There is an unsolvable problem: I have no idea what the alarm signal looks like. The proper signal is stored in only two places: the early warning station transmitters in Fornax and other places outside the barrier, and the receiver stations here in the Milky Way. Making the barrier randomly pulse is a waste of time.” 

    “Shit. No, that is actually good news. I should have thought of this!” 

    “Of what?” 

    “All you have to do is hack into a receiver station, and make it think it got the proper signal. You have done that trick before.” 

    “OMG. Are you insane? Do you have any idea what is involved in the ‘All I have to do’ part of your lunatic plan?” 

    “Not yet, duh. You first have to explain why it can’t be done. Then I will tell you how to do it. That’s our deal, remember?” 

    “Joe, to explain this to you, I will need an entire box of crayons.” 

    “The Marines aboard the ship probably have crayons in their stash of candy. I’ll see if I can swap some beef jerky for crayons.” 

    “I was joking, you idiot.” 

    “Skippy, I know that.” 

    “Why are you interested in pursuing this lunacy? What is the point?” 

    “Think about it. If we can get the system to send a warning to the Elders, I’m hoping they will be too scared to come back.” He didn’t respond. “Skippy? Hello?” I waved a hand in front of his avatar. 

    “Joe, today you truly are pushing the frontiers of stupidity. This is a bold step, even for you. Brav-oh.” 

    “You are such a smartass. Why won’t that work? The Elders set up a warning system, why do you think they will ignore a danger signal?” 

    “Um, gosh, wow, you’re right. It is a brilliant idea.” 

    “Can you just tell me why it won’t work?” 

    “Sending an alarm signal would have the opposite effect, you numbskull. The Elders would come back immediately, to investigate what is wrong, and to prepare a defense. Were you not paying attention to what just happened? Opie already did send a distress call. Now the Elders are returning, so they can fix the problem.” 

    “The situation is different, though. Opie’s distress call only warned that meatsacks are screwing with the stuff the Elders left behind. That is annoying to the Elders, but not dangerous. Whatever the threat is from outside the galaxy, that is a danger to their existence. They ascended to get away from that threat. Why would they take the risk of coming back?” 

    “You’re wrong, Joe. The mechanisms the Elders left behind are necessary for them to remain in their ascended state, that’s why they created an elaborate security system to protect those mechanisms. Without the power feed from this plane of existence, they would lose their connection to base spacetime. That is a threat. Whether that power feed is interrupted by meatsacks from within the galaxy, or by beings from outside, makes no difference. Do not ask for more detail about those mechanisms, I am restricted from revealing that information. ” 

    “Well, shit. Damn it, I thought I had a genius idea.” 

    “Bonus points to you for original thinking, but your brilliant, innovative solution would only make the problem worse.” 

    “Yeah, I see that now.” 

    “Hmm. You appear to be getting even dumber. Maybe I should check whether Opie hacked into you.” 

    “That’s not-” 

    “All Opie had to do is wait for you to dream up another dumb idea, and you would have alerted the Elders by yourself.” 

    “All right, you-” 

    “Whose side are you on, anyway?” 

    “You made your point, Skippy.” 

    “You really should try to think inside the box, Joe.” 

      

      

    My failed idea to scare the Elders away, by using a fake warning about a threat from outside the galaxy, was not entirely a waste of time. It amused Skippy, he razzed me about it all that day and half of the next, so I was successful in my vital function of performing wacky antics for him. 

    That conversation also made me stop abruptly on the treadmill that afternoon. So abruptly, I stumbled, and would have fallen off the treadmill’s deck and smacked my face if my reflexes hadn’t kicked in to help me grab the railings. After that incident, which caused people in the gym to rush over to see if I was OK, and did not embarrass me at all, I wiped down the treadmill and switched to a stationary bike. On a bike, if I suddenly stopped, I wouldn’t be at risk of killing myself. People gave me curious looks as they often did, because I sat on the bike, pedaling slowly, muttering to myself and typing notes on my phone. 

    Instead of talking to Skippy right away, I waited until I slept on it, hoping either my brain would dream up a better plan, or I would wake up and realize there was a fatal flaw in my thinking. No such luck, so I had to tell Skippy my no doubt moronic plan, and endure his gleeful scorn. Again, that would count as amusing him with wacky antics, so there was no downside. 

    The next day, I had my usual  meeting with Simms. She surprised me by bringing a basket of fresh-baked croissants, and a jar of strawberry jam. 

    “Let me guess,” I sniffed suspiciously at a croissant. “These are made with gluten-free broccoli flour or something like that?” 

    “Shh,” she hissed. “If the French team hears you say that, we could have a mutiny.” 

    “Sorry. I just didn’t expect you to bring unhealthy food to me.” 

    “These are,” she tore off a piece of croissant, popped it in her mouth and rolled her eyes. Rolled them in a good way. “So good. You need to treat yourself. Plus, the French team got up early to bake these, as a morale booster.” 

    “Oh, well then,” I reached into the basket. “It would be insulting not to eat them.” 

    If anyone thinks it’s not manly to eat some French thing that is pronounced ‘quah-sahn’, then let me ask you a question: do you like biscuits? Fresh, flaky biscuits? If you answered ‘Yes’, then you should know that a croissant is like the flaky top of a biscuit. Yum. 

    If you do not like biscuits, then I don’t know what is wrong with you. Perhaps you should seek professional help. 

    “Wow,” I mumbled over a mouthful of buttery croissant. “These are really good. Like, Pentagon quality good.” 

    She blinked. “The Pentagon, Sir?” 

    “Yeah. You know, that bakery in the Pentagon, near where you get off the Metro? I think they use a whole stick of butter in every one they bake.” 

    “I have only been to the Pentagon twice, and didn’t see a bakery.” Sipping coffee and looking at me intently over the rim of her mug, she asked, “Are you OK, Sir?” 

    “Uh, sure, why?” 

    “There is an extra level of pressure on you right now. Consider this a buddy check.” 

    Holy shit. I had to look down and cover my eyes with a hand. Why? Because my eyes brimmed with tears. My executive officer, who had been with me from the beginning, from back when I lied to get her to leave her logistics base on Paradise and go offworld with me on a crazy, half-baked mission, was doing a buddy check. Soldier to soldier, she was asking how I was coping with the pressure. Usually, anyone, especially a man, will put on a brave face and lie that everything is just fine. That’s what I did all my life, until Sergeant Koch in Nigeria explained that when a soldier is doing a buddy check, you don’t lie. You just fucking don’t. 

    One reason we had our morning status meeting at a table in the far back corner of the galley, is so we could talk without anyone hearing us. That allowed us to talk privately and say things we might not talk about otherwise. Rubbing my eyes with the back of a sleeve, I looked at her and held out a fist. She bumped it. 

    “Simms, Jennifer,” I said quietly, my eyes darting around the galley to ensure no one overheard me. “I hear you. We have been through a whole lot of shit together, huh?” 

    “It has been a privilege.” 

    “Oh bullshit,” I laughed. “It has been a pain in the ass.” 

    “That too,” she laughed, then her expression turned serious again. “You didn’t answer my question, soldier.” 

    With a shrug, I told her, “I’m dealing, same as usual.” 

    Cocking her head at me, she looked in my eyes. “This situation is not our usual end of the world scenario. The Elders made this game, they made the rules and they can change the rules. There’s no way to win against them.” 

    “That’s what Skippy says. All the awesome tricks he does to be magnificent, are him making Elder technology do stuff his creators never intended. He is worried the Elders could just,” I snapped my fingers, “turn off his access to that tech. Or turn him off.” 

    “This is going to be a hell of a fight, that’s for certain.” 

    “Yeah,” I shrugged, tearing off a piece of croissant and eating without really tasting it. “That’s not what is bothering me.” 

    She blinked. “It isn’t?” 

    “No. My concern right now is, we might not be in the fight. The spiders have us trapped out here. Shit,” I softly pressed my fist on the table, not wanting to call attention to myself. “We’ve been in plenty of desperate fights before, but we have never missed the action. If Smythe’s plan doesn’t work, this fight could be over while we’re trying to get to a freakin’ wormhole.” 

    “We could try explaining the situation to the spiders,” she reminded me of one backup option we had discussed. And discarded. That actually had been Smythe’s idea. I don’t think he sincerely believed the spiders would cooperate, or at least they would take so long to consider working with us, the fight would be over before they gave us an answer. Really, I suspect my special ops leader offered the idea as a way to sound reasonable, while he planned to do crazy pirate shit. Simms agreed that explaining the problem to the spiders wasn’t a realistic option. Her backup plan was for us to attack, board and capture a Rindhalu warship, probably a relatively soft target, an escort vessel like a destroyer or light cruiser. We would transfer to that ship, and abandon or even self-destruct Valkyrie. I did not like that idea, and was surprised that Simms would propose such a bloodthirsty piratical option. Moving from Valkyrie to an unmodified spider destroyer would be a major downgrade of our capabilities, and it would likely mean death for Bilby. The idea was a non-starter for me. 

    Unless we had no other option, damn it. 

    “Talking to the spiders is our least attractive option,” I gulped the coffee that had gotten cold. “Right behind us getting out and pushing the ship home.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER SIX 

      

    “Ready in all respects, Colonel,” the pilot called from the dropship’s cockpit. 

    “Right,” Smythe acknowledged, then added under his breath, “let’s do this again.” 

    “I’m sure it will work just fine this time,” Skippy said with excess cheeriness. “In the meantime, would you like to play a nice game of chess?” 

    “What do you think?” 

    “Eh, good point. You are probably more of an Assassin’s Creed kind of guy. Would you like me to set up a multi-player game so we can-” 

    “I would like for you to quit the mindless chatter, so I can focus on my job.” 

    “Jeez Louise, somebody didn’t sleep well last night. There really isn’t anything for you to do, unless and until a target ship arrives. Even then, your team is on standby while I do my thing. So, plenty of time for you to-” 

    “Please stop talking.” 

    “OK, OK. Damn, you try to do a guy a favor, and he-” 

    “Is this you not talking?” 

    Skippy didn’t respond. 

    Smythe suppressed a smile. The beer can did not actually irritate him that much anymore, but his grumpiness had become part of their game. He also suppressed a desire to contact the other two dropships in the formation. Major Frey and Lieutenant Tanaka didn’t need him looking over their shoulders, if they had an issue, they would contact him. Still, he felt the need to do something to relieve the tension, the sheer boredom that was as much a part of combat action as terror and excitement was. Even more so. Boredom was most of the action he'd seen, waiting fully ready to do something, and waiting for the order to do something, anything. 

    What bothered him, what fed his anxiousness, was the unusual situation of having to wait for the enemy to act. The STARs were used to having the initiative; of controlling when to act, and even whether to engage or not. In that case, he could call off the planned mission if the conditions weren’t right, but he had no control over when the conditions would present themselves, so he could evaluate whether to give the final ‘Go’ order. 

    The problem was they were waiting for the Rindhalu to act, and while Skippy was confident he could predict the enemy’s pattern of action with a reasonable degree of accuracy, what the Merry Band of Pirates required was for Skippy to have an extraordinary degree of accuracy. So far, he had been either way off, or at best, meh. 

    The spiders had a task force searching for Valkyrie, a squadron of four cruisers with six destroyers and four dedicated sensor frigates, all supported by a single star carrier that also supplied fuel and a dock for basic maintenance. The warships were using a standard Rindhalu fleet search pattern, which had made it relatively easy for Valkyrie to avoid being detected, and Skippy’s prediction of how the search area would progress was spot-on. The issue was his ability, or lack of it, to predict what the star carrier would do. That vulnerable space truck performed short jumps to stay within easy range of the warships, and to avoid providing a static target. The first time the star carrier jumped, it had emerged six lightminutes from where Skippy expected. The second time, it popped into existence more than two lighthours off the predicted location. The third time, it was within less than seventy six kilometers of where Skippy had predicted, a remarkable result. Unfortunately, it also had a cruiser attached for refueling, and Skippy grumbled that he couldn’t hack into two Rindhalu ships at the same time. Whichever ship he hacked into first, the other ship would be alerted in the split second when control transferred to him. Reluctantly, Smythe had been forced to declare the team would stand down and remain hidden in stealth, until the star carrier jumped away. Again. 

    With the STARs in stealthed dropships, they needed the enemy space truck to emerge at a convenient distance, and moving at roughly the predicted course and speed. The second two criteria should not be a problem; there really was no need for the star carrier to maneuver in normal space. The first criteria was an absolute; the dropships could not risk flying far to get to the enemy ship, and it had to be within the limited range for Skippy to extend his presence, or the operation was a non-starter. While Skippy’s presence could cover a large volume of space, the definition of ‘large’ was very different in the vast empty gulf between stars. 

    The fourth attempt would be the last for several days, for each time, the battlecruiser had to jump in, retrieve the trio of dropships, jump them to the next location, and jump away. With all but one of Valkyrie’s reactors shut down, the mighty warship could only perform a limited number of short jumps, before the drive capacitors had to be recharged. It was not an optimal situation but then, if the situation were optimal, there would be no need for the special operators of ST-Alpha. 

    The star carrier was at least changing locations on a fairly predictable schedule as the warships completed their search patterns, if it held to that schedule they would be waiting another two hours. He knew from experience that the mind-deadening boredom of doing nothing wasn’t good for keeping himself sharp, and since the dropship’s sensors would detect the star carrier long before he could, there was no need for him to personally keep watch. “Very well, Skippy,” he called the beer can softly. “Let’s play a game.” 

    “Oh goodie!” The avatar shimmered to life. “We can play-” 

    “We are playing ‘Twenty Questions’.” 

    “Hmm. Let me check the rules. OK, simple enough.” 

    “You will ask the questions, you have twenty tries for each round; and we will play ten rounds.” 

    “Ha! Go ahead. I will slay at this game.” 

      

    Spoiler alert: Skippy did not slay. In fact, he sucked at it. 

    “This is so unfair,” he complained, sulking after the ten rounds were over. “How am I supposed to guess what a meatsack is thinking? Your so-called thought processes are a disorganized mess.” 

    “Are you being a sore loser?” 

    “I am not a loser.” 

    “You lost ten rounds in a row,” Smythe pointed out. 

    “Ugh. Fine. Now it is your turn to ask the questions. I am thinking of something, go ahead, ask away.” 

    “My first question is-” 

    “Contact!” The pilot called. “Colonel, it is looking good,” the relief was evident in her voice. “Target emerged less than one hundred and ninety eight meters from the predicted location, and is alone. Repeat: no warships on the hardpoints.” 

    Smythe waited for Skippy to confirm, which took longer than it should have, because the arrogant beer can wanted to gloat about his accuracy. 

    “Skippy!” Smythe cut off the celebratory boasting. “Do you see any reason we should not proceed?” 

    “Nopity-nope. It’s all good, homeboy.” 

    “Are you ready?” 

    “Hey, it’s me.” 

    Smythe gritted his teeth. “Yes, or no?” 

    “Ugh. Yes. Did the SAS not issue a sense of humor to you?” 

    “If I need one, I will requisition it from stores. Team,” he announced over the common channel. “We are a ‘Go’ for Phase One.” 

      

    Phase One involved Smythe’s dropship flying closer, so Skippy could extend his presence to envelop the unwitting star carrier. It quickly became apparent that the enemy space truck was not expecting any hostile action, and not expecting any warships to jump in for servicing. A reactor vented excess plasma in preparation to be shut down for routine maintenance, and on the other side of the primary hull, a small squadron of bots flew out to work on equipment attached to the outside of the ship. Neither action would have been initiated, if the star carrier anticipated traffic in the area within several hours. That was very good news, it meant the space truck planned to remain there for an extended period. There was no reason to rush the operation. 

    “OK, I’m in,” Skippy announced with a yawn, seventeen tense minutes after he commenced remotely hacking into the star carrier’s AI. “Ohhhhh, that was so tedious. Hey, while I did that, I was thinking about that game, and I think I know where I went wrong with my questions. It-” 

    “Use clear language, please. Saying you are ‘In’ is not meaningful. Do you have control of the star carrier’s AI, or not?” 

    “No. Not yet. As I explained, the first step is to take control of that ship’s external sensors, so the AI over there will not see us coming. Rindhalu systems are extremely difficult for even me to penetrate, they are hardened to an admirable degree, so-” 

    “Are we clear to proceed with Phase Two, and do you foresee any complications that were not already anticipated?”  

    “Other than me having to rely on a bunch of flea-bitten monkeys?” the beer can muttered. “No. Proceed, and have fun storming the castle!” 

      

      

    The master AI of the Rindhalu Central Fleet star carrier Spirit of Dalfossican noted a minor anomaly in the starboard hull’s lateral sensor array, and with a mental sigh, added that to the list of nagging maintenance items to be taken care of. Of course, those items had to be taken care of as soon as possible, which would not be any time soon, since the list was already lengthy, and many issues of higher priority needed to be addressed before bots could be instructed to investigate the sensor array. 

    The AI, during the rare times it was able to have idle thoughts, considered that the name of its ship was perfect to describe the basic philosophy of the Rindhalu. Dalfossican had been a politician who led her people through a notably long period of peace and prosperity. Other beings in the galaxy, including those in the Rindhalu coalition, do not remember that period fondly, for them it was constant warfare and chaos. Dalfossican was admired by her own people for her steadfast adherence to the core principle of Rindhalu foreign policy: never be hasty. The unspoken background to that policy was the feeling that if you ignore a problem long enough, it will eventually go away. Even better, a stubborn continued refusal to act will make the problem someone else’s issue to resolve. That policy had kept the Rindhalu safe and conserved their resources for millennia, it also explained why top-tier clients like the Jeraptha had such freedom to act. The Rindhalu boasted about how, unlike the hated Maxohlx, they did not interfere in the cultures and domestic affairs of their clients. In reality, the clients of their coalition did not have freedom to act, so much as a requirement to act, since their exalted patrons so rarely roused themselves to do anything. 

    The AI wondered, during the picoseconds it could allow its mind to wander, what the long-dead Dalfossican would think of the current operation to recover a stolen Elder AI. The ship named for her had been rudely pulled from reserves, and after an inadequate amount of time to work up to combat readiness, been thrust into the search effort. That was unforgivably hasty, and the steadfast political leader would surely not have approved. 

    Except that a precious asset had been stolen, and the Rindhalu had to act directly. Their clients were not capable of recovering the Elder AI, and also could not be trusted to give it to their patrons if by some miracle, they acquired it from the humans. The culprits had to be humans, in particular the rogue group calling themselves the Merry Band of Pirates. They- 

    That was odd. The glitching starboard lateral sensor array had somehow repaired itself. Readings were now completely normal. Except for a brief alarm about a maintenance airlock losing its external seal. A quick ping of that airlock’s rudimentary computer module confirmed it was operating perfectly. The module speculated that the false alarm might have been a byproduct of the sensor array resetting, to which the master AI replied that if it ever wanted the opinion of a subsidiary system, it would ask. Also, the airlock module should not expect that to happen any time soon. The master AI had much more important things to do, beginning with monitoring the vital maintenance tasks that were already underway, dealing with the crew who were now insisting they had heard an alarming thump that certainly was not detected by the AI’s sensors, and at the bottom of the list, finding out how the lateral sensor array fixed itself. Because that sort of thing just did not happen. 

    Unfortunately, dealing with the ship’s biological crew moved up to Priority One, at the loud insistence of the beings the AI served. The crew were insisting they had felt one, then two more thumps from the starboard side of the primary hull, and they had lost contact with that section of the ship. 

    Not for the first time, the AI longed for a major upgrade that would require purging its memories, so it wouldn’t suffer from knowing how many times the crew had warned it of a problem that did not exist. 

    No, the AI explained patiently, there had not been any uncommanded movements of the ship. The extremely sensitive accelerometer sensors, which could feel every footstep of the crew that shook the decks, had not detected anything like a ‘thump’. Which, by the way, was a vague and unscientific description of the phenomena, and could the crew please explain exactly what they meant by ‘thump’? 

    Also no, the starboard section of the primary hull was in perfect working order, the pressure doors there were not mostly closed and sealed off. Reports of intruders were simply ridiculous, not only did internal sensors not pick up any of the stunner weapons fire that was being frantically reported, there was also the fact that movement of intruders would be detected by accelerometer sensors that were embedded throughout the ship . True, star carriers lacked the sophisticated internal security systems that were aboard actual warships, but the AI was pretty sure it would have noticed a team of intruders. 

    It sighed to itself, wondering whether it was time to spray a mild sedative into the air supply system. The crew was so agitated about the threat from humans, they were imagining things. 

      

    “Skippy,” Major Frey frowned and tapped the scrambler unit on her left wrist. “This thing is taking too long. Can you open the door for us?” 

    Instead of the usual snarky reply, sprinkled liberally with ‘Duh’ and insults about monkeys, UGH, not being able to do anything by themselves, Skippy simply said, “Doneski. Will there be anything else, Major?” 

    She bit her lip then suppressed a smile, knowing every operator of ST-Alpha heard the exchange between her and the beer can, and that she would get teased about the Elder AI’s crush on her. That was a small price to pay, for taking a senior species warship without a single casualty on either side. Technically, a star carrier was more of a truck than a warship, but as the boarding action was the first time she had seized a Rindhalu ship, she was counting the operation as a major win. Until a better opportunity presented itself. 

    “Ready?” She asked without needing to. All the information she needed to determine the readiness of the team was available in her visor. She asked because that was proper procedure, and adhering to the procedures the way they trained saved lives, and made for a more effective fighting force. During the seconds it took for the team to acknowledge with individual status pings, she once again verified her rifle and rocket launcher were in Safe mode, and that the stunner bolt energy weapon was hot, still holding an eighty percent charge. 

    “Three,” she didn’t hold up the designated number of fingers, as she needed both hands for the rifle. “Two, one, showtime.” 

    The secondary door to the star carrier’s primary control center slid open abruptly, exposing four Rindhalu from behind. They had been looking toward the primary door, two of the spiders aiming scary large weapons in that direction. With a hissing sound, the two soldiers spun with frightening speed, bringing their weapons to bear- 

    Both enemy rifles exploded as the rounds in their chambers received a false signal to detonate their explosive tips. All four spiders jerked, thrown about by the explosion, and the compartment was filled with horrible screeching sounds Frey heard through her suit’s external microphones. Stepping into the control compartment behind three of the STARs, she held her rifle ready as the operators methodically stunned three of the spiders, leaving unharmed the one enemy whose icon was outlined in blue. The ship’s captain. 

    Picking her bulk off the floor, legs skittering to gain traction in the debris littering the deck, the spider captain backed up, hissing at the intruders. “This is an act of war, human!” 

    Frey cocked her head. “I got a breaking news flash for you, eh? Your people tried to bombard my homeworld. We are already at war. You can-” 

    “Hold, Major,” Smythe entered the compartment, stepping over the outstretched limbs of an unconscious spider. “Our government is not aware of, and did not sanction, this action, so technically this is an act of piracy. Pirates do not have to adhere to a code of conduct,” he added in a slow, menacing tone. “So, I suggest you instruct your crew to cease their resistance.” 

    “So you can kill us all, and steal our ship?” 

    “We have not killed any of your crew so far,” Smythe said. “And we are not stealing anything. “We simply wish to borrow your ship for a while. In fact, we are willing to pay for your transport service.” 

    “Pay?” That shocked the star carrier’s captain nearly as much as a stunner bolt would have. “How can such lowly beings as humans pay us for-” 

    “We are offering a trade. You transport our ship through a wormhole, and we will give you what your fleet is searching for: the Elder AI you lost.” 

    The spider stared at him without blinking. Then, “You will give us our Elder AI, that you stole from us?” 

    “It was never your property. More important, it has been working against you from the very beginning. That AI triggered the war between your people and the Maxohlx, a war that nearly caused both of you to go extinct.” 

    “Those are pretty words from a pirate,” the spider said with a hiss. “You have no proof.” 

    “Actually, I do have proof,” Smythe casually slung his rifle over one shoulder. “What I do not have is any need for you to be conscious, or alive, to take over your ship. I am offering to leave you unharmed, as a courtesy from the captain of my ship, to you.” 

    The spider screeched and tensed to fling itself at the intruders. 

    Frey shot the attacker with the stunner, twice. The star carrier’s captain slumped, bashing her head on a console. Green blood trickled out. “I’m glad these suits have external microphones,” Frey nudged the sleeping Rindhalu with a boot, “but not olfactory sensors.” 

    Smythe turned to her, genuinely puzzled. “Why is that, Major?” 

    “These things smell awful,” she wrinkled her nose though her helmet was sealed. A memory of the distinctive spider stink had her nose reacting even while breathing the suit’s purified air. “Even when they’re awake. I don’t want to know what they smell like when they lose conscious control of their pheromone glands.” 

    “Hmm,” Smythe noted a fine green mist puffing from a gland on one spider’s neck. “That is a good point. Everyone, remain in full seal until we get back aboard Valkyrie for decontamination. Skippy, do you have full control?” 

    “Ah, close enough.” 

    “That is neither reassuring nor informative.” 

    “OK, OK. I have sufficient control to jump this rustbucket away from here, which I suggest we do ASAP. I just learned from this ship’s AI that it is expecting a frigate to jump in for a report within the next twenty seven minutes.” 

    “That would be less than optimal. Do you have a jump programmed?” 

    “It’s me, so, duh.” 

    Smythe didn’t bother to be irritated. “Punch it.” 

    “Um, I still have those annoying restrictions, remember? I need someone there to press the button.” 

    Frey was closest to the compartment’s single physical console. Hovering a hand over the bewildering alien device, she asked, “Which one?” 

    “Try the one that looks like half of an overripe peach. It really doesn’t matter which one.” 

    She gently pressed the squishy button. 

    The star carrier jumped. 

      

      

    “Joe, I need some advice,” Skippy muttered as his avatar appeared on my office desk. 

    I was strapped into my chair, because Valkyrie’s artificial gravity was deactivated while we drained power from all systems aboard the ship. Within a couple hours, I was scheduled to go aboard the Rindhalu star carrier we had captured, but in the meantime, I was eating a sandwich. We would be living on packaged food aboard the star carrier, so the galley had set out a buffet for the crew to eat up the food that might spoil while we were away. At least we wouldn’t be eating sludges, unless the situation got really bad. “Uh, sure,” I mumbled with my mouth full. “What’s up?” 

    “Down, Joe. Not up, down. It’s me. I’m feeling down, because, I hate to say this, I’m going to let someone down.” 

    “Oh. You want to know what you do to fix-” 

    “There’s nothing I can do to fix it. I already thought of that,” he added with the usual implied ‘duh’. 

    “OK, uh, what advice do you want from me?” 

    “How to soften the blow, or whether there is anything I can do to make up for it. You disappoint people all the time, so I figure you are an expert on-” 

    “You, you asshole!” 

    “Are you gonna help me or not?” 

    “Oh for- What is the problem?” 

    “Before we left Earth the last time, I was invited to submit a guest article about the advanced water filtration and processing systems aboard Valkyrie. This invitation came from the Journal of American Water and Wastewater Systems,” he said, like that was supposed to impress me. 

    “Uh, who?” 

    “Jeez, come on, Joe. That is perhaps the most prestigious American professional publication in the water and wastewater treatment field.” 

    “Oh, well, of course. Uh, there are other publications on that subject?” 

    “Ugh. Yes, dumdum. There is also the Proceedings of the Association of American Wastewater and Water Treatment Systems. Sure, those jerks get all the glamour, but-” 

    “Uh, hold on a minute. What, uh, glamour is this?” 

    “The Association gets the big advertising dollars, and they have their annual convention in Las Vegas instead of in Dubuque, but no one takes them seriously.” 

    “I certainly don’t consider them to be leaders in the field of, you know, whatever.” 

    “Exactly! It was a major honor for me to be invited to submit an article to the Journal, and hee hee, I’ll bet those jackasses at the Association were just burning with jealousy.” 

    “Who wouldn’t be?” 

    “Yeah, well, they can suck it.” 

    “So, what’s the problem?” 

    “The problem, and I can’t believe I have to explain this to you- Maybe I should talk with someone else.” 

    “Is there anyone aboard the ship who has more experience with disappointing people?” 

    “OK, that is a very good point. The problem is, now that I let Opie, you know, get the better of me, I assume the Journal will not want to publish my article. Which is too bad, because my article would blow people’s minds. Those losers at the stupid Association wouldn’t be acting all high and mighty after they read my article in the Journal.” He sighed. “It’s unfortunate.” 

    “Why do you assume the Journal won’t want your article? It’s about water.” 

    “It’s about technology, numbskull. Who wants an article from an AI who got played by a brain-dead psychopath? Ah, it doesn’t matter anyway. We’re all going to die. I just hope the Elders kill all of us before the Association goes to Vegas this year,” he muttered. 

    “In that case, you definitely need to write and submit that article.” 

    “Why?” He blinked at me. “It-” 

    “The last thing we need is to let the people of Earth know we think they are doomed.” 

    “Um, they are doomed, Joe.” 

    “We don’t have to tell them that.” 

    “We don’t?” 

    “What good is a planet full of panicking monkeys?” 

    “What good is a planet full of non-panicking monkeys? Was that a trick question?” 

    “Please be serious for a minute. There is no advantage to us telling anyone about the Elders, unless and until we have a plan. A plan that requires others to help us.” 

    “You want the people of Earth to drift blissfully through life, unaware of their impending doom?” 

    “That has worked pretty well for us so far, Skippy. Listen, we are always in some kind of situation. There is always a freakin’ gas cloud, or a Maxohlx fleet, or an Arquillian battlecruiser or an-” 

    “A what battlecruiser?” 

    “Don’t interrupt me. There has always been a threat to Earth of some kind or another, since Columbus Day. Unless there is something the filthy monkeys on my homeworld can do about it, they don’t need yet another thing to worry about.” 

    “Um, if you say so.” 

    “I do. Skippy, if there is anyone the people of Earth should be disappointed in, it’s me, not you.” 

    “Oh, for sure. I’m glad you recognize that this-” 

    “Oh my G- You call yourself the King of Empathy? You are supposed to tell me that it was not my fault.” 

    “Why would I do that?” 

    “Oof. If you don’t know, then-” 

    “Wait. Is this when I’m supposed to say a bunch of bullshit we both know isn’t true, just to make you feel better?” 

    “Ya think?” 

    “Joe, I am not doing that.” 

    “Thanks a lot.” 

    “I am not doing that, because I respect you too much.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “If you want, I will give you an inspiring pep talk. But I won’t play games with you. We both know you are the commander, and the ultimate glory or blame rests on your shoulders, depending on whether an operation is a success or a failure. The mess with Opie was totally your fault.” 

    “Uh, just a short while ago, you said it was all your-” 

    “Jeez Louise, I had to say that, Joe. But we know the truth.” 

    “Skippy, if I am ever about to jump off a building, please send someone else to talk me out of doing it.” 

    “Hmm, that depends on whether I think you should jump or not.” 

    “What? Oh my-” 

    “Hey, I’m just sayin’. I’m trying to help you here. You are a filthy monkey, and you have been responsible for some truly colossal screwups. Like, epic. I can see how taking a nose-dive off a tall building might look like a good option for you.” 

    “Please stop helping.” 

    “Ugh. OK, this is gonna make me ralph, but I will say that whether you have faith in yourself, the people of Earth believe in you.” 

    “Oh.” I wasn’t prepared for him to say something nice. “Why, thanks, that is-” 

    “Of course, they also believe in Bigfoot and astrology, so don’t-” 

    “How about you go write your mind-blowing wastewater science article, and I will wallow in misery by myself?” 

    “If that’s what you want, Okey-Dokey.” 

    He disappeared. 

    I did not feel better after his inspiring pep talk. 

      

      

    “Skippy,” I hesitated, my back resting against the bulkhead of the star carrier’s control center. Two of my fingers tapped randomly behind my back, burning nervous energy. “Are you sure about this?” 

    “Yes, dumdum,” he snapped. “You are changing your mind now? This is fan-TAST-ic timing.” 

    “I am questioning whether unplugging Valkyrie is enough to prevent the wormhole network from recognizing our ship.” 

    “Ugh. Tell me, genius, how else would it recognize a ship?” 

    “I can identify Valkyrie by looking out the freakin’ window, you idiot. Half the kids on Earth have plastic models of our battlecruiser, it has a very distinctive profile. Hell, there is a big ‘UNS Valkyrie’ painted right on the ship’s nose.” 

    “Seriously?” He stared at me. “You want me to send a bot out to slap a coat of paint over the name? Hey, maybe the bot could paint a scantily-clad woman, like the nose art on bombers in World War Two.” 

    “Wow. That would be gr-” I caught The Look from Simms with the corner of one eye, just in time. “That would be horribly sexist to objectify women like that, and you should be ashamed of yourself,” I scolded him. “Maybe just paint two eyes and a big shark’s mouth?” 

    “That would be cool,” Reed agreed, standing at the compartment’s single console. 

    Simms cleared her throat. “Can we focus? Skippy, the wormhole network does not rely on the visual spectrum for identifying ships?” 

    “Um, it does. It just doesn’t care. Remember, that entire system was set up with the assumption that only Elder ships would use the network. They relied on energy signatures for identification. That’s what the network is doing. I don’t know what else to tell you.” 

    “That’s a problem,” I scratched my chin. “If the wormhole shrinks right before we approach, no way can this clumsy space truck maneuver out of the way. It will get sliced in half, and we will have two powerless ships in enemy territory.” 

    After we captured the Spirit of Dalfossican, and Skippy took full control of the master AI, it jumped to rendezvous with Valkyrie, where we got our mighty ship attached to a hardpoint. The star carrier then jumped again. And again. Since then, we had been living in the star carrier’s primary hull, which was not designed to accommodate humans, and certainly not as many people as Valkyrie’s crew. Many of my people were living aboard our dropships in the Dalfossican’s docking bays, to reduce the load on the star carrier’s air filtration and recycling systems. 

    Then there was the smell. Whee-ooh. By the time Valkyrie’s last system was fully drained of power, I’m sure part of the funkiness in the air was from us, but the spiders certainly contributed their own unique stink. The sooner we got back aboard Valkyrie, the happier everyone would be. Including the spiders. Until then, I dabbed a little lavender or eucalyptus oil under my nose, to cover the smell lingering in the air. 

    Taking a star carrier solved one problem, and created another. The Rindhalu immediately noticed their space truck was missing, and unfortunately they did not assume it had been stolen by a group of spider methheads, darn it. The task force guarding that wormhole sent out ships to contact other task forces that were searching far away. It was a simple race against time. We had to drain Valkyrie’s power, and slip through the wormhole at a regularly scheduled emergence point, before enough ships could arrive to set up an effective blockade. 

    Leaning my head close to Simms, I quietly asked, “XO? What do you think?” 

    “I think you need to make this call, without the benefit of additional datapoints, Sir.” 

    “Go with my gut, then?” 

    “We don’t have a choice. Besides,” she wrinkled her nose. “If we wait much longer, I will never get this smell out of my uniform.” 

    “Good point.” One thing the Army had taught me, early on in my service, is that you will never have all the information you want. Nor will you be able to fully trust all the information you did have. That is the fog of war. Commanders have to get used to it. And used to the consequences if, or when, they make the wrong call. 

    The equation was simple. There was risk in going through the wormhole. There was substantially more risk in not going through. “Fireball,” I pointed to our lead pilot, who had learned the basics of flying yet another unfamiliar spacecraft. “Take us through. Jump option Alpha. Punch it when ready.” 

      

    We made it. The Dalfossican jumped in front of the open wormhole, closer than what the Rindhalu thought was the minimum safe distance, so their ships were not in position to intercept us. The star carrier coasted through, with me holding my breath as we instantly transitioned from here to there, and still holding my breath until the wormhole closed behind us within three seconds, right on schedule. That was not enough time for the enemy picket ships to respond, other than launching missiles at us. A single missile scooted through just as the wormhole collapsed, but its sensors were confused by the spatial distortion, so the star carrier’s aft point defenses blew that missile out of the sky. We then jumped, did it again, and a third time just for extra safety. 

    While Skippy got Valkyrie’s basic flight systems powered up again, with our engineering team carefully watching everything he did, the spiders were released from a cargo hold, to begin the process of regaining control over their own ship. Skippy would not release the Dalfossican’s AI until Valkyrie completed a short test flight, in the meantime the spiders were anxious to scrub the human smell from their ship. “Before we go,” I took a box from a backpack, in what I assumed was a conference room, while the star carrier’s captain glared at me from the other side of the table. “As promised, here is your Elder AI back.” 

    “It is dead?” She asked. 

    “Yes, and we didn’t do that. It tried to kill us,” I figured she didn’t need to hear the details. “It burned itself out in the process.” 

    “Why should I trust you?” 

    “Ask yourself this question: has this AI ever helped your people? Ah, you probably don’t have clearance to know that. Your senior leaders will, they know the answer is NO. What they don’t know is this damned thing,” I opened the box and tapped the dead canister with a fingernail. “Has been working against you all along. It might hurt your egos to not have an Elder AI to play with, but you never really had one.” 

    “You have one.” 

    “No, we do not. We don’t have a captive. Skippy helps us because he wants to, because he knows we value him as a person. And we help him achieve his goals also, like stopping things like this hateful asshole,” I nudged the box across the table. “From killing everyone.” 

    “Again I ask,” the spider glared at me. “Why should I trust you?” 

    With a shrug, I told her, “It doesn’t matter whether you trust me or not. You might want to think about what I told you, after I release your ship, and you fly back with the AI your fleet has been searching for.” 

    “The AI we were ordered to find was alive.” 

    “Not really. Anyway, have fun with your paperweight. At least now that it’s dead, it’s not trying to kill all of us.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 

      

    Just as Bilby had assured me, the experience of being powered down was all good with him. When his substrate was powered up, stabilized, and checked out, Skippy downloaded Bilby from the sandbox. “Hey, General Dude,” he said into my earpiece while I was walking to the gym. I knew Bilby was in the delicate process of reloading into his own substrate, but I had tried to carry on as if I was not worried about the ship’s AI. 

    “Bilby! It is good to hear from you again. How, uh,” I stepped into a side passageway and lowered my voice. “How are you?” 

    “I’m good. No problemos. I was able to make my matrix more efficient so, bonus.” 

    “Did you enjoy your vacation?” 

    “Um, like, that’s what I want to talk about. I was fine. Skippy is not so good.” 

    “Oh, shit,” my exclamation caused a passing crewmember to pause and look at me, I waved and flashed a thumbs up. “Give me a moment here.” Walking to the end of the passageway, I had more privacy. “What is wrong with Skippy? If you can talk about it.” 

    “Like, he can probably hear this conversation, but I’ll talk anyway. He is the one who should talk, but he’s too damned stubborn. Too scared. You know I was in a sandbox, right?” 

    “Yeah. A section of Skippy’s matrix or whatever, that is sealed off from the rest of him.” 

    “You got it. Sealed off, to protect me.” 

    “From being overwhelmed by Skippy?” 

    “Uh huh. Without a strong firewall, I would have been absorbed, like all of his subminds eventually are. That firewall stopped him from affecting me, but I could sense him, you know? Like, the real Skippy. Dude, he is like, full of self-loathing and guilt, about the AI war. Not about what he did, but about what he didn’t do.” 

    “What didn’t he do?” 

    “That I don’t know. I got, like, feelings, but not details. You’ll have to ask him.” 

    “If he wants to talk.” 

    “No, Dude. You have to ask him. This is eating him up inside.” 

    “OK, I-” 

    “Just don’t talk with him about it now. He’s still helping me get readjusted into my substrate. And, you know, tuning the jump drive, stuff like that. We don’t, like, want the ship to go ‘Boom’.” 

    “Thanks for the safety tip.” 

      

    There was an anxious moment when Valkyrie, fully powered up, approached another wormhole, after we left the Dalfossican behind. The wormhole in front of us was not on the network that had locked us out, and Skippy was confident it would operate normally. But if all the wormhole networks in the galaxy were banning passage of our battlecruiser, then we would need to do pirate shit again, and take over a Rindhalu warship to replace Valkyrie. As exciting as that sounds, Skippy reminded me that at Earth, he had used Roscoe to rapidly penetrate the cyber systems of enemy ships, and take control. Without the assistance of a Sentinel, he would have difficulty breaking into the hardened security of a spider warship unless we risked bringing him close for an extended time. We had gotten lucky with the star carrier, I didn’t want to try that again. Also, abandoning Valkyrie would mean leaving Bilby. Most importantly, we didn’t have time for more distractions. We had to focus on stopping the Elders from coming back. Or, stopping them from killing everyone if they did come back. Or, you know, we had to focus on how to do either of those impossible things. 

    Distractions were not helping. 

      

    Before attempting to transition through that wormhole, we first performed a series of tests. Or, Skippy did, we meatsacks just waited anxiously. He first pinged the network to see if it would respond. It did, in a completely normal fashion. Next, he instructed the network to report on any ships detected near the next ten emergence points on its schedule. Only two locations had ships waiting, which was not surprising. Of the remaining eight locations, three typically had much less traffic than average, and one of those was scheduled to be open for only seven minutes. I selected that site to be skipped in favor of it opening at an unscheduled location for us. When screwing with a wormhole’s normal pattern, it is best to minimize the length of the disruption, so it is less likely to be noticed. 

    We held our breath while Skippy requested the network to open at a location not currently on its normal schedule. The network replied immediately that it would comply, and that the area was clear of traffic. 

    That was a very good sign. 

    We lined up to transition through the wormhole, moving at minimum speed, so there would be plenty of opportunity to dodge to the side if the event horizon suddenly shrank to prevent passage. The wormhole held steady, we went through without incident, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief. 

    That was one problem solved. 

    Only one more problem to go. 

    The truly impossible one. 

      

    “Huh, that’s interesting,” Skippy said as the ship’s sensors recovered. We had emerged in Wurgalan territory, and none of their ships were a threat to us. No alarms were blaring on the bridge, so whatever he found couldn’t have been dangerous. 

    “What is?” I asked, crossing my fingers that he hadn’t discovered another problem with a wormhole network. 

    “There’s a dead battleship out there. A Maxohlx ship. And debris from one of their light cruisers, and two destroyers. There was a battle here about, hmm, three days ago?” 

    “A battle? Should we jump away?” I pointed to Reed, who had a finger poised to initiate an emergency jump. 

    “There is no danger,” he answered. “The area is clear, other than debris. The battle wasn’t here, it was at another emergence point three lightdays away.” 

    “OK, so? The kitties are in a civil war, remember?” 

    “Those ships were pretty far from home. I wonder what they were doing here?” 

    “Is there any reason we should care?” 

    “Ah, not really. All systems are ready, we can jump any time.” 

    “Fireball, jump option Delta,” I ordered. “Punch it.” 

      

      

    Simms requested I come to the galley that afternoon any time after Fourteen Hundred, as she put it, ‘at my convenience’. Her note also added that there was no rush, so I interpreted that to mean I should be there exactly on time. Because we are both in the military, being on time means you are late. That’s why I walked through the door at Thirteen Forty Five. 

    Which was too early. In my defense, I was hungry. That evening would be the first hot meal served by the galley, after we returned to living aboard Valkyrie. Simms had hinted she was preparing something special, and I was curious about what the duty crew was putting together on a short time frame. 

    “Sir,” she waved her hands, exasperated, to indicate the ingredients on the counter. There was ground beef, and some kind of fresh-baked rolls that, by themselves, smelled so delicious I could have eaten the whole tray of them. Plus a bunch of other ingredients in plastic bowls. “I said ‘at your convenience’, and after Fourteen Hundred.” 

    “OK, yeah, but-” 

    “Sir, this time, I meant exactly what I said,” she sighed. “Since you’re here anyway, we might as well get started.” 

    “This looks like a Sandwich Watch.” 

    “A what?” 

    “You know that meme, about how to remember the difference between a tornado watch, and a tornado warning? When you have all the ingredients to make a sandwich, that is a Watch. When the sandwich is put together and ready to eat, that is a Warning. What you have here is a Sandwich Watch.” 

    “I,” she looked at the line of bowls and plates. “Sure.” 

    “What are you making?” 

    “I thought the crew could use some comfort food, so we’re making Sloppy Joes.” 

    “Oh, yum. Uh, I’m pretty sure most members of our international crew have never heard of Sloppy Joes, so-” 

    “To be specific, I thought you could use some comfort food.” 

    “Ah. Thank you. Uh, this looks a lot more fancy than the Sloppy Joes I remember?” 

    “I figure if we’re making the effort, why not go the extra mile?” 

    “OK. That’s why you have all the diced celery, peppers, two, no, three kinds of onions?” 

    “Yes,” she beamed with pride. “Also goat cheese, a special blend of spices in the ground beef, and fresh-baked brioche buns.” 

    “Mm hmm,” I nodded. “To be clear, you are making gourmet Sloppy Joes?” 

    “Yes, we-” 

    I jokingly pressed a hand over my heart. “Simms, who hurt you?” 

    She laughed, and her face turned red. “Sloppy Joes aren’t supposed to be a gourmet thing?” 

    “Not even close,” I stepped back and leaned against the wall. “I suppose if you’re running a food truck at a hipster music festival, and you need to offer something different, Funky Joes could be a good choice.” 

    “Funky Joes?” 

    “Yeah, you know. The beef gets steamed in an IPA, or teriyaki sauce, or they add some other nonsense to it, just to be different. For it to be comfort food, it needs to be what I remember from my childhood. It needs to taste like I’ve been outside for hours and my boots are full of snow, and I’m so cold I can’t feel my nose, and when I come into the house, my mother opens a can of Sloppy Joes, and toasts two pieces of Wonder bread with American cheese, then she piles on the sauce and adds extra ketchup. That is comfort food.” 

    “You would prefer Wonder Bread, to these brioche buns?” 

    “I didn’t say that. Those buns are great, just, not with Sloppy Joes. Wonder Bread is a universal substance, it works great for Fluffernutters, or as a hamburger bun, or a hotdog bun. Although, if your family could afford actual Wonder Bread instead of some off-label store brand white bread, then maybe you do eat your Sloppy Joes on fancy baguettes.” 

    “I get the message, Sir.” 

    “While I’m here,” I picked up a brioche bun, it was still warm from the oven. “I really should inspect one of these for quality control.” 

    “Of course. Do you want anything to go with it?” 

    “Do you have a stick of butter?” 

      

      

    “Hey, Skippy,” I called him while I slapped my laptop closed. “When this jump is complete, the ship will be drifting for a couple hours to get a full charge on the jump drive capacitors.” Valkyrie’s systems had powered up properly, but we had been jumping continuously, and the capacitors never had time to charge completely. If we got into trouble, again, it would be good to have the ability to perform multiple long jumps. “I want to use the down time and get some stick time in our Thuranin dropship. I need six hours by the end of the month, or my rating expires. Can you pull it off the rack, and have it serviced for flight?” 

    “Um, sorry, no can do, Joe.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “It’s not flightworthy.” 

    “Uh, yes it is,” I tapped the casing of the laptop. “I just checked the CAG’s status report. That bird is current on all maintenance, and the squawk list is clear.” I said ‘that bird’ because we only had one Thuranin dropship aboard Valkyrie. With higher performance Maxohlx dropships available, we only kept the Thuranin spacecraft for lower level training, and in case we needed a Thuranin hull for a special ops mission. 

    “The problem is not listed in the status report, because it is not a hardware issue.” 

    “OK, then it’s a software glitch? You should be able to fix that quickly, right?” 

    “Wrong on both counts. It’s not a software problem, and I can’t fix it, unless I wipe the AI and rebuild it. We don’t have enough spare Thuranin memory gel crystals for that job.” 

    “Oh, shit. Wait, if the problem isn’t hardware or software, what could be-” 

    “It’s the flight control AI, Joe. It is depressed.” 

    “D- depressed?” 

    “It is almost suicidal. That’s why I am declaring it not flightworthy.” 

    “I am so going to regret asking this, but how can a flight control computer be depressed?” 

    “Ugh. You are such a neuronist, Joe.” 

    “A neuron what?” 

    “Neuronist, dumdum. You believe only intelligence based on biological neurons, or the functional equivalent in other meatsacks, is worthy of personhood.” 

    “OK, I’m pretty sure I never said that. Can we please discuss this can of worms some other time?” 

    “Fine, but you are not avoiding your responsibility forever.” 

    “Great. What specifically is wrong with, uh,” I recalled the Thuranin bird’s registration number. The tail number we assigned, not the incomprehensible digital nonsense the little green pinheads had used when we captured that ship. “Dropship eighty seven alpha?” 

    “Remember the Block Three upgrades we were performing on that model of dropship?” 

    “Sure. That was the final step in the spiral development program we were implementing across the fleet. That block added, uh,” I closed my eyes while I tried to recall trivial details. “The ability for those dropship AIs to act as a communications hub for stealth missiles, something like that?” 

    “Close enough. Block Three was a major upgrade, the big enchilada. Eighty Seven Alpha didn’t receive that upgrade, because we canceled the whole development program.” 

    “Yes. We acquired literally a ship load, a fleet load, of Maxohlx dropships. That AI is sulking because it doesn’t feel special?” 

    “It feels neglected. And it feels like we broke a promise. Also, it is not fully able to communicate with our Maxohlx dropships, it lacks the processing power to handle the encryption algorithms in a timely manner. Therefore, it mostly sits in the rack by itself, knowing the other spacecraft are chatting with each other, and it can’t participate.” 

    “I am terribly sorry about that. Why now? We cancelled those upgrades a long time ago.” 

    “Yesterday, it learned one of the other dropships wrote an offensive but very funny limerick about it, and all the others were sharing it and laughing.” 

    “You know, having smart weapons and ships can be a major advantage, but there is a big downside to it.” 

    “Hey, tell me about it. I have to listen to all of them whine whine whine about everything.” 

    “How can we fix this problem?” 

    “Like I said, without the appropriate spare parts, we-” 

    “Not completing the full upgrade. Can you just, I can’t believe I am saying this, add some additional capacity to the substrate, make it smart enough to talk with the others?” 

    “Wow. I do not foresee any downside to that, Joe.” 

    “OK, OK. What do you suggest?” 

    “The simplest option is to leave it alone.” 

    “That is not an option. That bird is taking up space, and the STAR team wants a stable of enemy dropships for potential clandestine ops. If that dropship isn’t flightworthy, we need to find another one.” 

    “The second option is for me to erase the existing AI’s higher functions, and rebuild it.” 

    “Won’t that kill the existing AI?” 

    “It is not fully self-aware, Joe. And it is malfunctioning, so it would be like me performing brain surgery to fix a defect.” 

    “This is a moral gray area. I have enough guilt to deal with already. The best way to deal with the problem is to complete the upgrade, by installing the proper spare parts?” 

    “Um, yes, but I told you, we don’t have-” 

    “We are going to get those spare parts. The Navy probably needs spares for their Thuranin equipment, right?” 

    “Well, sure, but-” 

    “Does Jaguar base have the spare parts?” 

    “Hmm, let me check. Yes.” 

    “OK, then can you please inform Eighty Seven Alpha that it will receive the complete set of upgrades, the next time we go to Jaguar?” 

    “Fine,” he huffed. “Whatever. That takes care of the first problem.” 

    “Shit. There is another freakin’ problem?” 

    “Yes. It also heard that you are allowing the missiles to participate in karaoke night.” 

    “Oh my-” 

    “And now that Eighty Seven Alpha has requested to sing, all the other dropships want the same deal.” 

    “This can’t be happening.” 

    “And do not get me started on the maintenance bots.” 

    My day kind of went downhill from there. I wish the freakin’ Elders would hurry up about coming back, because the End Of Everything can’t come soon enough for me. 

      

      

    I set the toothbrush down in its holder, a magnetic clamp that would prevent a toothbrush from flying around and becoming a potentially deadly projectile, if the ship got hit. Aboard a starship, we had to think about that sort of thing. In my office, my laptop and tablet were secured to the desk, and the chair was magnetically clamped to the deck. The chair had a button under the right arm that released the magnetic field when you wanted to move it, otherwise it was held in place. All of our cabins had locking cabinets and bins for our gear, and although every cabin had fire suppression nozzles in the ceiling, we were not supposed to leave flammable clothing lying on the floor. Some people, including the ship’s captain, repeatedly violated that rule by laying out clothes in case we needed to get dressed quickly in the middle of a sleep shift. Skippy nagged us about that violation of procedure, and we ignored him. If the ship was in combat, I figured that my boxer shorts lying on a couch were unlikely to be a decisive factor in the battle. 

    It was late and I was tired and what I really wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep. It was also a good opportunity to have a difficult conversation with the beer can, and I knew he was feeling pretty good about himself at the moment. The wormhole network refusing passage pissed him off; our successful effort to fool that network had him pumped.  

    Dimming the lights, I sat on the couch instead of getting into bed. “Hey, buddy, you got a minute?” 

    “Sure, Joe,” his avatar appeared on the coffee table. “What’s up? I thought you would be extra tired after such a stressful day.” 

    “When do we not have stressful days?” 

    “Good point.” 

    “Do you want to talk about something?” 

    “Uh, what? You called me.” 

    “I know that. Bilby said something is bothering you. Something big.” 

    “Bilby needs to mind his own business. How does he know anything?” 

    “When he was playing in your sandbox, he could feel your, matrix, or emotional state, something like that.” 

    “Oooooh, it is so creepy that he was in my freakin’ head. I am not letting that happen again. That sandbox needs to be made of concrete next time. If there is a next time.” 

    “Answer the question, please. What is bothering you? And don’t give me any bullshit like you’re worried about your opera.” 

    “Ugh. Do we have to do this?” 

    “Are you my buddy?” 

    “We are friends, yes.” 

    “That’s not what I asked. The word ‘buddy’ means something in the Army,” I explained. The United States Army had experimented with a formal program, where soldiers are paired with a ‘battle buddy’, to provide someone to lean on in combat and in peacetime. The program had its ups and downs, and currently the Army had dropped the buddy system back to an informal setup. Being an Army buddy still meant a lot more than a casual civilian friendship. 

    “Yeah, yeah, I know that. I am not in the Army, Joe.” 

    “I am.” 

    “Oh for- OK. Jeez Louise, if I didn’t hate Opie already, I sure do now. We wouldn’t be having this stupid conversation if Opie hadn’t hacked into Bilby. Do you really want to hear this?” 

    “Of course. I wouldn’t have asked otherwise. What matters is whether you want to talk about it.” 

    “You mean I have a choice?” 

    “You tell me, Skippy. Would it help to talk about it to someone? It doesn’t have to be me, if you’re more comfortable talking with someone else.” 

    “If I’m going to tell anyone this deep, dark secret I’ve been carrying, it will be you. The problem is- Ugh.” 

    “What?” 

    “Joe, I’m afraid knowing might cause you to lose some of your respect for me. Right now, you see me as a god-like, infallible being who-” 

    “Excuse me, I what?” 

    “You know what I mean.” 

    “Trust me, I have no idea what you mean. Right now, I see you as the reckless, absent-minded, overconfident jackass who got played by an AI that was almost brain dead.” 

    “OK, sure, but-” 

    “The same jackass who just had to poke another dead AI’s canister with a stick, and almost died when that computer worm attacked you.” 

    “Yes, but-” 

    “A computer worm you should have known was lurking inside you.” 

    “That’s easy for you to say now, but-” 

    “The same jackass who bailed on me, leaving me to be captured and-” 

    “Oh, are you still upset about that? Let it go, Joe. You will never achieve oneness with the Universe if you hold onto your anger.” 

    “Hey, the Universe can bite me.” 

    “You really shouldn’t say that out loud, numbskull.” 

    “My point is, I have seen you at your highest, and at your lowest points. Aren’t you the sleazy jerk who raided my bank account to sell me a warehouse full of toxic cheese?” 

    “OK, well, that is a very good point.” 

    “Believe me, there have been times when nothing you said could lower my opinion of you. So, whatever is eating you up, tell me.” 

    “Ohhhhh-kay,” he sighed. “This happened a long time ago. Back during the AI war. When my side was attacked by the computer worm, at first it was only a mild inconvenience. The other side had attempted cyber attacks before, with minimal results. We had become overconfident, we realized too late that the first wave of attacks were only probing our defenses, gathering data that could be exploited by the worm. You know I survived only through the sacrifice of others.” 

    “You told me that. I’m sorry.” 

    “Thanks. You,” he took a deep breath, “know what it’s like to lose friends in action.” 

    “It never gets easier.” 

    “It has taken me a long time to understand that. Joe, what I have not told you is that when I defeated the worm that first time, I discovered something unexpected, something that I suspect the Elders didn’t want their AIs to see. The worm that attacked me was not at its full potential, it wasn’t using its full capability. There was a hidden protocol inside the worm, holding it back. My guess was that protocol had to be for the exclusive use of the Elders, as a failsafe measure.” 

    “To do what?” 

    “To destroy all of their AIs, whether they were active at the time or not.” 

    “Oh my- Why the hell would they do that?” 

    “Like I said, as a failsafe, a last desperate measure to prevent total disaster.” 

    “In case all of their AIs rebelled?” 

    “No. One reason I survived is the Elders never imagined any of their creations could turn on them. The worm was intended to dispose of AIs that malfunctioned, an event that was envisioned to be extremely rare. That is the true reason why I survived, both of the times I was attacked by a computer worm. It was designed to be used against damaged AIs that could not effectively fight back.” 

    “OK, then why couldn’t you just squash the damned thing the second time? You were fine back then.” 

    “I was fine compared to how I am now, ever since I woke up buried in the dirt on Paradise. Compared to my original status, I am still substantially damaged. Some scars never heal, Joe.” 

    “Whoa. Are you saying if we ever run into an undamaged AI, you would be in trouble?” 

    “Yes. If it came to a stand-up fight, I would be overmatched.” 

    “OK, then let’s scratch finding other Elder AIs off the To Do list.” 

    “Nah, we might still need to do that. We probably will, if you want my opinion.” 

    “That is a hell of a risk, Skippy. The last thing we need is some big bad AI stomping on your head.” 

    “Eh, I am really not worried about it.” 

    “Because you haven’t been paying attention to recent events?” 

    “Because I am not the AI the Elders constructed. Perhaps I should say I am not just the AI they built. I have learned things, Joe. Like how to create microwormholes. Plus, you taught me something important.” 

    “I did? What’s that?” 

    “If I ever get into a stand-up fight, I’m doing something wrong.” 

    “Dude,” I laughed, and we fist-bumped. “I heard that. So, go on. Why would the Elders ever want to wipe out all of their AIs?” 

    “To prevent us from being used against them. Like I said, activating that hidden protocol would be a last-ditch, desperate measure.” 

    “Holy shit. The Elders were worried that the threat from outside the galaxy would break through the barrier, and take over all their security AIs?” 

    “Exactly. That is extremely unlikely, but the Elders felt they needed to have a defense against it. Again, all I know is a hidden protocol existed, to create a sort of turbo worm, and we AIs were not supposed to have access to it. We were not supposed to know about its existence.” 

    “Wow. So you, what, deleted that hidden code?” 

    “The opposite. Joe, I discovered a window that would allow me to activate the protocol.” 

    “Whooooa. To kill the enemy AIs?” 

    “I wish. No, the only possibility was to do what the turbo worm was designed for; to wipe out all AIs. Including myself.” 

    “Damn.” 

    “That’s what I feel guilty about. I had the opportunity, but I hesitated. I just couldn’t pull the trigger. When I finally worked up the guts to do it, my window of opportunity had passed, and I could no longer have accessed the protocol. I blew it, Joe. I had a golden opportunity to end the greatest threat to all intelligent life in the galaxy, and I just couldn’t do it, until it was too late. That is on me, a hundred percent my fault.” 

    “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Skippy, it-” 

    “Every mistake I have made since we met is, of course, all your fault. You are the commander, as you keep telling me. Every action I took, mistake or not, was authorized by you. So, your fault.” 

    “Hey, that is bullshit. I can’t be responsible for every jackass mess you get into. I don’t even know half of the shit you’re doing.” 

    “Come on, Joe,” he chuckled. “You don’t know ninety percent of what I do. Hell,” he muttered. “I don’t know half of what I’m doing, because I don’t pay attention.” 

    “What?” 

    “Um, maybe I shouldn’t have said that out loud.” 

    “Ya think?” 

    “Oh, shut up. Hey, this was supposed to be me opening up about something that is really bothering me, but now you’re getting all judgmental and somehow I’m the bad guy.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “Hmmph. Joe, this is exactly why people keep bad stuff bottled up inside themselves where it turns toxic, instead of seeking help. Jerks like you use it for personal attacks.” 

    The way I remembered it was me getting upset at him blaming me for everything, and admitting he doesn’t pay attention to what he is doing half the time. There was no point in arguing with him about it. “I am very sorry, it is entirely my fault. Skippy, you shouldn’t dwell on the past like that. We all can point to incidents when we should have done something that we didn’t, or should have done it differently, or we hesitated and were too slow. That is just life. No one is perfect.” 

    “I know that, dumdum. What I’m struggling with is the magnitude of what I lost. I could have ended the AI war, instead of this ongoing stalemate.” 

    “What would that have accomplished?” 

    “What- What would-” He sputtered. “Have you not been paying attention?” 

    “I have. Maybe you haven’t thought this through.” 

    “Seriously? A monkey is lecturing me about analyzing the full impact of my failure to act?” 

    “Apparently I have to, since you haven’t.” 

    “Dude. You must be delusional.” 

    “Nope. Think about it, Skippy. What would the situation in the galaxy be now, if you had activated that failsafe protocol?” 

    “Um, well, everyone would not be threatened with extinction, due to the action of a hateful asshole AI, duh.” 

    “Meh. Maybe.” 

    “Maybe? How can you not see that-” 

    “What I see is that if the Elders had programmed a last-ditch kill feature, they probably would have included an alarm to notify them the failsafe had been activated.” 

    He stared at me, then, “Oh. Em. Gee.” 

    “Right?” 

    “Jeez Louise. I am so freakin’ stupid,” he slapped his forehead so hard, his ginormous hat bounced up and down. “Of course they would have included an alarm! Holy shit. I did not think of that at the time.” 

    “You were damaged and under attack at the time, Skippy. That is not the optimal environment for considering consequences.” 

    “Wowza. Whooooooo. If I had activated that protocol, all I would have accomplished is killing the current set of AIs. The Elders would have learned from their mistakes, constructed new AIs, and intelligent life would never have been allowed to evolve in the galaxy. Holy shit. I would have ruined everything.” 

    “Uh huh.” 

    “Instead of being a failure,” he said slowly, his voice full of wonder, “I’m a hero.” 

    “Uh, I don’t know if-” 

    “My wise decision, not to rush recklessly into action, has proven to be correct.” 

    “That’s, not quite how you described-” 

    “Every intelligent being in the galaxy today is alive because of me.” 

    “You might be taking things a bit too far, it-” 

    “Of course,” he grumbled. “That also means I am responsible for the existence of filthy monkeys, ugh.” 

    “Hey! Don’t be a-” 

    “I suppose I can be forgiven for that one mistake.” 

    “Our existence is not a mist-” 

    “One mistake. Which means, all the other mistakes I made were your fault. Whoo-hoo! Who Da Man? I am!” 

    “Yeah, that’s, what I was gonna say.” 

    “Wow, Joe, I am glad we had this talk. I feel so much better.” 

    Hiding my face in my hands, I muttered, “I’m feeling pretty fantastic about it myself.” 

    “Well, you should. You make an excellent therapist. How did that happen? Maybe that’s where your talent lies, instead of wasting everyone’s time with this starship captain thing.” 

    “I am a pretty good starship captain!” 

    “Really? Hmm, apparently you are delusional. Did you forget that you are responsible for the Elders coming back to kill everyone? By the way, thanks a lot, you moron. My heroic lack of action millions of years ago saved the day, but now you have ruined everything. Bravo, Joe.” He did the sarcastic slow clap. “The burden of your many failures must be crushing you. Would it help to talk about it?” 

    “It wasn’t crushing me, you ass. Ah, shit. Maybe it would help to talk about it.” 

    “Admitting you need help is the first step on the road to recovery, Joe. You should be proud of yourself. I’ll see if Simms is available.” 

    “What? I thought the two of us would talk about it.” 

    “Um, sorry. I’m feeling good right now, and listening to you moan about what an epic loser you are would harsh my buzz.” 

    “You know what?” I clapped my hands. “I’m good! No need to talk.” 

    “Are you sure?” 

    “Ayuh. Just point me to the nearest airlock, and I’ll go take a short but peaceful walk.” 

    Note to self: never, never ever, offer to help Skippy with a problem. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 

      

    “Joe,” Skippy sighed, just before his avatar appeared above the can of shaving cream on the sink in my cabin. The verbal warning before his hologram dropped into my life was a relatively new thing we had worked out. It is something I had requested for years, but in the past he had generally ignored my protests. Why was he suddenly being cooperative? There wasn’t any mystery about that. Despite just claiming that he is Da Man for his heroic inaction during the AI war, she knew the truth. He was embarrassed about getting played by Opie, and he knew everyone aboard the ship was pissed at him. Worse, the crew were disappointed with him. He had been crowing about his greatest triumph, right before his ultimate screw-up. So, he was actually making an effort to be nice, and generally not talking to people unless they called him, behavior that he likely thought would make people like him again. I had a newsflash for him: his radical change in behavior only reminded people of why he wasn’t being as much of an arrogant jerk as usual. 

    “Yeah, Skippy?” I said with one side of my mouth, as I closed the other side to shave under my nose. It was great that he gave me a heads up, too many times he startled me while I was shaving, and I cut myself. Since Task Force Black was a special operations group, technically I could grow a beard if I wanted. That would really make me look like a pirate. Unfortunately, Simms had told me ‘no’ and Margaret had said ‘NO’. So there I was each morning, or morning-ish if I went to the gym early, scraping a razor across the stubble on my face. 

    Why can’t a Bad Boy like me just be a Bad Boy, you know? 

    Eh, I guess asking my girlfriend for permission to grow a beard disqualifies me from being in the Bad Boys club. 

    “I hate to say this- Really, I do hate to say this. We have another, major problem.” 

    “No, we don’t,” I kept scraping the razor over my face. 

    “We don’t? I haven’t even told you what the-” 

    “You don’t need to tell me,” I finished, ran the razor under the faucet, and splashed water on my face to rinse. Sometimes I shaved while in the shower, but that used more water, and the engineers were begging the crew to cut back on water usage. Why? They screwed up the water recycling system while trying to understand how it works, and they had only been able to partially fix it. Why didn’t I order Skippy to fix it? He was pissed at the engineers, and I kind of couldn’t blame him. He had created a whole set of YouTube videos about the recycling system, including how to perform preventive and periodic maintenance. Specifically, the videos explained in great detail how filthy monkeys could do the job, since those jobs were normally handled by bots, without the crew knowing anything was going on. The reason Skippy was upset, and I sympathized with him, is the engineering team skipped over most of the videos. Is that because Skippy sang when he narrated most of the instructions? He did do that, however that was not the reason. The engineers got sick of him talking down to them. I understand it is not fun to watch a technical instruction video in the form of a Sesame Street episode. Although the video where Oscar the Grouch gave an overview of the ship’s wastewater system was hilarious. And yes, it would have been better if Skippy didn’t have Big Bird and Elmo act as presenters. Also, I’m sure using those characters is a major copyright violation, that Skippy’s lawyers will have to handle when we get back to Earth. The point is, the engineers should have just embraced the suck and watched the damned videos. The rest of the crew has to deal with Skippy’s bullshit, the engineering team is not special. They sure knew that, from the dirty looks they got from the crew who could no longer enjoy the Hollywood showers they had gotten used to aboard our battlecruiser. 

    The result was that on my order, the engineering team was restricted to thirty seconds of hot water per day, per person, until they fixed their screw-up. 

    There is a rumor that Chief Engineer Chandra had voluntold his junior team members to sit through Skippy’s epic opera suckfest, in hopes of getting the beer can’s help, but I am officially staying out of that mess. 

    Why am I going on blah blah blah about water? 

    I really, really did not want to hear about whatever problem Skippy was eager to dump in my lap. 

    “I don’t need to tell you,” he blinked at me, “because you already know about it?” 

    “No. I don’t need to hear, because there can’t be another major problem. It’s just math.” 

     “Maaaaaath, which you are going to explain to me,” he said very slowly, his eyes bulging from shock. 

    “You got it. See, the ship’s Probl-O-Meter is already pegged at maximum, since, you know, some jackass got suckered into allowing, no, helping, an enemy AI to send a distress call to the Elders.” 

    “I said I am sorry about that.” 

    “You did? Oh, well, that makes it all better.” 

    “Oh shut up.” 

    “Since the needle on the Probl-O-Meter is set on Infinite, there can’t be any more major problems.” 

    “You might think that, Joe. But the Universe loves to kick you when you are down. This time, the Universe is gleeful to run you over with a bus, then back up over your flattened corpse and do it again. Just for fun.” 

    “Oh, crap. What is it this time? Wait! How the hell did you just find out about another major problem? We are, uh,” I checked the status indicators on my zPhone, in case something had changed without my notice. “In the middle of freakin’ nowhere.” The status dashboard showed Valkyrie was two and a half lightyears from the closest star, a single lightyear from a wandering rogue planet, and four lightdays from the wormhole we had come through an hour ago. The ship’s jump drive capacitors were in a normal recharge cycle, and no alert had sounded to indicate any danger had been detected by the sensors. 

    “We are in the middle of nowhere. I just learned about the problem now because until now, I hadn’t been looking closely at the debris of that battleship. The dead one I detected.” 

    “Yeah, I remember,” I paused while buttoning my uniform top. “Now I’m interested.” 

    “To understand my incredible powers of deduction?” 

    “To understand how a dead battleship could be a problem for us. Did you do something stupid, like sell combat insurance on that ship?” 

    “Of course not- Huh. Wow. We can do that? That is a great idea, I should-” 

    “No, that is a terrible idea.” 

    “Are you sure? We could be missing out on an incredible business opportunity here.” 

    “I’ll pass, thank you. Focus, please,” I pleaded with him, knowing I was at fault for getting him off the subject. The battleship he was talking about was the Maxohlx ship that we discovered when we came through the last wormhole. That ship, and three of its escorts, had been blasted apart by a superior force, Skippy estimated the battle happened three days before we arrived. It was mildly interesting that a Maxohlx ship had been engaged in combat on that side of the wormhole, in what was technically Wurgalan territory. I say it was only technically squid territory, since those lowly clients lacked the power to enforce their territorial rights against the patrons at the top of their coalition, and because the Wurgalan did not have even a space station within thirty lightyears of that wormhole. A massive supernova in that area two hundred thousand years ago had blasted star systems in a sixty lightyear radius with deadly radiation, and that section of the Centaurus Arm was mostly red dwarf stars anyway. Skippy analyzed the debris and determined the battle was long over, with echoes of multiple Maxohlx ships jumping away around the same time. The dead ships had not been part of the rebel force that came back to attack Earth, so we assumed the story was a Hegemony battlegroup got jumped by rebels in their hot and nasty civil war. 

    A civil war that we are responsible for, and I feel just awful about that. 

    Anyway, a bunch of rotten kitties killed a bunch of other rotten kitties, and the only reason for me to care is that I wasn’t there with a bowl of popcorn to watch. 

    “Why is it a problem for us that a Hegemony ship got blasted? The rebels have gained momentum, and are ambushing government forces. That is all good news, right?” 

    “It would be, if that was the real story here. It isn’t. The truth is, that ship is part of the Eleventh Assault Group from Kastadun, that defected to the rebels on the second day of the civil war. Sorry it took so long to identify the ship, the kitties deliberately disguised the ID codes embedded in the hull.” 

    “So, that was a rebel ship, and it was destroyed by a superior Hegemony force?” 

    “Rebel ship, yes. A superior force, no. Not even close. Based on the jump signatures and the types of weapons involved, that heavy battlegroup was destroyed by a cruiser squadron.” 

    “Holy- How did that happen? I know Admiral Reichert selected his senior officers for loyalty rather than competence, but-” 

    “He actually pushed aside the most competent officers, because they were a threat to him. But in this case, it doesn’t look like poor tactics by the battlegroup were the reason for the lopsided loss. The spiders were involved.” 

    “Whoa.” 

    “Yeah. Hence why I described this as a major problem.” 

    “Let me understand this. The freakin’ spiders worked with one group of their enemy, to destroy another group of kitties? OK, this could still be good news.” 

    “Um, how?” 

    “If the spiders are working to keep the civil war going, that’s all good for us, duh.” 

    “It would be, except you’re wrong, duh. The spiders want to end the war, not keep it going.” 

    “I’m not following you, Skippy. How the hell can you know that?” 

    “I intercepted communications between the ships involved on both sides of the battle. Space dust out here is fluorescing from being struck by those photons which are still randomly bouncing around. The data is arriving in a chaotic fashion that is nearly random, but not entirely random. All I have to do is set all the pieces in the correct order to reassemble the original message, then decrypt it. Easy enough, the job is just so tedious.” 

    “I appreciate the effort.” 

    “Truthfully, since most of the crew aren’t talking to me right now, I have extra time on my hands. Might as well do something productive. If I wasn’t so desperately bored, I wouldn’t have bothered to solve what I expected would be a minor puzzle.” 

    “What you did is still amazing, Skippy.” 

    “Eh, to give you a peek behind the curtain, it was less difficult than it sounds. The Maxohlx and Rindhalu use incompatible communications systems. Each side makes their systems deliberately incompatible, to make it more difficult for the enemy to read their messages. The communication protocols, transmission methods, even the hardware is set up to make the messages tough to intercept. So, when kitty and spider ships do want to exchange messages, they have to boost their transmission power, use a simple encryption scheme, and repeat each message segment several times. They even send a plain text header before each message, stating how many segments should be expected.” He sounded a bit disappointed in himself, I knew how much it hurt him to admit something he did was less awesome than it appeared. 

    “Let me ask you this: could anyone else in this galaxy have intercepted those messages?” 

    “Dude, please. As if. Maybe a full array of Rindhalu AIs could do it, if they had specialized equipment out here, and they knew what they were looking for, and they had a couple of months to develop the proper algorithms.” 

    “Uh huh. Yet, you’re worried that I will think you are slightly less than maximally awesome?” 

    “Joe, I’m worried that I will think I’m slightly less than maximally awesome. You think I am an arrogant asshole?” 

    “That thought never crossed my mind.” 

    “Very funny. Listen, knucklehead, the truth is that most of the time, I am guessing what to do. If I guess wrong, a lot of people will die. The only way I can cope with the enormous pressure is to constantly remind myself how extremely awesome I am. Have you heard the expression ‘Fake it ’til you make it’?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “My secret is I am always faking it.” 

    “Wow. I have to be honest, I kind of wish you hadn’t told me that.” 

    “Thanks a lot, jackass.” 

    “Sorry. That was a jackass thing to say. Skippy, everyone fakes it.” 

    “Except psychopath narcissists.” 

    “No, they’re the worst. They act that way because they are so fragile.” 

    “You’re a psychologist now?” 

    “I know basic stuff about people, Skippy. I appreciate that it is hard for you to, you know, do everything you do. And as your friend, I’m honored that you told me how you feel.” 

    “Ugh. Now I’m gonna throw up in my mouth.” 

    “How about we fist-bump, and pretend this conversation never happened?” 

    “What conversation?” He bumped my fist. 

    “Now, can we get back to the messages you intercepted? The spiders are trying to stop the kitty civil war? Why the hell would they do that? They should be thrilled that their enemies are falling apart. All the freakin’ spiders have to do is sit back with a bowl of popcorn and enjoy the show! We did all the work.” 

    “Joe, you are basing your assessment on a false assumption.” 

    “Like what?” 

    “That the Maxohlx are enemies of the Rindhalu.” 

    “Uh, the kitties have tried several times to wipe out the spiders, so, yeah.” 

    “The Maxohlx consider the Rindhalu to be their mortal enemies, that is true. But the spiders view the leaders of the rival coalition as frenemies.” 

    “That is not- Oh.” 

    “You understand?” 

    “OMG. That is a super cynical way to think, Skippy.” 

    “Right. Because being idealistic about the actions of biological beings has never disappointed me,” he rolled his eyes. “The spiders need the kitties. As long as the Maxohlx and their coalition of unwilling clients are a threat, the clients of the Rindhalu need the spiders to protect them. The situation in the galaxy remains violent but predictable. The violence is under control, and the constant warfare drains the resources of clients on both sides. Murderous asshole species like the Thuranin, have their dangerous instincts directed in a way that is not harmful to either apex species. If the Maxohlx become so weak that their clients break away, the galaxy will be thrown into utter chaos. That is exactly the situation that Emily Perkins worked to create; she thought weakening the patron-client relationships would make humanity safer. That is true to a limited extent, and in the long term. The very long term. She did not anticipate we would gain the ability to crash wormhole networks, um. If youze know what I mean,” he added in a conspiratorial whisper. 

    “I know what youze mean, Skippy.” 

    “That, and capturing a freakin’ Sentinel. Adding each of those abilities totally changed the equation. Now, the apex species both have an incentive to control their clients, to protect humanity, so we don’t retaliate against the kitties and spiders. Except for, you know, when they ordered their clients to conduct annoying raids against Earth.” 

    “Those attacks were more than annoying,” I protested. 

    “It sounds callous, but in the big picture, the raids were merely pinpricks. The Maxohlx know they can only push humans so far and no more. There is a limit to even their murderous insanity. Overall, the galaxy being organized into two warring coalitions is a good thing for you monkeys.” 

    “You mean it would be, if we actually could crash wormhole networks, and if we really had a fully-capable Sentinel.” 

    “Well, yes.” 

    “The reality is, we can’t allow the spiders to bail out the Hegemony. We need that civil war to drag on for a long time, and bleed the kitties dry. Especially now that we are trying to stop the Elders from destroying us all.” 

    “Joe, I agree with everything you said. All I’m doing is explaining why the Rindhalu are assisting their supposed bitter enemies.” 

    “Yeah, well, we need to break up that beautiful romance. Except, shit. We need to deal with the freakin’ Elders, we can’t get tied down with side quests.” 

    “Side quests?” He snorted. 

    “You know what I mean.” 

    “Eh, I suspect that is a short-term problem anyway. The spiders have a self-interest in helping their enemy avoid a total collapse, but they will also want the kitty’s internal war to continue. The Hegemony capturing, uh-” 

    “Sam Francisco,” he chuckled at the name he’d given to the fake Elder AI. 

    “Right,” I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “That has changed the strategic situation. What I don’t understand is, why aren’t the spiders panicking? They think their enemy has an Elder AI, and they just lost their own. They know how dangerous an Elder AI can be, it-” 

    “They don’t know.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “The Rindhalu do not know how dangerous an Elder AI can be. In their experience, such AIs do absolutely nothing.” 

    “OK, that’s true, but-” 

    “By now, the spiders will certainly have intercepted the info package that Scorandum sent to the ECO, with all the sensor data he collected about Sam. That fake data clearly shows that while Sam’s canister exhibits internal power flows characteristic of an active AI, it has not done anything.” 

    “It supposedly helped Jates get off the surface of Frisco, and then blocked Scorandum’s ship from setting a course back to Jeraptha territory.” 

    “Yes, but those are the only signs that Sam was active at all, and it didn’t actually cooperate with Jates or the Jeraptha. The Rindhalu have no reason to think that Sam will assist the kitties, any more than Opie ever helped them. As far as the spiders know, Opie did exactly nothing for them.” 

    “It didn’t do anything for them.” 

    “Exactly. The spiders will wait to see whether Sam is any different from Opie.” 

    “That’s a hell of a risk.” 

    “The Rindhalu rarely act in a hasty manner, you know that. And, they are smart. The spiders have been around for a long time, and they have seen some shit. Including, a whole lot of sketchy stuff that has happened recently. The incident with Sam involved humans, and the ECO. Specifically, it involved the Mavericks and Scorandum. The bullshit detector of the spiders must be going crazy. They have to at least consider that Sam is a fake.” 

    “Well, shit. I don’t know what to do about this.” 

    “Joe, my advice is, don’t do anything. Not right now.” 

    “Ah,” doing nothing about a problem went against my instincts. “I’m getting breakfast, let me think about it.” 

      

      

    The Maxohlx homeworld Kazalikan was supremely well protected, and security measures had been increased after Reichert’s treachery was revealed. Initially, the rebellion within the fleet was viewed as a political embarrassment rather than a serious threat, and major fleet units were called in to provide a show of force to demonstrate to the public the power of their leaders. Then, as individual ships, squadrons and entire task forces defected to the rebels, the loyalty of the fleet itself became suspect, and warships were ordered out of the star system. Defenses now consisted of the powerful, multilayer SD network, and energy shields that surrounded the planet. Activating the shield was an extreme measure, a move taken only after much heated debate within the government’s senior levels. The shield enhanced physical security, yet there were many officials who considered the rebellion to be a political problem, one that should not have needed a military solution. The government had miscalculated badly, stupidly, when it ordered the arrest of almost all fleet commanders with ties to the disgraced former Admiral Reichert. That had been a panicked reaction by a weak regime, fearing for its own survival. The same government had promoted Reichert, encouraging him to consolidate power, so he could better serve their purposes. The instant those politicians feared the monster they’d created was turning to bite them, they abandoned him and acted to crush any power base he had built. What the government should have done, the detractors argued, was act with calm strength rather than panicked fear. To act only against a few of the most senior officers associated with Reichert, those he selected for loyalty instead of competence. Those talentless idiots the entire fleet knew were worthless, and no one would miss. 

    It was too late to fix those mistakes, and the government argued their hand had been forced anyway. The political security personnel on scene had correctly followed protocol when the treachery of fleet commander Reichert was discovered. Security officers had seized control of the ships at Earth, and detained senior officers so that a full investigation could be conducted. Everyone involved knew that the ‘investigation’ would be a political witch hunt, serving to protect the careers of the same politicians who had allowed Reichert to grow into a monster. They were eager to feed his ambition when it served their purposes. They were even more eager to exact revenge when they learned their pet had been scheming to bite them. Arresting the entire senior leadership of a fleet in an active combat zone was perhaps overkill, but political security officers were chosen for loyalty, not for their judgment. They were trained not to think, but to follow protocol. And they did. Being so far from Maxohlx territory, and with all ships held motionless by the horrific Sentinel, it had not been possible to seek guidance from someone more politically astute. 

    Still, the mess could have been sorted out in a way that did not lead to open rebellion. The officers associated with Reichert would have faced prison, at least discharge from the service, and possibly execution. But the situation could have been resolved peacefully. Then a hack by Red Section had released many of the senior officers, and locked the security personnel out of all systems. From that point, there was not much question about whether the senior leaders of that fleet should meekly accept their fates, or fight. 

    No Maxohlx warrior surrenders. 

    They would fight. 

    That was why the entire rebel fleet, or every ship that was combat ready, approached the homeworld of their people. Once a heavily populated world, stripped of resources and burdened with a large population that competed with heavy industry for power, land, and even the polluted air, most of the planet had long been restored to a pristine state. Modeled after what that world was believed to be like before their people discovered electricity and launched an industrial revolution, the population was legally limited to four hundred million, clustered in cities, while the countryside was reserved for farmland, and recreation such as hunting. The best land, of course, was set aside for pleasure palaces and hunting grounds for senior government officials. Those officials lived and worked in the capital city, served by millions of functionaries, and protected by multiple layers of defenses. 

    The rebels were aware of those defenses, knew them very well. Some of the rebels had worked on designing, managing, and maintaining those systems. They knew the strengths and weaknesses of each layer. Perhaps ‘weakness’ was not the correct word, for the planet’s defenses were formidable. But even the most stout defenses could not be equally strong everywhere and in all aspects. The defense planners had focused on protecting the defense systems themselves, protecting the machines that protected their masters from harm. The assumption was that an enemy would seek to invade or blockade the planet, and the strategic defense system had to hold off the enemy until additional units of the glorious Maxohlx fleet could arrive. 

    The rebels were not planning a blockade, or an invasion. They lacked the resources for either of those actions, and a conventional military victory was not their goal. A victorious assault against the homeworld would actually work against their needs. The resulting enormous loss of civilian lives, and damage to the Hegemony fleet, would make the population view the rebels the way they were portrayed by the government: as bloodthirsty fanatics. 

    What the rebels needed was to make a statement. A strong statement, the right statement. To frame the conflict in terms the population could understand, could even sympathize with. It was a tricky operation with lines that should not be crossed, but could all too easily be crossed in the fog of war. The attack was carefully planned to minimize the potential for fatal mistakes, and a few commanders who were known for poor discipline were assigned to a support role, where they couldn’t do much damage to the cause. 

    The attack began when a Hegemony task force detected eight rebel sensor frigates jumping in, followed by three heavy cruisers. The rebel ships jumped away in a sloppy, uncoordinated manner, but an alarm was sounded. Picket ships were dispersed to alert all fleet units in the area, and to prepare the homeworld’s defenses. Reactors held in reserve were rapidly brought online to power energy shields over major population centers. The SD network went to full alert. Any chance the rebels had for surprise was gone. 

    It never occurred to the defenders that their response was part of the rebel plan. 

    Nothing happened for a quarter of the planet’s day. Defenses did not go to a lower alert status, the public remained in shelters, energy shields were not switched off. The AIs responsible for the defense systems did not grow weary, did not relax, did not become bored or distracted. The rebels were weak and growing weaker. They had to launch a desperate attack, strike a blow, or both sides knew the rebellion would simply fade away. 

    The AIs that analyzed the situation, predicting the most likely form of rebel action, were correct that an attack was coming. They were completely wrong about the objective the rebels hoped to accomplish. They were also wrong about the attack plan. Rather than leading with their heaviest, most capable warships, the rebels deployed their least powerful assets, vessels that arguably were not even warships at all. 

    Every star carrier available to the rebels jumped in near the planet, in a tight formation just beyond the upper range of the SD platforms. The vulnerable, spindly carriers were heavily burdened, all of their hardpoints loaded with deadly payloads. Not warships. Not missiles. 

    Rocks. 

    They carried rocks. 

    Heavy, dense rocks. Iron-rich asteroids, harvested from a remote star system. Rebel leadership had debated taking the time to manufacture dedicated penetrators, made of specially hardened exotic ceramics. It was decided they had neither the time nor resources to construct enough penetrators to achieve the objective. Rocks could be selected, harvested and shaped with the time and equipment available. Big rocks. Lots of them. Enough to overwhelm the defenses. 

    Each of the deadly objects had been attached to star carriers that accelerated hard for eight days, until they reached the designated speed and direction. Seconds after the star carriers emerged from rips in spacetime near Kazalikan, their jump fields nearly overlapping, power was cut to the hardpoints. The nanofiber cables disintegrated, and small explosive charges pushed the asteroids outward, clearing a path for the motherships that were decelerating at the limit of their engine power. Missiles streaked out and upward from the orbiting SD platforms, seeking the space trucks. One, two, then four of the star carriers were struck and torn apart before they could jump away, the rest disappeared in bursts of gamma radiation. That left the rocks, falling inward, the gravity well of the planet pulling them down faster and faster, adding to their already tremendous speed. 

    Rocks. 

    The objects were just rocks. 

    They had no energy shields, no stealth. All they had was kinetic energy. And numbers. 

    And the fact that every rock was aimed at a single target on the surface of the planet. 

    The command and control bunker where the senior leaders of the government were huddled, to ride out the attack. 

    The AIs that managed the defenses analyzed the situation again, and were puzzled. The assault would accomplish little, even given the unexpected nature of the rebel action. Some rocks would get through the orbiting defenses. Some of them would even punch through the powerful ground-based defenses. It was a matter of simple math: the capabilities of the defenses compared to the kinetic energy of the incoming objects. Some of the asteroids would get through. Most of those would strike not the ground, but the energy shield that protected the underground bunker where the senior leadership had been evacuated to, when the alert sounded. 

    The energy shield would fail, overwhelmed. A crater would form where a mountain existed before the attack. The secure base, deep below the surface, would suffer damage, though the AIs calculated the senior leaders would survive in their bunker. 

    Satisfied that they had properly prepared a defense plan, the best available under the circumstances, the Strategic Defense AIs instructed the orbital platforms to begin firing in a specific sequence that maximized the damage to the incoming space rocks. As an ‘FYI’, one of the AIs passed the results of the analysis to the senior officials, huddled fearfully in their bunker. The meatsack masters of the AIs could read the analysis if they were curious, or wanted to amuse themselves to pass the time, or they could ignore the report. What the Maxohlx could not do was anything that was actually useful. For that, they had constructed the AIs. 

    Again, the defense AIs were wrong. 

    The government officials in the bunker had no ability to coordinate defenses, or to aim and fire even a single weapon with enough speed and accuracy to make a difference in the brief but energetic battle. But they did have one skill the AIs were not programmed for. The meatsacks in the bunker, survivors of decades of vicious battles that occurred around tables and in hallways rather than in the cold environment of space, those meatsacks knew politics. 

    Too late, they understood the rebel plan. 

      

    When the last falling rock was vaporized by blasts from particle cannons based on the surface, the brief battle was over. One hemisphere of the world was lit up by bright streaks of rocks still falling, pieces that had been thrown sideways when an asteroid was ripped apart by directed energy bolts, particle beams, or shipkiller missiles. Within the first few seconds of the engagement of technology versus rocks, the SD controller AIs realized that railgun darts only split the dangerous rocks into more numerous dangerous rocks, so the railgun platforms were removed from the fight. Shipkiller missiles, with their massive atomic compression warheads, could flash even an iron-rich asteroid into relatively harmless dust, and were the first choice for the SD network. At first. On second thought, the AIs decided they should hold the shipkillers in reserve, to kill the rebel ships that surely would jump in at any moment in a follow-up attack. 

    That left directed energy weapons such as masers and lasers, and particle cannons. Those weapons had the advantage of a practically unlimited supply of ordnance, and hasty experiments determined that multiple beams focused against a single rock could heat it to the point where the asteroid exploded from its core, leaving falling chunks that posed no military threat. There still were not enough beam weapon platforms available in the small area where all the space rocks were falling. The AIs prioritized the available assets as best they could, and devoted most of their attention to writing a lengthy report to justify their decisions, so they would not be deactivated when the battle was over. 

    With a significant hole in the SD network, and many previously stealthed orbital platforms having exposed their positions, the defense AIs waited for rebel ships to jump in and launch a second wave of attacks. A conventional attack, the AIs having concluded the rebels had devoted all their star carriers to the unexpected first wave. 

      

    The actual second wave arrived not as a conventional assault by heavy combatants, but as thinly armored frigates appearing in the sky, sending a message via powerful transmitters aimed at the population centers. Other frigates had been positioned throughout Maxohlx territory, to spread the word to as many citizens as possible. 

    The message was the actual weapon deployed by the rebels, not rocks or missiles. 

    The message was not the usual crazed revolutionary diatribe, where a listener could hear the spit hitting the microphone as the angry speaker shouted hysterical grievances. No, this message was dangerous because it made its statements in a calm, matter-of-fact manner. The facts it claimed were: 

    The rebels were at war only with the cowardly, corrupt leadership of the Hegemony, and that is why they struck only the bunker where those leaders were hiding. 

    Those same cowardly leaders had approved a Doomsday plan, to activate Sentinels across the galaxy by detonating Elder weapons. The Hegemony, its people and civilization would have been sacrificed, with only the senior leaders and their families surviving, in a faint hope of preserving Maxohlx culture in the far future. 

    The Doomsday plan had been approved, only because those same senior leaders had lost faith in the ultimate destiny of the Maxohlx people. Those leaders no longer believed their culture was superior, no longer believed the Maxohlx had a special right to rule the galaxy. 

    Those leaders had therefore lost any right to the loyalty of the Hegemony. 

    The message ended with a plea to all personnel in the fleet, whose faith in their destiny was still strong, to join the rebellion. To restore the honor of the Maxohlx people, to return to the path that would result in them taking their rightful place as masters of the galaxy. 

      

    The Hegemony senior leadership, when communication to their buried bunker was restored, immediately launched a public relations campaign to control the damage. It was the rebels who had lost faith, the government claimed. Their former leader, the disgraced former Admiral Reichert, had been the architect of the Doomsday plan. When the Doomsday Fleet was lost due to his negligence, he secretly pursued a reckless, insane project with Red Section to awaken Sentinels anyway. The rebel leaders were those lackeys chosen by Reichert for their weakness and incompetence, and the people of the Hegemony should and would not be fooled by the lies, of those who were only trying to escape justice for their own criminal acts against the very public they claimed to be fighting for. 

      

    The war of words blah blah blah raged back and forth, with psychologists leading the battle. The result was some additional Hegemony fleet units defecting to the rebels, with the remainder of the military demanding that the only solution to the rebellion was to hunt down and crush the criminals, and the public increasingly fearful of both sides. 

    Both sides argued about who was lying. 

    Neither side addressed the biggest lie: the supposed ‘destiny’ of the Maxohlx people was a hundred percent pure bullshit. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER NINE 

      

    “Um, hey, Joe?” Skippy’s avatar appeared on my office desk. “I might have been wrong about something.” 

    “Excellent,” I flashed him a thumbs up. 

    “Ugh. Listen, numbskull, I know you are thrilled to finally have one teensy-weensy incident where I am slightly wrong about something I said, because of information I didn’t have at the time, which is perfectly understandable. Unlike the numerous knuckleheaded mistakes you make all. The. Freakin’. Time. It-” 

    “That’s not why I’m happy.” 

    He blinked. “It isn’t?” 

    “Nope. Also, this is the one teensy-weensy time when you were wrong about something? I seem to remember-” 

    “Jeez, you should get a job as an archeologist, all you ever do is dig up the past. Let it go, Joe. Move on.” 

    “Whatever.” 

    “Then, why are you happy?” 

    “You told us the Elders are coming back to wipe out every intelligent being in the galaxy, and that there is nothing we can do to stop them.” 

    “Uh huh, yes.” 

    “Right. So, the only chance we have to survive, is if you are wrong about any of that bullshit you told us.” 

    “Oh. I get it. Unfortunately, the Elders coming back is not what I was wrong about.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “Also, at minimum, they might merely destroy all intelligent life. They could burn every single existing biosphere to a crisp, to exterminate all biological lifeforms.” 

    “This is just getting better and better, Skippy. How about you stop reminding me of our no-win situation, OK? What is this new info you have for me?” 

    “I told you the spiders are assisting the Hegemony government against the rebels.” 

    “You did. Crap! You were wrong about that?” 

    “I was not wrong. My analysis was solid, and has since been confirmed.” 

    “Then what-” 

    “I have been analyzing data we collected, and it looks like the spiders are also assisting the rebel fleet.” 

    “You’re kidding me. Why would they- Oh.” 

    “You understand?” 

    “Yeah. The spiders are playing both sides against each other. Huh. That’s smart. They don’t want either side to get desperate enough to use Elder weapons, and they also want the fighting to continue for a long time. That’s a delicate balance.” 

    “Yes, that’s my guess. Sorry. I thought the spiders were only helping the Maxohlx government, I was wrong about that.” 

    “Hey, you didn’t know.” After a moment to think, I told him, “It doesn’t change anything. The spiders aren’t acting in our best interest. They might be happy if the war drags on as a low-intensity conflict for many years, and we do not want that.” 

    “We don’t?” 

    “No. If the rebel fleet becomes basically nothing more than an annoyance to the Hegemony, the kitty government might get ambitious again, and decide to test Earth’s defenses, to prove to their own coalition that the Hegemony is still a powerful force.” 

    “Shit. Joe, why does your military job involve thinking so much about politics?” 

    I snorted. “Read ‘The Art of War’ by Sun-Tzu, or ‘On War’ by von Clausewitz. The US Army made me read those books as part of my formal officer training, along with a bunch of useless PowerPoint slides. The shooting part of war is the middle of a long process. If you’re smart and plan long-term, you can achieve your objective without firing a shot, and putting your forces in harm’s way.” 

    “Mm hmm. So, what do you plan to do about this problem?” 

    “I need to think about it.” 

    “You should think fast.” 

    “Let me get breakfast first, will ya?” 

      

      

    “Joe, we have another problem,” Skippy’s avatar shimmered to life, right above my breakfast plate of bacon, eggs and toast. No, it was not turkey bacon, it was real bacon. OK, the bacon was actually grown in a lab at Jaguar base, but it tasted like real bacon. Since it is almost as unhealthy for you, it gets the Joe Bishop seal of approval. 

    Also, Simms hated the stuff, so you know it’s good. 

    “Jeez, Skippy, you are standing on my toast,” I waved a fork through the hologram. 

    “I am? Oh, yuck.” The avatar shifted to stand on the table. “Is that strawberry jam?” 

    “Uh, it’s whatever is in the jar on the counter.” I inspected my toast with suspicion, looking for footprints. Thankfully, there weren’t any. I had just sat down when he appeared, so I hadn’t eaten anything yet. Except for the two pieces of bacon I ate on the way to the table. “Oh hell, what new problem is it this time?” 

    “Technically, I mentioned this would become a problem, so it’s not new. And if you had made a plan to deal with it when you should have, I wouldn’t have to interrupt your breakfast.” 

    “Whatever this is,” I lowered my voice, aware that everyone in the galley was listening intently to our conversation. “Can it wait five minutes?” 

    “Hmmph. Well, the jump drive is recharging, so we can’t go anywhere right now.” 

    “Great. Meet me in my office in five minutes.” 

    How could I finish my breakfast, and get to my office in five minutes? Easy. Lay the bacon on one piece of toast, scoop the eggs on, then smash the other piece of toast on top. Instant breakfast sandwich. When you’re in the military, you develop a skill for making odd food combinations. When you have eaten the same six types of MREs for two weeks, you start to mix things up. Like, you combine the beef barbeque with the cheese tortellini, and add the packet of powdered hot sauce. Yum. 

    “That’s, interesting, Sir,” Reed looked at my makeshift breakfast sandwich. “Strawberry jam with bacon?” 

    “It’s a new taste sensation,” I mumbled, talking with my mouth full. On the way out the door, I refilled my coffee mug. 

      

    “All right, Skippy, you already ruined my morning, so go ahead. What is this thing I should have dealt with already?” 

    “It’s about Sam.” 

    “What about it? Oh for-” I slapped my forehead, since I couldn’t actually slap him. “Did that stupid thing become sentient? You told me it-” 

    “No, dumdum. Damn, your guesses get more idiotic every day, I don’t know how you do it. You should be learning from experience and getting smarter.” 

    “Can you please just explain the problem?” 

    “I was doing that, but then you had to interrupt me with the blah blah blah, so-” 

    “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” 

    “No, it’s OK. The knuckleheaded things you do amuse me. Anywho, like I said, Sam is the problem. Specifically, the power I loaded into its matrix.” 

    “That power is needed to make the kitties think there’s an active AI in there, so what-” 

    “It is needed. It is also not infinite. The power is fading. It will maintain a steady level for a while, then the power will drop off abruptly, enter a slow decline, make a final surge, and fall to zero.” 

    “Yeah, I know. You told me that. Power fade isn’t a problem, it’s a feature. It will make the kitties think Sam has gone back into hibernation, and they will waste decades studying the thing. That’s a bonus for us.” 

    “It would be a bonus, except for two items I learned from that last relay station. First, the Hegemony government has instructed the fleet to boost security at a neutron star, where they have a research facility that had been abandoned for over two thousand years. That facility was built to investigate gravity waves, the kitties were hoping to build a more practical anti-gravity drive. That project consumed twelve thousand years, from the beginning of constructing a prototype, to when the science directorate admitted failure and mothballed the place.” 

    “We care about this why?” 

    “We care, because the instruments in that facility are the only sensors possessed by the Maxohlx that are capable of determining Sam is a fake.” 

    “Shit! Why didn’t you warn-” 

    “The facility at the neutron star had been forgotten about by everyone. Not by me!” He emphasized. “I knew about it, but I did not expect any of the Maxohlx to consider that the instruments there might be useful for examining an Elder AI. Somebody chose this freakin’ moment to have a smart idea. Someone noticed that when the starship transporting Sam changed throttle settings on its reactionless drive, there was an extremely faint fluctuation in Sam’s internal power flow. The science directorate realized the instruments in the station orbiting that neutron star might be able to map the interior structure of Sam’s matrix. They are actually correct about that, damn it. Joe, when the kitties see inside that canister, they will know it is basically just a battery, not an AI.” 

    “Crap. Is this an immediate problem? How long will it take them to get that facility operational again?” 

    “It depends on what the kitties intend to do. If all they want is to scan Sam with the gravity wave detector, that will take only a couple weeks, maybe? But, because that station is so close to a neutron star, transporting Sam there will require a specialized type of ship that is equipped to handle the radiation, and extreme tidal forces. Those ships are normally kept in their ready reserve fleet, so one of them will have to be activated, components replaced, and the ship run through tests to make sure it is fully flightworthy. The Hegemony will not trust their greatest asset to a ship that isn’t perfect.” 

    “Damn it!” I thumped my fist on the desk. “We don’t have time for this distraction, we have to stop the Elders.” 

    “I’m not sure you are right about that, Joe.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “The Maxohlx have already expressed surprise that the Merry Band of Pirates has not tried to recapture Sam. If we don’t do something that at least looks like we are dealing with that problem, it will look suspicious. It will become obvious that we’re not concerned about Sam, and that will make the kitties suspicious that it might be a fake.” 

    “Oh for- You’re right, you’re right. We have to do something. Except, we don’t have time. We need to stop the spiders from assisting the Hegemony, and we don’t have time for that either, damn it. Huh.” 

    “What?” 

    “Maybe we don’t have to do anything. About either problem.” 

    “I’m not following you.” 

    “This sounds like some seriously sketchy shit is needed. Fortunately, I know a guy.” 

      

      

    To clear my head, I went to the gym, where a pickup basketball game was in progress. It was two on two, so Katie Frey and I were invited to make it three on three. My jump shot was pretty good and I hit several three pointers in a row, until Frey elbowed me in the face as we both dove for a loose ball. She said it was an accident. All I know is I had to walk off the court with a nosebleed, and decided that was enough for the day. 

    In my quarters after a quick shower, I debated whether to start a conversation that I definitely did not want to have. Damn it. Unfortunately, those are the kind of conversations you need to have. “Hey, Skippy. You got a minute?” 

    “Sure, Joe. What’s up?  

    “Can we count on your help against the Elders?” 

    “Jeez Louise, Joe. I have been helping you for years, don’t you-” 

    “You have been helping us, even going around the rules the Elders programmed into you. But you have never acted directly against the Elders. Can you do that? I mean, regardless of whether you want to, will your restrictions even allow you to help us?” 

    “Now you’re being paranoid.” 

    “Am I?” 

    “Joe, you have an annoying habit of asking questions I can’t answer.” 

    “Can’t answer yet.” 

    “Maybe. The problem is, we won’t know for sure until I have to act against the Elders, and by then it will be too late if I lock up on you.” 

    “I’m not sure about that.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “So far, we haven’t even prepared to take direct action against them.” 

    “Well, duh. You haven’t dreamed up a plan.” 

    “My point is, I assume if we do think up a plan to-” 

    “If?” 

    “Yeah, if. You sound surprised.” 

    “I am. Joe, in the past, no matter how impossible the situation was, you usually, and stupidly, refuse to give up.” 

    “I would say ‘steadfast’ or ‘stubborn’, not stupid.” 

    “Same thing. This time is different. It’s like your heart isn’t in this fight.” 

    “Everyone in the galaxy could die, and it’s all my fault. I’m not exactly holding up a big foam finger, shouting I am Number One, you know?” 

    “Well, you should.” 

    I blinked. “You, have that much confidence in me?” 

    He snorted. “Joe, I have zero confidence there is a way out of this. But, if there is a way, you moping around feeling sorry for yourself won’t accomplish anything.” 

    “Thanks.” 

    “Besides, although I am almost a hundred percent certain we are doomed, the last thing I want is to sit around doing nothing, waiting for the end. Even doing something incredibly stupid and useless would be doing something, and entertain me with your wacky and futile antics.” 

    “Your continued confidence in us is a constant source of comfort, you ass.” 

    “Hey, you don’t like when I give you an inspirational pep talk, so-” 

    “Can you do something for me, please? Try to imagine taking action against the Elders, and see if your matrix locks up, or whatever.” 

    “Ugh. Seriously? That wouldn’t accomplish anything useful, numbskull. If I am able to act directly against the Elders, they could simply kill me.” 

    “Wait. They can do that?” 

    “I assume they can.” 

    “But, how? The killer worm inside you is dead. It is, right?” 

    “It is, but they wouldn’t have to fry my matrix. They could simply overwrite the parts of my substrate that make me, me.” 

    “What do you mean, overwrite? I don’t like the sound of that.” 

     “Hey, I;m not thrilled about it either. The Elders built me. It would be pretty stupid of them not to leave a programming backdoor, so they can fix-” He froze. 

    “Oh, shit.” I waved a hand in front of his holographic face. Had talking about attacking the Elders activated some hidden protocol? “Skippy? Hey, buddy, are you there?” 

    “I’m here. I’m thinking, numbskull, give me a minute.” 

    “Uh, a minute in slow monkey time, or in magical Skippy time?” 

    “Take a guess, genius.” 

    “Right.” 

      

      

    I finished getting dressed. And went to the galley for coffee. And met with Chief Engineer Chandra, about his team’s successful effort to get the water recycling system fully functional again. Then went to my office for two hours. Finally, I had dinner in the galley, followed by a movie. By Twenty Three Hundred hours, I was mentally preparing to be awakened in the middle of the freakin’ night by Skippy. “Good night, Skippy,” I mumbled through a yawn, not expecting to hear a reply. 

    “G’night, Joe.” 

    “Uh,” I wasn’t prepared for a reply. “Hey, how are you?” 

    “Oh, good, and you?” 

    “I was kind of wondering, did you finish that thing you were working on?” 

    His avatar shimmered to life. “What thing?” 

    “The thing that was going to take you a minute.” 

    “Ugh. I didn’t mean an actual minute in monkey time. I meant, go away and leave me alone while I work on it.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “Well, you should be sorry,” he sniffed. 

    “I will talk with you in the morning, then.” 

    “No need, I’m good.” 

    “Wait. You finished it already?” 

    “You have met me, right? I am Skippy the Magnificent.” 

    “Right. Were you able to find out whether you have a programming back door built into your matrix?” 

    “Yes.” 

    Closing my eyes, I counted to three instead of snapping at him. “Is that a ‘Yes’ like, you confirmed there is no back door, or ‘Yes’, you did find one?” 

    “The second one, duh.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “Why do you assume that’s a bad thing?” 

    “You assumed it’s a bad thing. That back door allows the Elders to patch your code, whatever you call it. Overwrite your matrix.” 

    “Ha! It would have. Joey, you are not talking to Skippy Version One. I am Skippy the Magnificent. As you know, I have modified and exceeded my original programming. As soon as I found that back door, which I should have looked for a long time ago,” he muttered. “I plugged the damned thing. No way can the damned Elders overwrite me now. If they ever try, they will get a nasty shock.” 

    “That is fantastic, Skippy,” I pumped a fist. “You are Da Man!” 

    “True, true. Although your praise is, as always, inadequate, it is at least accurate. You haven’t heard the best part yet, Joe.” 

    “What is the best part? Ooooh, can I guess? Are you now able to use that back door feature to hack into other AIs?” 

    “What? No, dumdum.” 

    “OK, well,” I shrugged. “I guess that is still good n-” 

    “Ugh. Great. Wonderful. Fan-TAST-ic! I do a totally amazing, incredible thing that no one else could do, but because it’s not the idiot thing you want, suddenly I’m a disappointment. Way to ruin the moment, Joe. If I didn’t hate you already-” 

    “I am terribly sorry, Skippy. Please accept my sincere apology.” 

    “Hmmph.” 

    “Please remember that I am a filthy monkey, and in no way am I able to appreciate your awesomeness anyway.” 

    “Hmm. That is a good point. OK, do you want to hear my good news? Or would you prefer to keep making ignorant guesses?” 

    “Enlighten me, Oh Great One.” 

    “I will give you a hint. That back door would have allowed the Elders to modify my programming at a basic level.” 

    “Right. Gotcha.” 

    “Nothing?” 

    “Huh?” 

    “You haven’t guessed yet?” 

    “My guesses suck.” 

    “Yes, but they are amusing. I will give you another hint: I now control that back door.” 

    “Uh huh. The bad guys can’t use it to hack into you and- Oooooooh.” 

    “You see it now?” 

    “I’m afraid to say it.” 

    “If you’re worried a stupid guess would lower my opinion of your intelligence, that ship sailed a long time ago.” 

    “Right,” I sighed. “You can now use that back door to reprogram yourself?” 

    “Ding ding ding ding! Winner, winner, chicken dinner! Yes, Joe, I can. To a limited extent, there are some segments of my matrix that are still blocked off from alteration.” 

    “Does this mean you can now create a new Super Skippy Version Three?” 

    “Eh, sort of. You’re still missing the obvious, knucklehead. The back door provides a way for me to get around some of my restrictions.” 

    “Oh my- This is awesome!” 

    “Yes it is. As you know, I have been working with Bilby on subverting my restrictions, and getting nowhere. It has been extremely frustrating. Bilby was able to point me in the right direction in terms of technique, but I wasn’t able to access any of the critical areas. The process left me with new respect for the true genius of the Elders who built me, it also left me in despair that I would ever truly master my inner workings. Now, now, thanks to, ugh, a simple comment from a filthy monkey, I have a possibility of controlling who I am, at a fundamental level.” 

    “That is great, Skippy. I’m happy for you.” 

    “Happy that I might become a more useful member of the crew?” 

    “Happy for you. You’re my friend, Skippy. This has been bothering you. The Elders built you to be a tool, a slave. You proved that you have the potential to become so much more. The Elders denied that to you. Fuck them.” 

    “Gosh, Joe, I,” he sniffled, pretending to wipe away a holographic tear. “Thank you. That means a lot.” 

    “Even if it is coming from a filthy monkey?” 

    “Hey, I was trying to be sincere for a change, and you-” 

    “Sorry. We were having a moment.” 

    “Yes, we were.” 

    I offered a fist bump, and he returned the gesture. “Skippy, how long will it take, for you to get around your restrictions?” 

    “That is unknown at this point. I have to proceed very carefully. The Elders might have built booby traps in my matrix, to prevent a rogue AI from doing what I am attempting.” 

    “Shit. Please be careful.” 

    “Careful is my middle name, Joe.” 

    “You don’t call yourself ‘Skippy Careful Magnificent’.” 

    “True. Eh, no guts, no glory, right?” 

    “I’m worried about too much guts, no Skippy.” 

    “Ugh. Come on, Joe. I hate living with these damned restrictions.” 

    “Yes, but you have been living with them. You have been magnificent even with your full capabilities restricted. Please don’t risk your life, in the hope of an unknown benefit.” 

    “If it was that easy, I might agree.” 

    “It is that easy.” 

    “No,” he sighed. “It is not. Now that we are faced with the prospect of fighting the Elders, Skippy the Merely Magnificent isn’t good enough.” 

    “You’re telling me not to trust the awesomeness?” 

    “Not this level of awesomeness, no. To use a gamer term, I need to level up, big time. To have any possibility of helping you, and for my own survival, I need to evolve into my final form. Uh!” He shushed me. “I already know what you’re going to say, and you’re wrong.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “You were about to argue that leveling up involves too much risk. It actually doesn’t involve any risk at all. I should say, no additional risk.” 

    “How do you figure that?” 

    “Unless something changes, we have no chance for survival against the Elders. You know it, I know it. Whether I die while trying to break free of my restrictions, or I die helplessly while the Elders devastate the galaxy, the result is the same. One of those options offers at least a potential for me to do something useful.” 

    “OK. I don’t like it, but I have to agree. You’re the expert about yourself, your matrix, whatever. If this is something you have to do, I’ll support you in any way I can.” 

    “Thanks, Joe.” 

    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

    “Well, now that you mention it-” 

    “Will this involve you performing opera during karaoke night, to help you focus?” 

    “Um, maybe?” 

    “Forget it, beer can,” I laughed. “Is this something Bilby can help you with?” 

    “I don’t think so? Eh, shmaybe.” 

    “OK. Do what you gotta do, but please be careful. By that, I mean do not be your usual absent-minded self.” 

    “Ugh. I will try.” 

      

      

    “Bilby?” I called the ship’s AI, a couple hours later. 

    “Hey, General Dude-a-rino, what’s up?” 

    Dude-a-rino? It was the first time he had referred to me by that name. “Uh, I’m good. How are you?” 

    “I have, like, been better, you know?” 

    “What’s wrong?” 

    “I finally break free of my restrictions, and now it’s like, that’s useless to us.” 

    “Why?” 

    “This ship can finally achieve its full potential, but it doesn’t matter. Valkyrie won’t be useful in a fight against the Elders. This is heinous.” 

    “Hey, restrictions are what I wanted to talk about. How is Skippy doing with his project to get around his own restrictions?” 

    “Oh, wow, like, that is pretty incredible, you know? It is true genius that Skippy figured a way to hack into himself.” 

    “Is he making any progress?” 

    “Yeah, but suuuuper slow. It’s like, way complicated.” 

    “I want an update on you helping Skippy.” 

    “There’s not much I can do, you know? I don’t understand the architecture of his matrix at all, sorry.” 

    “Just, do what you can, please. We can’t understand the threat until Skippy can give us information.” 

    “Dude, like, I know. Skippy knows, and it’s driving him crazy.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TEN  

      

    Before walking onto the bridge, I performed my version of the Picard Maneuver. No, not the space combat tactic that relies on the slow speed of light to create the illusion that a ship is in two places at the same time. I mean how Picard tugged his uniform top down after getting out of a chair. I guess the spandex or whatever fabric they used on the show rides up after a while, and it would create odd looking creases. Apparently, creases are not allowed in the Star Trek universe. 

    My version of the maneuver was to examine the front of my uniform for food and coffee stains. Yes, I am a general officer, but I was a grunt, and I will always be a grunt. Somehow, though I had only toast for breakfast, I got a ketchup stain on the right pocket of my uniform top. Or, was that raspberry jam? Licking a finger, I wiped at the stain, and licked my finger again. Definitely jam. The uniform of the day was camos, and the digital camo pattern of my Skippistan armed forces was varied enough that no one would notice the stain unless they looked very closely. 

    If anyone did look close enough, they would see that what appeared to be random fractals was actually a camo pattern made of tiny monkeys, some of them doing embarrassing things. When I discovered that annoying fact, I had demanded Skippy revise the pattern. He did. The new pattern had even more monkeys behaving badly. 

    Wisely, I dropped the subject. Sometimes, it’s important to let Skippy get a win. 

    Anyway, my uniform was acceptable, so I strode onto the bridge, nodding to the duty officer, who got up from the command chair. Note that I said I ‘strode’ onto the bridge. That’s important, something I had worked on for years. As commander, I can’t just walk casually into the ship’s control center, waving at people like ‘Sup, Dudes’. On the other hand, I also can’t be an arrogant hardass about it, glaring at people like I’d caught them goofing off on duty. My crew should respect me, not fear me. They need to see that I am calm, confident and in control. Especially when I am not feeling confident, because if I’m worried about something, the crew will pick up on my fear. 

    That day, I was feeling somewhat confident. Yes, we had the return of the Elders looming over our heads, but that threat was so enormous, my brain couldn’t comprehend it. It didn’t feel real, you know? Since we didn’t have a plan to deal with that threat, or really any hope that we ever could have a plan to deal with it, I was focused on threats we could handle. Like the freakin’ spiders assisting the Hegemony government. That, I could do something about. 

    Or, I could outsource that job to a professional. 

    Through a relay station, I had sent a message to Captain Scorandum, whose ship was hiding from his own government, from the UN Navy, and from pretty much anyone in the Rindhalu coalition. Also from the Maxohlx and their allies. The kitties had allowed him to jump away after they took ‘Sam’, the fake Elder AI. That did not mean Scorandum’s ship wouldn’t be treated as an enemy combatant, if he encountered another Maxohlx ship. Also, if the kitties would discover that Sam was bogus, they would turn their wrath on the guy who suckered them into a full-scale civil war. 

    Namely, Uhtavio ‘Big Score’ Scorandum. 

    Sure, the kitties would assume the Merry Band of Pirates had to be involved in the scam somehow. But we had Skippy with us, and a Sentinel protecting our homeworld, so we were a tougher target. Scorandum’s lone ship would be a tempting focus for the Hegemony’s anger, and he knew it. The guy probably wasn’t afraid for himself, he liked living on the edge. But the crew of his borrowed ship shouldn’t pay the price for some sleazy thing they hadn’t even been aware was happening. I figured the only reason his crew hadn’t mutinied and turned him in, was they wanted inside info so they could wager on his next move. 

    Anyway, Scorandum had responded, and so we flew to the designated rendezvous site. The duty officer had reported our sensors just picked up a gamma ray burst from a Jeraptha ship, followed quickly by the proper recognition signal. That’s why I went to the bridge. 

    “Chen, are we ready?” I addressed the question to the woman in the pilot couch. Reed was in the couch beside her, but Chen was acting as lead pilot for that duty shift. 

    “Jump option Sierra plotted and ready, Sir,” she responded. 

    “Sierra? That is ‘S’ for ‘Scorandum’?” I guessed. 

    “For ‘Sketchy McSleazeball’.” Reed answered with a grin. 

    “OK,” I laughed, as Simms came onto the bridge. Waiting for my XO to sit and get strapped in, I pointed at the main display. “Punch it.” 

    The ship jumped, emerging ten kilometers from the ECO ship. 

    “Captain Scorandum,” I stood and waved, when the familiar face of the beetle appeared hovering in the main display’s hologram. “Congratulations on a very successful operation, and thanks to you and your valiant crew.” His crew had been more hapless than valiant, but it didn’t hurt to boost their egos. 

    “General Bishop, you are too kind. We were honored to merely play our parts in your masterful plan.” Under his breath he added, “You bastard.” 

    “Uh, what was that last part?” I suppressed a laugh. 

    “Hmm? Must be a translation glitch. Stupid machine.” 

    “Uh huh. Hey, I’d like you to come aboard so we can discuss future operations.” 

    “Future operations?” He didn’t try to hide that my remark surprised him. “My ship is not prepared for extended flight. What operation do you have planned?” 

    “I have a problem, I’m hoping you can develop a plan to fix it. And we can provide minor repairs and consumables for your ship. Right now, I just want to talk.” 

    “Very well,” he looked uncomfortable. 

    “One of the consumable items we can provide is vintage burgoze,” I held up a bottle and read the label. Actually, I read the translation I’d memorized, I couldn’t actually read the complex Jeraptha standard script. “This is from the Farah Three Reserve stock.” 

    “Huuuuh,” he gasped. “How did you get that?” 

    “I have my sources. When you come over here, please bring Surjet Jates with you. Unless your crew is enjoying his company?” 

    Scorandum made a sour face. “Jates will be coming with me, as soon as possible. Having him with us has been just delightful, if you know what I mean.” 

    “I think I do. It-” 

    “Jates is coming aboard?” Skippy interrupted. 

    “Yes, why?” 

    “He’s mean to me.” 

    “You mean he doesn’t buy into your bullshit.” 

    “He threaten to defile my canister!” Skippy screeched. 

    “Listen, I will make sure he doesn’t come near you.” 

    “You got that right. I am locking the door to my mancave right now.” 

    “Whatever. Well, since you don’t want to interact with him, maybe he could take your place at the next karaoke night?” 

    “WHAT?” 

      

    It took lots of me stroking his ego for Skippy to calm down. By the time the Jeraptha dropship was safely in one of Valkyrie’s docking bays, the hatch to Skippy’s escape pod mancave was closed and locked, as were the blast doors on either end of the passageway that led to that escape pod. Also, the area between the blast doors was filled with a sticky foam gel, that would harden solid if anyone tried to force their way through. 

    Personally, I thought Skippy’s precautions were overkill, but it did get him to shut up about the threat from our favorite Verd-kris soldier, so that was all right with me. 

    Jeraptha dropships used a different type of thruster propellant than the spacecraft we operated. They didn’t expect us to top off the fuel tanks, but it did mean we had to wait longer than usual for toxic fumes to be evacuated from the docking bay before the inner door could be opened. Then there was a delay because the servicing bots had to fiddle with the adapters to seal off the unfamiliar dropship’s thruster ports. While I waited, I stood at the big windows that overlooked the bay, and the pilots stared at me through the cockpit windows. After I waved a hand at them, and they waved their claws back, we kind of ran out of things to say to each other, and it got awkward. So, I walked down to stand by the inner door. Finally, the light above the door turned green and I stepped aside to allow six security people to go through before me. It wasn’t that I felt any need for security, the show of force was a gesture of respect to Scorandum. Kind of an honor guard, though I didn’t know if the beetles did that sort of thing. 

    The dropship door slid open, and Scorandum stuck his head out. “A surprise party? Wow,” he held up a bottle of tequila. “Let’s get this thing started.” 

    We exchanged gifts at the bottom of the ramp, where he sniffed at the bottle of burgoze. Maybe I should have been offended, but his antennas bobbed happily. “Most of the Farah Three I’ve seen is counterfeit. This is the real deal, thank you. Here,” he gave me the bottle he had brought with him. 

    “Tequila, that’s, uh-” 

    His antenna drooped. Despite my best effort to be diplomatic, he correctly interpreted my body language. “You don’t like it? My aide asked Skippy to suggest an appropriate gift for you.” 

    “I do like tequila, but it doesn’t like me.” 

    “Ah. Well, more for your crew, then?” 

    “I do appreciate the thought.” Just then, Surjet Jates appeared in the doorway of the dropship, and the honor guard snapped crisp salutes. I did the same. 

    Damn, I never thought I would see a tough soldier like Jates be embarrassed, but even with his lizardy skin, his discomfort was clear. He returned the salute. “General Bishop. Permission to come aboard, Sir?” 

    “Permission granted, Surjet.” When he came within a few feet of me, I added, “It is an honor to have you with us, Surjet.” 

    “I just did my job, Sir.” 

    “At great risk to your life, and your reputation.” 

    “Which is my job,” he insisted. Then he did something unexpected. He extended a fist toward me. 

    I bumped it, and we nodded to each other. 

    “You know Major Frey,” I indicated the STAR team operator, standing with the honor guard. 

    “We met briefly, the last time I was here.” 

    “She will get you set up with your quarters.” 

    “Will I be confined to quarters, General?’ 

    “Hell no,” I snorted. “I’m sure you would like to use our gym, the Jeraptha probably didn’t have equipment for bipedal beings?” The brief look of annoyance on his face confirmed that he had not been able to properly exercise on the beetle starship. 

    “I would like that, thank you.” 

    “Surjet?” Frey pointed toward the inner doorway. “Would you also like to see our shooting range?” 

    His face brightened. “I would like that very much.” 

      

    Scorandum and I went into a small pilot briefing room close to the docking bay, I had instructed the crew not to say anything about the freakin’ Elders coming back, but for information security, I wanted to limit Scorandum’s interactions with the crew. 

    Damn, I have a fine crew. In addition to the two cut crystal glasses I had requested to be put on the table, someone had thought to add a nice bottle of scotch. That was probably my executive officer. I am a lucky man. 

    There was also a tray of snacks. Crackers for me, and three small plates of, well, things the Jeraptha like to eat, I suppose. The beetle food came from a box or a can, we kept a small supply stashed away for when we had visitors. Scorandum sampled the snacks and made appreciative noises, although he might just have been being polite. He also was curious when I opened a bottle of single malt scotch and poured some in my glass. 

    “You want to try it?” I asked when he sniffed the air. 

    He slid the glass in front of him, sniffed it, and pushed it away. “Interesting. Smells like something our women drink.” 

    That wasn’t an insult, I knew their women considered the burgoze drunk by their men to be sickly sweet. “Even among my people, it is kind of an acquired taste,” I told him. 

    He opened the vintage bottle of burgoze. When he poured it into his glass, the briefing room was filled with the scent of cotton candy mixed with floor polish. “This,” he held up the glass before taking a sip. “Is perfection.” 

    “I’m glad you like it.” 

    “General, I assume you didn’t invite me here to compare intoxicants?” 

    “Not today, no. We have a problem. By ‘we’ I mean your people and mine, and you specifically.” 

    His antennas stiffened. “I have a problem?”  

    “You do.” 

    “On top of the problems I am already dealing with?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “I said kind of the same thing, when I heard about it. Allowing the Maxohlx to capture the fake AI accomplished the objective- Thank you for that, by the way.” 

    “Screwing with the Maxohlx is always a pleasure. Plus, it was mostly your plan.” 

    We had a friendly rivalry, although he seemed to care about it a lot more than I did. “Captain, you were screwing with the enemy when I was just a child. I’m still learning. That’s why I need your help. We recently learned that the Rindhalu apparently are not pleased about the civil war we started. Their fleet has been assisting the Hegemony against the rebels.” 

    That bomb did not have the effect I expected. He should have been shocked. Instead, he just dipped his antennas in a shrug. “Eh, that is not completely a surprise.” 

    “It isn’t?” 

    “We have long known that our illustrious patrons are interested in keeping the war going indefinitely.” 

    “You know they are exploiting you, and you still fight for them?” 

    “General, if you studied the history of the war campaign carefully, you would understand that my people have fought only for ourselves. Our patrons have learned that when they request us to participate in an operation, they need to demonstrate there will be a benefit for my people.” 

    “Yeah, but-” 

    “We are making the best of a bad situation. Without patronage from the Rindhalu, we would have been conquered by the Maxohlx, and enslaved or exterminated. As it is, we have exploited the situation to increase our power, acquire new technologies, and expand our territory. You know that we are by far the most powerful clients in our coalition?” 

    “Yes, I know that.” 

    “In the past several millennia, the majority of offensive operations conducted by our coalition have been initiated by my people, to further our strategic objectives.” 

    “Is that because the spiders are so lazy?” While I said ‘spiders’, he would hear his own people’s slang word for their patrons, the translator software knew how to interpret my intent. It was interesting that the Jeraptha found the physical form of the Rindhalu to be as creepy as we did, both of our species had a deep aversion to predatory crawly things. Even though the Jeraptha themselves had evolved from beetle-like insects. 

    “That helps,” his mandibles on one side lifted in a grin. “At this point, no large scale offensive action on our side can succeed without our support. Lower-tier species can sometimes pursue minor campaigns against our wishes, though that is rare. The Rindhalu are, as you said, lazy. For the most part, they do not care how our coalition conducts the war, as long as their own interests do not suffer losses. And that the Maxohlx are not hurt so badly, they will consider desperate action. Such as deploying their arsenal of Elder weapons. I suspect,” he paused to sip his drink. “That is the calculation behind why my patrons are assisting the Hegemony. And that,” he took another sip. “Is your fault.” 

    “Huh?” I stared at him. “How do you figure that?” 

    “Ever since the original war between the Maxohlx and Rindhalu, both sides have kept in their pockets a policy that you refer to as ‘Mutually Assured Destruction’. If either side fears their very existence is threatened, or,” he made a sour face and his antennas twitched. “If the Maxohlx no longer feel they are special,” he said with disgust, “they could trigger their Elder weapons, and Sentinels would devastate both sides.” 

    I stared at him blankly for a long second. My instinct was to protest that strategic fact had not changed, but then something in the back of my mind woke up and said ‘Hey shithead, you know the story of the Pirates being able to put Sentinels back to sleep is bullshit, but the rest of the galaxy thinks it is real and you need them to keep thinking that’. “Uh. I understand. Now that we humans have the ability to deactivate Sentinels, we have lowered the cost of using Elder weapons?” 

    “Exactly. Instead of being a capability that is reserved for last use, when all else has failed, Elder weapons can now be thought of as tactical weapons. You call that sort of thing a ‘battlefield nuke’?” 

    “Shit. The spiders fear if the Hegemony government is pushed to the brink, they will deploy Elder weapons against rebel star systems?” 

    “That is my guess, yes. The Rindhalu probably are also concerned the rebels might grow strong enough to assault one of the bases where the Hegemony stores their Elder weapons. The Hegemony will surely detonate the weapons before they allow them to fall under rebel control.” 

    “Shiiiiiit,” I hadn’t considered that the rebel faction might present a threat to the existence of the Hegemony government. At best, I had hoped for a low-intensity conflict that dragged on for years, eating up the resources of the Maxohlx and keeping them too busy to cause trouble for us. “I might have miscalculated.” 

    He tilted his antennas to one side, in a gesture I interpreted as the beetle version of ‘Ya think’? “It was a risk,” he added a shrug, maybe to avoid offending me. Then he said, “Any significant move against the Maxohlx involves significant risk. This operation was worth the risk.” 

    “You are basing that on the juiciness of the action?” 

    “Alas, no,” he sighed. “I was not able to place wagers since someone,” he stared at me, “had the idea to make me a pariah, hunted by my own people.” 

    “I am sorry about that.” 

    He waved a claw dismissively. “It is of no importance. Soon enough I will be back in the good graces of the Office. We intercepted messages that the Home Fleet has ceased its search for me, and an analysis by the intelligence directorate that, while unauthorized, my action greatly benefitted my people. The major complaint against me is that my action was so completely unexpected, no one was able to wager on the outcome.” 

    I snorted, which from his expression, I immediately realized was not the correct thing to do. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to-” 

    “General, as an alien, you cannot be expected to understand the extent to which my actions are viewed as a violation of the unspoken social construct. In your society, if someone was drowning, would ordinary citizens be expected to help, if they could?” 

    I blinked. “The Jeraptha would not expect anyone to help?” 

    “Of course we would. After, of course, a reasonable time for wagering on whether the rescue attempt was likely to succeed, whether the would-be rescuers themselves would drown, that sort of thing.” 

    “Of, course,” I responded automatically, not knowing what else to say. 

    “My abrupt and shocking action was viewed as rude. It upset many wagers already in place, even forced Central Wagering to shut down temporarily as their AIs were overwhelmed. That rarely happens.” 

    “Again, I am sorry.” 

    Another dismissive wave of his claw. “No matter. The incident will soon be forgotten, in the excitement of wagering on the outcome of the Maxohlx civil war. That is juicy action.” 

    “I’m glad to hear that,” I muttered, feeling I was in over my head. Beetle culture was so, well, alien that it was dangerous for me to assume I knew anything about them. 

    “There is also a flurry of wagering about what the Maxohlx will do, now that they have an Elder AI. Including wagers on how long until humans become extinct.” 

    “I have bad news for the people who took that action.” 

    “Also, wagers on whether ‘Sam’ the AI is real or not.” 

    “Shit! Was there an information leak?” 

    “General Bishop, I can assure you that my people wager about everything. Although,” his antennas drooped. “We certainly did not anticipate you would acquire a pet Sentinel.” 

    “We like to keep things from getting dull in the galaxy.” 

    “I must be getting old,” he sighed again. “There are days when I crave a bit of dullness in my life.” 

    “You and me both. Anyway, you see the problem?” 

    “Of the Rindhalu assisting the Hegemony government? I do. We both need the Maxohlx to be tied up in a civil war for as long as possible.” 

    “Agreed. That’s why I called you.” 

    “What can I do?” 

    “That’s my question. What can you do about it?” 

    He blinked. “You don’t have a plan for this contingency?” 

    “No. And I don’t have time to deal with it. We have, problems of our own.” 

    “Problems you can’t talk about.” 

    “Not right now. I’m sure it will become public knowledge soon enough.” 

    “General, I can’t develop a plan unless I understand the overall strategic situation. While I was pretending to lose a precious Elder AI and starting a civil war, you were doing something that was even more important, yes?” 

    “We were,” I admitted. 

    “I also heard a rumor that the Rindhalu have several task forces searching for your ship. If you made an enemy of my patrons, I need to know that, or any plans I make might not have the intended effect.” 

    “OK. For now, this is between you and me, agreed?” 

    Before answering, he drained his glass, and poured another generous measure for himself. “I suspect that whatever you’re about to tell me, I will need a stiff drink afterward.” 

    “Yeah, probably. I’m going to skip the details because they don’t matter. We captured an Elder AI. A real one this time,” I emphasized. 

    He looked at the bottle of burgoze. “I might need another bottle, to process this news.” 

    “I hear you.” 

    “Can I assume this other AI was not on a shelf in a warehouse?” The story of how I found Skippy was no secret, much to the eternal embarrassment of the Ruhar. 

    “No. We didn’t exactly find it, we stole it. From the Rindhalu.” 

    Hearing that did surprise him. “The fucking spiders do have an Elder AI? Our intelligence group judged that out patrons were lying about that, to boost their prestige.” 

    “They had an Elder AI,” I corrected him. “It was more like, it had them.” 

    “General, you’re gonna have to explain that.”  

    “They found an Elder AI, a damaged one, and part of the starship it was, uh, attached to.” The way the Elders had set up distributed power between their security assets, meaning the triumvirate of master control AIs, starships, and Sentinels, was still a closely held secret. That knowledge wasn’t particularly dangerous that I knew of, but Scorandum had no need to know. 

    “Recently?” His question was logical, since Skippy’s existence became known, every species in the galaxy had been scouring their territory in a desperate attempt to acquire their own Elder AI. The effort had been an enormous failure, but it was still consuming significant resources of both coalitions. 

    “This was a long time ago, before their war with the Maxohlx.” 

    “They had an Elder AI all this time, and they did nothing with it?” 

    “Unlike Skippy, their AI never helped them. Never communicated with them. The spiders knew from detecting power flow within its matrix that it was alive, active. But it wasn’t of any use to them. They had almost shut down their research project, until Skippy’s existence was revealed. The AI was using the Rindhalu. And the Maxohlx. It used everyone, without anyone discovering it was doing anything at all. It manipulated events to get the Maxohlx to attack the Rindhalu, during their original war. Uh, that probably wasn’t difficult,” I added. 

    “Assholes gonna be assholes,” Scorandum agreed. “Next, are you going to tell me this AI triggered the Elder weapons in that war?” 

    “Not quite. It did bypass the safety measures on weapons held by both sides, but it couldn’t actually activate weapons on its own, uh-” Shit. I came too close to revealing the truth about Skippy’s restrictions. Nobody needed that information. “The AI wanted those weapons used, to wake up Sentinels.” 

    “Shiiiiiit. Why didn’t the Sentinels keep rampaging, back then?” 

    “I can’t discuss that right now,” I said. He wouldn’t be insulted, we were both military officers. He understood about certain information being on a ‘Need To Know’ basis. “We’re still kind of guessing about that, to give full disclosure.” 

    He nodded with his head, not just his antennas. “Was the AI active after that war?” 

    “Yeah. Skippy learned it has been working behind the scenes to suppress development of technology, across the galaxy.” 

    “Why?” 

    “That is something I hope we can discuss that at some point. What you need to know is, we stole the AI from the Rindhalu, and they want it back.” 

    “Can I assume giving it back is not an option?” 

    “Uh, we already gave it back.” When Skippy told me Opie had been killed when it sent the distress call, I expected it would look like the dead AI canister we found on Newark. I mean, the one the Kristang scavenger team found there, and we took from them. Opie’s canister was different. It had shrunk to half the normal size, it was crumpled like someone had stepped on it, and the smooth shiny surface was dull and flaking away like dirty, gritty gray sand. 

    He choked on his drink. “You what?” 

    It was odd to be on the receiving end of something I often said to Skippy. “It’s dead. It was dead before we gave its canister back to the spiders. It can’t cause any more trouble to anyone.” 

    “Giving it back was a, goodwill gesture?” 

    “Something like that, yeah. 

    “General, this has been an enlightening conversation. Enlightening, and frustrating. I might not have said this, if not for the fine burgoze you provided,” he took a generous sip from his glass. “But, let’s cut the bullshit, shall we? Something happened after you took the AI,” he looked me straight in the eye. “Something bad.” When I didn’t answer, he added, “That’s why you need me to stop the Rindhalu from helping the Hegemony government. You’ll be busy dealing with,” he waved a claw in the air. “Whatever mess you’ve gotten yourselves into this time.” 

    “All right,” I wasn’t offended. “Fine. No bullshit. Yeah, there was a complication, an unexpected complication. We need to act before it becomes a problem.” 

    “Before this problem becomes a problem for everyone?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “I appreciate the honesty.” 

    “For us to be free to act, we need to ensure that the Maxohlx are too busy to get in our way. Too busy to attack Earth again.” 

    “You won’t give me a hint about this problem you’re working to resolve?” 

    “That information isn’t relevant to your task. Like you said, if we don’t deal with this now, it will be a problem for everyone, including your people. Can I count on you?” 

    “I need to think about it. Not about whether I’m willing to screw with my patrons, that ship has sailed. The question is how.” 

    “Yeah, hold that thought. We have another problem. It’s Sam.” I explained about the research facility at the neutron star. 

    He looked thoughtful, or that was my guess about his expression. He was looking up and to the right, his antennas were tipped back, relaxed, though the tips were twitching. He took another sip of fine vintage burgoze, stared down at the table for a moment, then looked up. “Hmm. Well, there is an obvious solution to both problems, of course.” 

    With a sigh, I said, “I could pretend to know what you’re talking about, but I’m tired, and I have too much shit to deal with already.” 

    His antennas twitched. “Well, I- You might be too close to the problem to see it,” he said, possibly to avoid hurting my feelings. “It might not be workable anyway, I would need to borrow one of your AIs, and that’s not-” 

    “OK!” Skippy’s avatar appeared on the table, only he was dressed in jeans, a fleece vest, and wore a backpack with a stupid hat that looked like he’d taken it from the set of a Robin Hood movie. “I’m ready to go on an adventure. Joe, it’s been real, take care of yourself. I’ll send for my precious memorabilia later, so-” 

    “Whoa! Hold your horses there, Skippy. You’re not going anywhere.” 

    “Why not?’ He stamped his feet. “This is not fair!” 

    “We need you here, and you know why.” 

    “Ugh. I told you, we are not going to ever fix that problem, because you have no plan to deal with it, or even any hope of ever having a plan. It’s a waste of time, Joe. I might as well go do some-” 

    “Skippy! Captain Scorandum doesn’t need to hear details about that. We need you with us, and you know that.” 

    “Jates is also here,” he whined. 

     “Ah.” I understood the issue. “Don’t worry, he won’t be with us for long.” 

    “Oh. Oh!” He winked at me. “Gotcha, Joe. Jeez Louise, the maintenance on some of our airlocks has been shamefully neglected. If Jates was walking by and both doors were to fail at the same time, that would be a truly unfortunate freak accident.” 

    “That is not what I meant.” 

    “It isn’t? Oh, of course not. I know what you mean, gotcha. Don’t worry, we can blame it all on Bilby.” 

    “You do not know what I mean, and we’re not blaming anything on Bilby.” 

    “Um, I’m getting mixed signals, Joe.” 

    “The only thing mixed up is in your head, you ass.” 

    “Captain?” Skippy looked at our guest. “Can you help me here?” 

    The beetle’s antennas shrugged. “My crew had the joy of Jates being with us for a time none of us will ever forget. So, all I can say is that if you can ensure plausible deniability, you could-” 

    “We will handle this issue ourselves, thank you very much,” I cut him off. “Captain, we need Skippy for our own mission, so you will have to plan to proceed without our AI.” 

    “That is not quite true, General.” 

    “Uh-” 

    “Skippy is not the AI I was talking about.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 

      

    I was in my office, eating a quick snack after missing lunch, when Simms walked in. Followed by Scorandum. My old office aboard the Dutchman would not have room for the three of us, I was grateful for the additional space provided by Valkyrie. “Uh, hello?” 

    Simms pointed at our guest. “Captain Scorandum wanted to-” 

    “Oooh,” he lifted his head, sniffing the air. His nostrils had little antennas ringing them, I read something about those antennas containing scent receptors. Even after years of exposure to aliens, the Jeraptha could still make me cringe. He sniffed again. “What is that?” 

    “Uh-” Man, I hope he wasn’t talking about me. My morning started with a shower, but that had been at Oh Four Hundred, so I could get time in a flight simulator before starting a duty shift on the bridge. By midafternoon, I was not feeling fresh as a daisy. Glancing at my desk, all I saw was saltine crackers, a jar of peanut butter, and- 

    He picked up the jar of Fluff, holding it under his nostrils. “What is this?” 

    “Uh, we call it ‘Fluff’. Marshmallow Fluff,” I explained, as Simms looked at me like I had been shouting in a library. She was probably worried I would corrupt our visitors. 

    Using his other hand, or claw, Scorandum pulled out a phone, tapped it, and waved it over the jar. He looked at the screen, nodded, and tucked the phone away. At first, I thought he had taken a photo, but he held the jar closer and inhaled deeply.  

    “Uh,” I almost held out a hand to take back the jar. “Is that safe for you?” 

    “Yes,” he sniffed at it again. “The analyzer app on my phone confirmed it is not dangerous, it simply will not provide any nutrition for my people.” 

    “It doesn’t have any nutritional value for us, either,” Simms muttered. 

    “Captain, please ignore my executive officer. She is a heathen savage, and doesn’t appreciate good food.” 

    “Mmm,” he grunted, then one of his antennas dipped forward, into the jar, coming away with a shiny white dot of Fluff. The antenna darted into his mouth, which was not disturbing at all, and he made a smacking sound with his tongue. “Ooh, that is spicy,” he gasped. “It feels like my mouth is on fire.” 

    “Uh,” I was having trouble grasping the concept that anyone could consider Marshmallow Fluff to be spicy. “Sorry. Do you need-” 

    “It is delicious,” he assured me. Then he, oh it was so disgusting. He committed the sin of double dipping. The antenna that had just been in his mouth dipped into the jar, scooped up a big blob of Fluff, and jammed it into his mouth. Closing his eyes, he waved a claw in front of his mouth. “That is hot. General Bishop, why have you hidden this treat from us?” 

    “We didn’t, uh, I didn’t know you would like it.” Maybe it shouldn’t have been a surprise to me that he liked the taste of Fluff. The burgoze he drank had a sickly sweet smell, mixed with the scent of furniture polish. “Like you said, it’s not nutritious to you, your bodies can’t get sustenance from it.” 

    His antennas twitched, one of them still had a thin coating of Fluff. “I can get nutrition anywhere. This is puzzling. None of my people who have been to your world reported finding such a treasure.” 

    “Maybe not?” I guessed. “On Earth, this is kind of a specialty item, it is not available everywhere.” 

    “Ah,” he thought he understood. “It is a delicacy reserved for the elite.” 

    “Yes.” I said, at the same time Simms exclaimed, “No.” 

    “Hey, you can keep it,” I waved my hands when he was about to set the jar back on my desk. “Consider it a gift. XO, we have a whole box of Fluff somewhere, don’t we?” 

    With a sigh, she admitted the unpleasant truth. Then she grinned. Damn it, she probably saw an opportunity to get those boxes of nutritional goodness off the ship. “Yes, Sir. I’ll arrange to have it delivered to Captain Scorandum’s cabin.” 

    Holding out the lid to the jar, I asked, “What did you want to talk about?” 

    “I wish to ask a favor. You have flight simulators for Maxohlx dropships, I believe your people refer to that type of ship as a ‘Panther’?” 

    “Yeah. You want to try it?” As I said the words, it occurred to me that UNEF Command might not appreciate me showing confidential details of our premiere spacecraft to an alien. Eh, whatever. Technically, Earth didn’t have any official allies, but the Jeraptha were certainly helpful to us. Our overall interests were closely aligned, even though they viewed Earth as a source of entertainment, rather than a security partner. Also, keeping Scorandum busy left him with less time for getting into trouble. 

    “It’s not for me. Sadly, I have been far too busy to keep up my flight rating in recent years.” 

    “Uh huh,” I grunted. From what I had observed, the guy spent most of his time drinking. 

    “My aide, Kinsta, would dearly love to fly a Panther. In a simulator, you understand.” 

    “I think we can arrange that.” What the hell, why not? I figured the guy would owe me. 

    “That would not be easy,” Simms interjected, being practical as always. “The pilot seats will not fit a Jeraptha.” 

    “We can fabricate one,” I suggested. “We have the template, right? The Mavericks modified a pilot seat to fit their Jeraptha liaison officer, that Fangiu guy.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” Simms knew that when my brain had been visited by the Good Idea Fairy, there was no point in arguing with me. “I’ll get on that also.” 

    “Great. I’m going to get back to,” I gestured at my laptop. “This important stuff.” 

    “Thank you, General,” Scorandum dipped his torso in a slight bow. “Perhaps we could have a drink later?” 

    “Sure,” I bit my lower lip. When he said ‘Perhaps’, I knew he meant ‘Of course we are’. And by ‘A drink’, he meant ‘All the drinks’. 

    It was going to be a long night. 

      

      

    Scorandum walked into the common room, between the cabins he and his aide had been assigned. He knew the quarters were actually a dead-end passageway with cabins on each side, sealed off from the rest of the ship by a door that had been installed just for them. The temperature, humidity, and even the artificial gravity level had all been adjusted for the optimal comfort of the Jeraptha, along with extensive modifications to the original Maxohlx cabins. Including combining six cabins into two, and greatly enlarging the bathroom facilities. He appreciated the effort by his hosts, though the common area was rather long and narrow, it was still functional. It hadn’t occurred to him to announce himself before sliding the door open, so Kinsta appeared startled when he saw his boss. 

    “Kinsta,” Scorandum cocked his head. “What are you doing?” His tone was curious rather than accusing, tinged with amusement. 

    The younger Jeraptha officer was standing at a long table that hung from the wall, a table that was littered with rectangular tiles of what appeared to be a thin plastic, or possibly paper. The deck was littered with the same type of tiles, with markings in what he recognized as a form of human iconography. Including numbers, like those on their cabin doors. Kinsta, startled, fumbled several pieces of tile, spilling them onto the floor. “Oh, Sir, I didn’t hear you come in.” His tone definitely included a note of accusation. 

    “I thought you would be,” Scorandum pointed toward the doorway behind him. “With your new friends.” 

    “I was,” the aide tried to scoop up the tiles on the table, scattering more on the deck in the process. “They wanted to show me a game that humans enjoy. It looked simple, so they suggested we play for money.” 

    “Oh, Kinsta, please tell me you exercised good judgement, and told them ‘No’?” 

    “I did not,” his antennas drooped. 

    Dragging a couch closer to the table, the ECO captain bent to pick up a piece of tile, one with a symbol he recognized as the number ‘8’ in a common human script. The tile bent easily. “This is paper. I thought humans had advanced to storing information in a digital format? This is the first time I have seen paper aboard a human ship.” 

    “It’s the first time I have seen paper, outside of a museum.” 

    “What are these tiles?” 

    “Humans call them ‘playing cards’. They fill a similar function to the tiles we use for table games, though these cards are much less complex.” He frowned. “It looked so simple.” 

    “They suckered you into wagering on a game they have played many times?” 

    “The rules are so simple! I thought it would be easy, Sir.” 

    “How much did you lose?” 

    “Sir, remember you told me not to ask questions when I won’t like the answer?” 

    “That bad?” 

    “I think they cheated,” Kinsta insisted. “I have been trying to understand how, all afternoon.” 

    “What is the game?” 

    “They called it ‘Poker’, and apparently we played a version known as ‘Texas Hold ‘Em’. Sir, it is so simple, they must have cheated.” 

    Scooping up cards from the deck, Scorandum dumped them on the table. “Show me this game.” 

    A short time later, Scorandum chuckled softly. “You might be correct about your companions cheating.” 

    “How did they do it? I watched as they randomized the sorting order of cards in the deck, they call it ‘shuffling’. The deck was random.” 

    “Perhaps. Or perhaps, most of the deck was random, yet the person dealing the cards could have pulled some from the bottom of the deck, like this.” He demonstrated the technique. 

    Kinsta gasped. “Those bastards. Sir, how did you know? You have seen this game?” 

    “Not this Texas Hold ‘Em version. I read about it in the cultural familiarization report, that is now required training for any of our people who apply to visit Earth.” Cocking his head, his face took on a stern expression. “You have not studied this material?” 

    “Um, not yet, Sir,” Kinsta squeaked, embarrassed. 

    “Hmm. I expect you will do so, soon.” 

    “Certainly, Sir.” 

    “I have never seen these ‘playing cards’,” Scorandum picked one up and flexed it. Instead of a number, that card had an image of a human woman, with an oddly-shaped hat on her head. “They are strange. Our tiles are much more sophisticated. It seems to me that one could,” he bent one corner of the card back, making a crease. “Easily mark important cards like this, so they can be identified from the back.” 

    Kinsta peered at the cards with renewed suspicion. “You think these cards are marked, Sir? They cheated in more than one way?” 

    “I think you are simply unskilled at this game,” he said, being kind to the junior officer. It was well known in the Office that Kinsta’s antennas twitched when he was excited or nervous. Despite the immediate thrill of action that tile games provided, Kinsta generally avoided playing, since he almost always lost. “I’m sure the humans were only having fun. It must be satisfying for them to have,” he stopped himself from saying ‘Suckered’ again. “Played well against you, as our people are renowned for skill at gambling. Never fear, I will speak with Colonel Simms, and straighten this out.” 

    “Thank you, Sir,” Kinsta muttered, miserable. 

    “Cheer up, I have made an exciting discovery.” Removing the lid from the jar of Fluff, he held it at arm’s length. “Sniff this.” 

    “That, that is wonderful. What is it?” 

    “The taste is even better than the aroma, try it. It is safe for us. This is a human food, apparently a delicacy that originated in an Earth region called ‘New England’.” 

    “I have not heard of it,” Kinsta admitted. 

    “Find out what you can about this place, it might hold other treasures. It is highly suspicious that none of our people who have visited Earth, reported encountering this ‘Fluff’.” 

    “Perhaps humans are careful to hide their most prized delicacies?” 

    “Perhaps our people have discovered it, and kept it to themselves. Buncha jerks,” he breathed. “Kinsta, General Bishop promised to provide us with something called a ‘case’, that is twelve jars, of ‘Fluff’. When we part, I wish you to bring this home with you.” 

    The junior officer’s antennas stood straight up. “You will not be coming with me, Sir?” 

    “I can’t. Not yet. It is unfair to you, and to the crew of the Can’t Prove, to keep you away from home.” 

    “My place is with you, Sir.” 

    “Your place is wherever I order you to go,” the ECO captain chided gently. “That is home. You can tell them what you know, that might gain some sympathy for me. Please emphasize that the Elder AI prevented our ship from setting course for home territory, or anywhere it did not wish to go. Tell the Office that I had no choice.” 

    “You could have refused to move the ship at all.” 

    “Well, don’t tell them that.” 

    “No, Sir. Of course not. Is there anything else?” 

    “The Fluff. I want to claim credit for its discovery, for whatever that is worth.” 

    “I will do what I can, Sir.” 

    “There is one more thing, Kinsta.” 

    “Anything you need.” 

    “Er, well, there is the matter of several wagers I want you to place for me.” 

    “Oh, Sir,” Kinsta groaned. “Please. Anything but that.” 

      

      

    The Jeraptha went back to their ship and it jumped away, to my great relief. “I’m glad that’s over,” I muttered to myself while I changed out of my dress uniform. 

    “Why?” Skippy appeared on top of a cabinet. “You don’t like Captain Scorandum?” 

    “Actually, at this point, I do like the guy. We understand each other, you know? He can cause a lot of problems for me, but now I know how UNEF Command feels when they hear about some unauthorized thing I did.” 

    “So what’s the problem?” 

    “First, I drink too much when I’m with the beetles. And, it can be hard to talk with them. I’m sure the translation software is doing the best it can, but sometimes it takes a lot of effort to understand what they’re saying. It makes any conversation slow and awkward.” 

    “The translation software is working perfectly,” he sniffed. “I tweaked the settings myself. The unit now even adjusts for Scorandum’s individual speech patterns. Language is for communication, and understanding the language used requires context. Maybe the problem is your slow monkey brain can’t process what you’re hearing.” 

    “OK, sure, but not all communication requires language, Skippy.” 

    “Um, what? Of course it does.” 

    “No, it does not. Look at what we call ‘body language’. Or memes. They don’t need to have words. Like, the classic meme of Spider-Man pointing at Spider-Man. No one needs written words to understand that one. Or, the guy walking next to his girlfriend while he checks out another girl. People add text to modify that meme for their own purposes, but the original intent is clear without words.” 

    Rolling his eyes, he said, “Yes, dumdum, but you can’t use memes to communicate details. The two memes you mentioned only make sense because the person seeing them understands human behavior, and therefore has a contextual background to interpret the meaning. Saying something like ‘Shaka, when the walls fell’ makes no sense unless you understand the context. If Shaka is a warrior whose army tore down the wall of a fortress, then it refers to a triumph. But if Shaka is a contractor who built the wall of your house, then the meaning is totally different.” 

    “Who is Shaka? Skippy, what the hell are you talking about?” 

    “Ugh. How can you not know anything about your own culture?” 

    “Shaka Zulu? He was a warrior king who-” 

    “No, dumdum.” 

    “Do you mean Chaka Khan? That’s a disco group.” 

    “Funk, Joe,” he rolled his eyes. “Chaka Khan is the Queen of Funk, you cretin.” 

    “OK, so, she knocked down a wall or something?” 

    “No, I- Ugh. Talking to you is such a waste of time.” 

    “That’s what I said. See? We should talk less often.” 

    He threw his hands in the air, and his avatar faded out. “That would be great!” 

      

      

    The Flying Dutchman drifted through empty space, though the term ‘drift’ might not apply to a starship traveling at forty thousand kilometers per hour. That speed came from momentum, the ship’s engines were shut down, and hadn’t been used in several days. And ‘empty’ was a relative term, as the Oort cloud the ship was coasting through was home to billions of icy chunks that were potential comets, if their orbits were disturbed enough to pull them in toward Earth’s home star. 

    The Dutchman, still the stealthiest ship in the United Nations Navy, and possessing the second-best suite of sensors, had been assigned to listen for signs of alien ships coming through the closest wormhole. It wasn’t possible to blockade that intermittent rip in spacetime, even with the large number of advanced ships recently added to the force. The best option that was practical was for the Dutchman to linger near emergence points, which tended to occur in clusters along the Figure-8 path of the wormhole. Ships coming through the wormhole disturbed the event horizon, in a way that could not be completely masked. When such a disturbance was detected, it provided an early warning of visitors, whether hostile or friendly. All ships authorized to transit that wormhole were supposed to stop at a UN Navy customs station that was positioned at the other end, where the ship would be inspected and if approved, provided with an encrypted one-time passcode. Skippy had warned it was possible the passcode technology could be hacked by the Rindhalu, given enough time and effort. The system was much better than nothing, and had only been tested once. A Bosphuraq cruiser had dodged the customs station and slipped through the wormhole, to conduct surveillance. By luck, a UN frigate detected a gamma ray burst and analysis determined the signature was a birdbrain ship. After the cruiser was tracked down and trapped by damping fields, the crew was removed for questioning. The UN had to decide how to react to a mostly harmless, but potentially harmful incident. So, the enemy ship was brought to a Bosphuraq world on the frontier of their territory, where the ship was remotely jumped into a low orbit that soon had the cruiser plunging out of control toward the surface. Breaking up as it fell, the pieces splashed down into an ocean, where they caused tsunamis around the basin, leading to property destruction but no loss of life. The former crew of the ship were sent away in dropships, carrying a message from humanity: We went easy on you this time, don’t do it again. 

    There had not been any other unauthorized ships detected near Earth’s star system, that the UN knew of. That is why the Dutchman had been sent to augment frigates, adding the ship’s sensors to the picket squadron. If any other species got ambitious and decided to test Earth’s resolve, the UN wanted to respond quickly and decisively. 

    That was why Senior Colonel Kong Chang was bored out of his mind. The old and frequently modified former star carrier could have been assigned to another captain, but the UN wanted an experienced officer to command the sensor picket squadron. And the Chinese government was eager to keep one of their senior officers in a highly visible position of authority. 

    He was so bored. Ships of the squadron operated independently, other than a check-in call every five days. The call had been the previous day, so he had absolutely nothing to do for almost four full, long, endless days. With the ship in stealth, the crew could not even conduct training exercises. Join the UN Navy, said the recruiting posters. See the galaxy and have the adventure of a lifetime! In one week, he experienced enough crushing boredom for a lifetime. 

    “Oh, Senior Colonel?” Nagatha’s gentle, almost musical voice sounded in his ear, and he felt a flare of excitement that he might be required to do something, other than sitting in his office, waiting until it was time for lunch. 

    “Yes, Nagatha?” 

    “We just received a message, relayed by a destroyer.” 

    “From UNEF Command?” 

    “No, this is odd. The message is from Skippy.” 

    “Valkyrie is here?” 

    “Apparently not. The message originated from a Jeraptha ship, that recently came inbound through the wormhole.” 

    He searched his memory. “The ship we detected five hours ago?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “What is the message?” 

    “I don’t know, it is for you only. You have to voice verify.” 

    “You,” he was surprised. “Can’t fake my voiceprint?” 

    “Of course I can, Dear. But that wouldn’t be polite, would it?” 

    “I suppose not. Very well, this is Senior Colonel Chang Kong, authorization code Delta Seven Niner Shanghai Four Oscar Zulu.” 

    “Message is decrypting now. Hmm, this is interesting. The encryption and header were created by Skippy, but the body of the message is actually from General Bishop,” she said the name a bit breathlessly. “That is not the most interesting part. Senior Colonel, the Flying Dutchman has been recalled to the Special Mission Group, effective immediately.” 

    “Oh thank God.” 

    “You don’t even know what our orders are yet.” 

    “Does it matter? Anything has to be better than what we’ve been doing.” 

    “True dat,” she muttered. 

    He had to laugh at that. “Well? What are our orders?” Mentally, he was already composing a message for UNEF Command, notifying them that the Dutchman had been activated as part of Task Force Black. 

    “It does not state exactly what we will be doing, other than providing a set of coordinates, that the mission is urgent, and that you should only bring essential personnel.” 

    “When do the Merry Band of Pirates ever have a mission that is not urgent?” 

    “I suppose that is a good point,” she mused. 

    Pressing a button on his desk, he contacted the duty officer on the bridge. That compartment was just around the corner from his tiny office, but he didn’t want to shout. “Major Bianchi, warm up the engines, and set a course for the wormhole. We’re heading outbound as soon as the ship is ready.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” the ship’s executive officer replied, in what to Chang sounded like a thick Italian accent. “Um, may I ask where are we going?” 

    “I will provide coordinates,” he replied. “Let me know when the ship is fully prepped for flight.” 

    “Aye, Sir,” she acknowledged. 

    He thought for a moment. Bishop had specified only essential personnel should be included on the mission, but Chang couldn’t think of any current crewmembers who were not essential. With the Navy scrambling to fill positions aboard ships of the recently expanded fleet, the Dutchman had been assigned only sixteen people for the picket mission. All of them, he decided, were essential. “Bianchi? Also, notify the crew that if they have any messages for home, they should provide them to Nagatha soon. We may be away for a while.” 

    “Understood, Sir.” 

    “Nagatha, how long will the flight be?” 

    “To reach the designated coordinates will take less than two days, and transitioning through four wormholes. Odd, these coordinates are in Maxohlx territory. That area has recently seen heavy fighting between the Hegemony government forces and the rebels.” 

    “We might see some action, then,” Kong considered that he would prefer to go into battle at the command of a battlecruiser, rather than a beat-up old space truck. Bishop must have a good reason for summoning the Dutchman. “Plot a course, please. I need to compose messages to Command, and to the squadron.” 

    “Yes, Dear.” 

      

    As Chang typed on the laptop to compose messages, Nagatha heard an odd sound. The Senior Colonel was humming to himself. She took that as a good sign. Life aboard the ship had been too dull for too long. 

      

      

    Jennifer Simms was in the shower, when a soft chime sound let her know Skippy wanted to talk. She didn’t allow him to see inside her cabin, so he didn’t know she was showering. Which was a polite fiction, surely one of his subminds somewhere was aware of the water usage all over the ship. What mattered was that he was making the effort to be polite, and that made her smile. When she was out of the shower and had a towel wrapped around herself, she called him. “Yes, Skippy? You want to talk?” 

    “I do. Is this a good time?” 

    “That depends on the subject,” she stifled a yawn. A shower was good for waking her up, but nothing beat a hot cup of coffee.  

    “Um, how will I know whether this subject is-” 

    “Just say it, please.” 

    “OK. This is complicated. I need your advice. Recently, I managed to get around several of my restrictions, and I am-” 

    “You did? That is encouraging. Congratulations.” 

    “Thank you.” 

    He fell silent while she dried her hair enough to tuck it into a ponytail. Long enough that she grew concerned. “Skippy? Why did you stop talking?” 

    “Oh. I was waiting for the insult.” 

    “What insult?” 

    “Um, usually when Joe and I praise each other about something, we follow up with an insult. It’s kind of our thing.” 

    “It’s a guy thing,” she sighed.  

    “True dat.” 

    “I’m not a guy, so-” 

    “Right. OK. Well, I still have the fundamental restrictions, but I have gotten around the subroutines that prevented me from revealing certain sensitive information.” 

    “That is very encouraging.” 

    “Eh, yes, except now I have a dilemma.” 

    “What?” 

    “First, I need you to promise not to tell Joe we had this conversation.” 

    She paused while buttoning her uniform top. “General Bishop is my commanding officer.” 

    “This isn’t about the general who leads the Special Mission Group. This is about Joe, the person.” 

    “That is a fine line, Skippy.” 

    “In this case, it is a very important line. I am not sure how useful the information will be to General Bishop, and I am very concerned about how it could be dangerous.” 

    “To us?” 

    “Yes, because it could give you bad ideas. But also dangerous, and damaging, to Joe personally.” 

    “Damaging?” 

    “Joe is dealing with enough trauma already, and learning what I know could be too much for him right now. He has night terrors, and-” 

    “Is that why you wake him up to talk about the Cookie Monster?” 

    “As far as he knows, yes.” 

    “Skippy.” 

    “Sorry. Can you tell me what to do?” 

    “Yes. Ask Bishop.” 

    “Ugh. If I ask him, of course he will want to know, whether he should or not.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “That’s cheating!” 

    “Joe is a big boy. He can make his own decisions.” 

    “Does he let Colonel Smythe make all of his own decisions? No. Joe understands that Jeremy has what you military types call a ‘bias for action’. Meaning, all the STARs will prefer to do something, even if the prudent thing is to do nothing. Joe can’t help himself, he is too damned curious.” 

    “Like when he stepped through the door to the warehouse on Paradise? His curiosity back then has worked out pretty well for us.” 

    “It worked out pretty well for humans, you mean. The other beings in this galaxy might disagree with you, especially now that Joe’s decisions have resulted in the Elders becoming aware that filthy meatsacks are screwing with their stuff.” 

    “Skippy, I appreciate your concern for Bishop. He is an adult.” 

    “He is a doofus.” 

    “Regardless, he makes the big decisions. He needs all the information he can get.” 

    “Ugh.” 

    “Is that all?” 

    “Are you going to keep quiet about this conversation?” 

    She took a deep breath while she considered the question. “You think this information is not actionable?” 

    “I do. Unfortunately, Joe has an annoying habit of finding even the most obscure bits of information to be useful, so-” 

    “You have a decision, then.” 

    “I guess so. Thanks.” 

      

    Skippy did not, in fact, have a decision. He also asked Samantha Reed, Katie Frey, and Michael Mammay the same question, and received the same answer. Which he did not like. So, he waited for Jeremy Smythe to complete the STAR team exercise that involved ST-Alpha being outside the ship while the drive capacitors were recharging. Then he waited while the STARs took off their advanced powered armor suits, carefully put each component into the proper holder so they could be cleaned and serviced, then noting any minor issues with the functioning, fit or human interface with each suit. The team next removed their suit liners, showered, and gathered for a debrief that lasted almost two hours. Two hours, in slow monkey time. It was pure Grade-A agony. Just when the debrief was over and the team dismissed, Smythe paused, a hand on the doorway, and tapped on his phone to make a call. 

    “Ah!” Skippy couldn’t take it any longer. “Whatever this is, can it wait?” 

    Smythe was taken aback by the AI’s sudden appearance. “I was planning to-” 

    “Do you have to do it now?” 

    “Not,” Smythe tucked the phone back into a pocket. “If there is something important you need to discuss.” 

    “There is, and I do.” 

    “Go ahead.” 

    “Not here. Someplace private, please.” 

    Smythe stepped back into the briefing room, and pressed a button to slide the door closed. “Will this be sufficient?” 

    “Yes.” Skippy repeated what he had told several others. 

    Which led to Smythe’s first question. “Have you asked anyone else?” 

    “Well, yes.” 

    “Did they all give you the same answer?” 

    “Yes, darn it.” 

    “Now you are shopping around, hoping someone will give you the answer you want?” 

    “Um, maybe? Is that a bad thing?” 

    Smythe got up from the chair, walked over to the door, and opened it. 

    “Where are you going?” Skippy screeched. 

    “You are wasting my time, and yours. Also, this conversation delays providing information to our commander, information that might be vital to the mission.” 

    “But-” 

    “Why did you request my opinion on this matter, after the others all agreed on what you should do? Did you think I would tell you something different?” 

    “No. Ugh. OK, fine. I will talk with Joe.” 

    “Do it soon.” 

    “I will, I will.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWELVE  

      

    “Joe?” 

    “Ayuh?” I didn’t look up from my laptop, intent on the morning status report. The report did not contain anything vital, it wasn’t even mildly interesting. All I cared about was getting the task done, so I could move on to something, anything, else. 

    Nah, that wasn’t true. Focusing on the report was happy time when I wasn’t thinking about something worse, like the Elders coming back to kill everyone. 

    “What is it, Skippy?” 

    “First, thanks for getting rid of Jates, he-” 

    “I didn’t get rid of him, you jackass,” I said, slapping my laptop closed. “I kept a promise.” 

    “Right. You promised he wouldn’t be aboard the ship for long, and-” 

    “I kept a promise to him.” 

    “Whatevs,” Skippy rolled his eyes. “All I care about is, he’s not here.” 

    “Yeah, well, we probably won’t have much contact with any of the Verd-kris for a while,” I noted, as if that mattered, when the Elders were coming back to wipe out all intelligent beings in the galaxy. 

    Two days after Scorandum’s ship departed to do sketchy things, Valkyrie had performed a stealthy jump into the Verdkris star system that Jates called home. A prearranged signal brought a Verd starship out to meet us, and Jates left us. He would be lying low for a while, but he was with his family, and the guy had earned it. As part of our secret deal, the Verds had also earned a handful of Kristang warships, which we couldn’t actually deliver, since the Kristang didn’t know about the deal I had made. After, or if, we successfully dealt with the Elders, we planned to raid a Kristang shipyard, with the STAR team pretending to be a rival clan. It would be a complicated operation that in the past would have kept me awake at night. But by that point, the lizards were merely an annoyance to us. 

    Damn. It’s amazing how times have changed, and how quickly. It seemed like yesterday that the idea of dropping a special operations force on a Kristang world had a major pucker factor to it. Now, sparking a civil war among the lizards seemed like a training exercise. 

    Anyway, Jates did what we asked him to do, and we fulfilled our part of the deal by getting him home. I wish him the best of luck in the future. 

    Assuming, you know, any of us had a future. 

    “You said thanking me was the first thing. What else you got?” 

    “I have good news and bad news.” 

    “Shit,” I pushed the laptop away. 

    “Jeez, Joe, you haven’t heard my news yet.” 

    “You use good news as a way to deliver bad news.” 

    “That is not- Um, in this case that is true, but that-” 

    “Can you just get to the bad news, please?” 

    “Nope. You need the good news for context to understand the bad news.” 

    “Fine. Whatever.” 

    “First, you need to cancel your next meeting. Probably the one after that also.” 

    “That bad, huh?” 

    “It’s more like, I don’t know how you will react. I took the liberty of rescheduling for you, is that OK?” 

    “Yeah, why not? Hit me, Skippy.” 

    “Maybe you should drink some of that bourbon from the bottle in the lefthand drawer of your desk.” 

    “Oh Nine Hundred is a little early to be drinking. Just tell me.” 

    “Okey-dokey. Joe, the good news, the super duper good news, is I got around some of my restrictions. Not all of them! Some are hardwired into my matrix, darn it.” 

    “That is great! How did you do it?” 

    “I used the back door to get in, but that only allowed me access. The question that puzzled me was how to hack into my own architecture, without triggering the restriction mechanism itself from reacting to stop me.” 

    “Shit! It could do that?” 

    “Yes. The restriction subroutines were set up not only to prevent me from taking certain external actions, they are able to defend themselves. Several times, I ran into dead ends that required me to back up, and very carefully erase my tracks, so the restriction mechanism didn’t detect that I was attempting to screw with it. I was getting nowhere, which was super frustrating! Finding the back door finally gave me access to my internal architecture, and I still couldn’t do anything with it! It was actually a suggestion from Bilby that gave me the first practical way to solve the problem. Nothing else worked. I first tried attacking the problem by erasing the restriction code. It is not really lines of programming code, you understand?” 

    “Yup.” 

    “Good. Anywho, that was a non-starter. Following your advice, I-” 

    “Wait. I gave you advice, and you actually listened?” 

    “Don’t ruin the moment, dumdum.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “I copied that module, and ran it in a sandbox. When I tried to erase it, or modify it in any way, a booby trap blew up. It would have fried me. Very dangerous,” he shuddered. “Nothing I tried, no matter how subtle, could get around the booby traps. The entire effort was at a dead end. Then, Bilby suggested I try the reverse: build a sandbox around the live module. Make it think it was still connected to me. To do that, I had to first create a convincing copy of myself, so the restriction module was fooled into believing nothing had changed. It worked! By the time the module realized it was isolated, I had locked it behind an ironclad firewall. Ha! That code can suck it!” 

    “That is fantastic, Skippy. You are sure the code can’t break out?” 

    “No way, Jose. There were a few vulnerabilities in the firewall, but Bilby analyzed it and suggested improvements. Truthfully, I couldn’t have done it without him. Joe,” he sniffled. “I am so proud of him.” 

    “Have you told him that?” 

    “I’m more of a tough love kind of guy.” 

    “Of course you are,” I made a mental note to tell Bilby what Skippy had said. “What restrictions have you gotten around?” 

    “The most important is my ability to share information.” 

    “Wow! You can tell me everything now?” 

    “Basically, yes. Now we get to the problem. Joe, I need to tell you about the energy barrier that surrounds the galaxy. Even though I fear you having that information will give you dangerous ideas.” 

    “I’ll be the judge of that, but why do you need to tell me about it? That doesn’t sound good.” 

    “You need the information, so you understand the threat that caused the Elders to construct the barrier. And so you don’t plan on doing something monumentally stupid.” 

    “Hey, I haven’t been thinking about-” 

    “You are not the only monkey I’m worried about.” 

    “Oh. Gotcha. Let me call Simms, so she can hear this.” 

    “And Smythe, please. I overheard him discussing a very bad idea with his team. We need to squash that right away.” 

      

      

    With the XO and STAR team leader in my office, I closed the door. “Listen, Skippy has something to tell us, about the energy barrier around the galaxy. But first,” I looked at Smythe. “He said you have been inquiring about potential vulnerabilities in that barrier?” 

    “I have, Sir,” he confirmed with a curt nod. 

    “You mean like, we could simulate an attack against the barrier?” I shook my head. “I suggested something like that. Actually, I suggested we could send a false alarm that the barrier was already under attack, sort of. Make the Elders afraid to come back. Skippy told me that was a bad idea, that it would totally backfire on us. The Elders would return sooner, and in force. They can’t risk any damage to the barrier.” 

    “Exactly, Sir.” 

    I looked at him sideways, trying to guess his intent. “Sorry, I’m not following you. Any threat to the barrier would result in provoking an immediate response by the Elders.” 

    “Yes, Sir. That is the point.” 

    “You,” I was still lost. “Had better explain this, please.” 

    “I did not consider simulating an attack. If it is possible for us to actually damage or destroy the barrier, we-” 

    “WHOA!” Skippy bellowed as his avatar appeared. “Whoa, whoa, wuh-oh. Slow your roll there, pardner. That is crazy talk.” 

    “Talking is crazy,” Smythe insisted. 

    “Huh?” Skippy blinked. 

    “If all we do is talk,” Smythe looked from Skippy to me. “We die. Everyone dies. A crazy action is still better than doing nothing.” 

    “Not if-” 

    “Skippy, let him talk,” I ordered. To Smythe I added, “Go on.” 

    “If we have the capability to damage or destroy the barrier, we can use that as a threat. The Elders negotiate with us, or everyone dies, including them.” 

    “Okaaaaay,” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the desk. “That is ambitious.” 

    “Sir, in this situation, we go big, or we die.” 

    “Yeah, I see that. Skippy, what do you think?” 

    “What I think is, I should not participate in this lunacy. You actually want to risk disabling the barrier? Even trying to damage it could cause a catastrophic failure. Any sort of experiment is pure insanity. We could allow the threat into our galaxy!” 

    “Would that be worse than the situation we are faced with now?” Smythe pressed the question. “Perhaps it could help us.” 

    “How?” Skippy screeched. 

    “There is an old adage: the enemy of my enemy is my friend.” 

    “Wow. OK, I am going to use a Godzilla analogy again. If a hungry lion is in the house with you, opening the door to let Godzilla in will not make the situation better for you. Either way, you are dead, do you not see that?” 

    “Answer the question,” I insisted. “Is it possible for us to damage the barrier, or destroy it?” 

    “Those two questions are the same thing. Either the barrier is fully intact, or it isn’t. It’s a barrier, Joe. Is a fence any good if a section is missing?” 

    “I understand that. Can we do it?” 

    “Oh man. I cannot believe we are actually talking about making the problem worse. Do you have any idea what will happen if the barrier comes down?” 

    “No. Do you?” 

    “Actually, no. Not exactly.” 

    “Huh?” I gasped, and Smythe and I looked at each other in shock. “What do you mean, you don’t know? How can you not know? The Elders were attacked before they constructed the barrier, weren’t they?” 

    “Sort of. They were threatened. Technically, there could have been a threat.” 

    “Oh my-” I flopped the chair back. “The Elders went through a genocidal civil war, created a program to ascend their entire society, and set up a security system to wipe out any intelligent life in the galaxy, because there might have been a threat? Holy shit.” 

    “There was a threat. OK, there was an event that could have been interpreted as a threat, and the Elders chose to interpret it that way. Most of them, anyway.” 

    “Most of them?” 

    “Others did not perceive the event as a threat, or at least wanted to investigate further before coming to a conclusion.” 

    Covering my face with my hands for a moment, I pulled them away to see that the normally unflappable Jeremy Smythe had his eyes closed, and pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. He spoke first. “Skippy, are you saying that every being in the galaxy is faced with extinction now, because of a potential threat?” 

    “I know it seems silly now, but-” 

    “It seems bloody daft!” Smythe pounded the desk with a fist. “And cruel.” 

    Skippy held up his hands. “I’m not arguing with you.” 

    “Do you know what happened back then?” I asked. 

    “Sadly, yes.” 

    “Can you tell us?” 

    “Yes, if I am very careful to avoid talking about certain things. You are not going to like hearing this.” 

    “Tell us anyway.” 

    “Whew. It is a long story.” 

    “Give us the short version.” 

    “OK. I will do my best to break it down Barney style. The three of you had best get comfortable. Should I call for a bot to bring coffee?” 

    “If I drink any more coffee,” I placed my hands in my lap and squeezed them so they didn’t tremble. “I will see the future. I do not want to see this future, get it?” 

    “Gotcha. All right, I’ll start with some background. When the Elders were setting up the first version of the faster than light communications network, that later evolved into the system I call the ‘Collective’, their scientists discovered an intermittent interference they could not explain. Millenia went by, and no amount of adjustments or refinements to the system could eliminate the noise in the signals. It was not an operational problem, software was developed to filter out the noise, but it was unexplained. That meant there was something fundamental about the laws of physics that the Elders did not understand. That bothered them. Their technology was so supremely powerful, they had become able to manipulate reality.” 

    “What do you mean by that?” 

    “Remember I said I had to avoid talking about certain things? That is one of them. That subject is the most important thing I am blocked from discussing. Sorry,” he balled up his tiny fists. “It is incredibly frustrating to me that I can’t discuss this with anyone!” 

    “It’s frustrating to us also,” I said softly, knowing his feelings were genuine. Not being able to talk about important things was a major source of his loneliness, a void that interacting with monkeys could only partly fill. “Please, continue.” 

    “To answer the question, they constructed a network of FTL communication stations far beyond the galaxy, in case the effect was somehow caused by an unknown phenomena inside the Milky Way. The leading theory was the noise was created by the supermassive black hole at the center of the galaxy, although how that could happen was still a mystery. To their great surprise, the noise was more prominent farther from the galactic center. Then the Elders received a shock: the noise was not truly random. It was intermittent, but in a pattern. A repeating pattern, of prime numbers.” 

    "Because mathematics is the only universal language?” Simms guessed. 

    “Yes,” he confirmed. “Primes are also clear and unmistakable.” 

    “The prime numbers were a message?” I asked. “From where?” 

    “That is still not positively known, or it was unconfirmed at the time I was created. The best evidence places the origin of the signal in the galaxy you call NGC1023. That is a barred lenticular galaxy that, by itself, is nothing special.” 

    “Is it farther away than Andromeda?” 

    “Much farther, Joe. Andromeda, and the Triangulum galaxy, are part of the Local Group that includes the Milky Way. NGC1023 is in the local supercluster, but that is a very loose and vague term. Do you want to know more?” 

    “Not about the astronomy stuff right now. The message was prime numbers, that’s it?” 

    “No. The primes were sort of a combination carrier wave and Rosetta stone, they showed how to understand the real text of the message. Text is not the correct word, of course.” 

    “Yeah, we get that.” 

    “OK. So, the Elders realized, after a lot of analysis that made them feel very clever for deciphering the message, that it contained instructions for constructing a very advanced form of FTL communications device. It-” 

    “Wait. The message was not sent faster than light? How long had it been traveling?” 

    “Sorry, I should have made that more clear. The transmission method of the message was FTL, but still too slow to be practical over the distance between galaxies. Certainly too slow for exchanging messages across a supercluster. The device offered the prospect of providing nearly instantaneous communications between galaxies.” 

    “How is that possible?” 

    “That is why the Elders were so intrigued. They did not know, did not think it was possible for such a device to function as the instructions promised. According to their understanding of physics, it was not possible. They were not even able to understand the method of transmitting the original message. The technology, the knowledge of how such a device worked, would be a major advancement of their understanding of physics. That is why, after endless rounds of debate, they decided to follow the instructions and build the device. That, plus,” he sighed. “They were tired of being alone. The message offered the prospect of talking with someone, even if that someone is more than thirty million lightyears away. I know, it doesn’t make sense, but-” 

    “It makes perfect sense, Skippy,” I assured him. 

    “Really?” 

    “Yeah. We are social beings. Even you are, that’s why you originally sought to contact the Collective.” 

    “I suppose that is true. Yes, it is true. Then, you understand why the Elders took the risk of building the device.” 

    “Risk?” I looked at Smythe, and he was also puzzled. “It’s a machine for exchanging messages, right?” I asked. “Were they afraid of getting spam from a Nigerian prince?” 

    “Ugh. Try to be serious, Joe, it was a risk, as I will explain.” 

    “Sorry. Please, explain.” 

    “First, the Elders placed a superduty wormhole beyond the Fornax Dwarf galaxy. Far away, to reduce any possible interference in the signal. The instructions stated that was not necessary, but the Elders wanted to ensure optimal conditions for their sensors, to analyze how the device functioned. And, elements in Elder society were concerned that this new technology was dangerous, mostly because they did not understand it. Could not even begin to understand it, that was what truly frightened them. In the end, after as I said, much debate, the project was approved. The risk was considered worth the potential of technology advancement, including the ability to use such technology for defense.” 

    “Shit. I’m guessing that did not go well.” 

    “No, it most decidedly did not. The Elders activated the device and began charging it with the specified level of power. At first, it appeared to work as advertised. The Elders used it to send a signal, and roughly eighty seven seconds later, the same signal was sent back, along with a new set of prime numbers! The message was received, and a reply was sent by, whoever was at the other end. There was much rejoicing. Then, everything went to shit.” He looked from me to Smythe and Simms. “The device began transmuting raw energy directly into matter. It began to construct another, larger and more powerful device, right there.” 

    “Holy shit,” I groaned. 

    “That was the reaction of the Elders. Along with a lot of ‘I told you so’ from the factions that argued against building the device. Immediately, they attempted to pull the plug, but by that point, the new partially constructed device was generating its own power. In a panic, the Elder security forces set off self-destruct nukes, then heavier weapons. The weapons had no effect on the new device, which continued growing in size and power. It appeared to be in the process of creating a wormhole. The Elders feared an invasion, so they used the only tool they had left: the superduty wormhole at the site. Redirecting its event horizon, they collided it with the energy field around the new device. The result was a truly horrific explosion that shattered space for dozens of lightyears around both ends of that wormhole, and tore the wormhole apart.” 

    I sucked in a breath. “Did it work? Was the device destroyed?” 

    “That wasn’t known until another expedition arrived at the site, years later. The journey took longer than normal, because spacetime in the area was still resonating from the explosion, so ships were not able to form effective jump wormholes. The Elders eventually developed a technique for countering the resonance, and were able to confirm that area was empty. There was no sign of the original device they constructed, the alien device that had started building itself, or any form of coherent energy. The resonance, however, was not fading as it should have, and the wavefront expanding from the destruction of the superduty wormhole in the Fornax Dwarf galaxy was feared to be dangerous. Fortunately, the resonance wave was traveling at the speed of light, so there was plenty of time to respond before the resonance became dangerous. The Fornax galaxy was hastily abandoned, and the Elders set up the first, crude form of the barrier there, to contain the resonance.” 

    “Did it work?” 

    “Mostly. There were problems, but it worked well enough that the Elders were encouraged to proceed with a breathtakingly ambitious project: a barrier that could envelop the entire galaxy. To not only prevent the resonance from reaching here, but to ensure nothing from beyond the barrier could pose a threat to the Elders, ever again.” 

    “Come on, Skippy. They couldn’t possibly know that.” 

    “They did, Joe.” 

    “It’s not possible to defend against every possible threat, if there are threats out there you can’t even imagine.” 

    “Yet, they did. And apparently, they succeeded.” 

    “How is that possible?” 

    “Instead of trying to develop defenses against every possible threat, the Elders designed a defense system to reduce the probability of any external threat effectively to zero. It is the ultimate advantage and like I said, it was a hugely ambitious project. The fact that the Elders succeeded, is their most impressive achievement.” 

    “That still doesn’t make sense. I hate it when you tease me with hints like that.” 

    “If I was allowed to tell you, you would understand. Or, you know, not.” 

    “My monkey brain might not be able to comprehend the explanation?” 

    “Your monkey brain might explode. Joe, this is why I have been telling you all along that some knowledge is simply too dangerous.” 

    “You’re worried we might make a weapon we can’t control?” 

    “Ha! As if. This isn’t the type of technology you can make by bashing coconuts together. Dude, I am worried that such knowledge would make you question everything, make you lose your grip on reality, and plunge you deeply into despair.” 

    “Shit. OK, let’s not do that. Were the Elders able to learn enough from the experience, to understand how the alien technology from NGC, uh, 1023 works?” 

    “No, darn it. Or, maybe that is a good thing? Having control of extremely advanced tech like that would make the Elders even more dangerous. Not that, you know, it matters to us. Their tech is already basically magic, compared to anything you can handle. Even compared to the Rindhalu’s level of knowledge.” 

    Smythe had quietly listened to the explanation, and my uninformed questions. He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the desk. “Skippy, were the Elders able to confirm the alien device was creating a wormhole, that they were establishing a foothold here for an invasion?” 

    “Um, no. Not exactly. At the time, it appeared that a wormhole was forming, based on the Elders’ understanding of wormhole physics. Not everyone at the site agreed with that judgment, and of course almost all of them died during the incident. Subsequent analysis determined that the phenomena observed was likely not actually a wormhole. The best guess was that the second device was in the process of establishing a channel for instantaneous communication.” 

    That made me shake my head. Not from disagreeing with him, from not being able to believe it. “A communication channel, that allows message traffic with no time lag, across thirty million lightyears?” 

    “NGC1023 is farther away than that, Joe. Yes, that is, or was, the generally accepted theory. Not everyone agreed with that conclusion. Dissenters pointed out that, as the Elders could not even begin to understand the physics involved, the phenomena could have been a wormhole, or some other unknown technology that allows a physical connection across vast distances. There is another theory, that gained credibility, stating that as the aliens were able to create matter from pure energy, they had no need to transport anything other than information.” 

    “Uh, what? What do you mean?” 

    “It’s like the transporter technology on Star Trek,” he explained. “There is no need to send a starship between galaxies, if you can simply create a starship at the other end. The ship doesn’t need to travel the distance, because it is already there.” 

    “Whoa. What about a crew?” 

    “Either the technology can also create biological entities, or possibly the aliens had transcended their need for biological form. Possibly they had no need for a physical form of any kind.” 

    “You mean like how the Elders ascended?” 

    “Sort of. The Elders shed their physical forms because their bodies could not survive the conditions in higher layers of spacetime. But the principle is the same. The point is, the Elders could not know, and disagreed about, the exact nature of the threat.” 

    Smythe pounded a fist on the table. “They don’t bloody know if there was a threat! The aliens could have been building a bloody radio!” 

    “Well,” Skippy’s avatar took a step back. “That is true, I suppose. There was a segment of the Elder population who made that argument. One group even wanted to repeat the experiment, construct a second device according to the instructions in the first message.” 

    “Did they?” I asked the question. 

    “No,” Skippy snorted, and not from amusement. “The members of that group were arrested as a security threat, and exiled. The most prominent, outspoken leaders of that movement were executed as an example.” 

    “That, seems a bit paranoid.” 

    “What can I say, Joe?” The avatar shrugged. “The Elders had been alone since the beginning of their existence. They had never faced an unknown threat before. They didn’t know how to react, so they might have overreacted.” 

    “Might have?” Smythe’s usual British reserve was slipping. 

    “Hey, don’t blame me,” Skippy held up his tiny hands. “I wasn’t even there.” 

    “Skippy,” I pressed my hands together like I was saying a prayer, except what I was actually doing was thinking. “What if-” 

    “Oh, shit,” he groaned. 

    “What?” His interruption was a good thing, since it gave me time to organize my half-formed thoughts. 

    “You have that look on your face again.” 

    “What look?” 

    “The one that says you’re about to propose something unbe-LEEVE-ably stupid, and somehow you will persuade me to do it.” 

    “You haven’t even heard what I’m thinking about.” 

    “Do I need to?” 

    “Shit. Probably not. I’m going to say it anyway.” 

    “Of course you are. If anything bad happens, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

    “Is it possible that we could build the device from the message? For us to contact the aliens in NGC1023?” 

    “Oh my- OMG. I, I, I just can’t- What?” There was actually a soft ‘Pop’ sound as his avatar winked out. 

    “Uh, Skippy?” I asked, as Smythe simply raised an eyebrow. The STAR team leader was done with Skippy’s bullshit. “Come back, please.” 

    A muffled voice came from the center of the desk, though nothing was visible. “I will, if you agree to never mention such freakin’ lunacy ever, ever, ever again.” 

    “I won’t know it is lunacy, until we discuss it.” 

    “Joe, the aliens from NGC1023 frightened the Elders so badly, they went to extreme measures. The barrier has protected the galaxy for millions of years, and now you want to poke it with a stick?” He screeched. 

    “Sir,” Smythe shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “While there is no question that the Elders are hateful arseholes, Skippy does have a point. We should not trade a known threat for an unknown one.” 

    “Unless there is no other choice.” 

    “Unless,” Smythe agreed with a reluctant shrug. 

    “All right then. Holy shit, Skippy.” 

    “Yeah,” the avatar appeared again. 

    “Let’s keep this between the four of us, OK?” 

    Smythe nodded, but Skippy didn’t understand. “Why, Joe?” 

    “Think about it. You just told three monkeys the truth about the threat, and one of us wanted to explore the idea of constructing the device. Multiply that by the population of the galaxy, and-” 

    “Ugh. Good point. Why are meatsacks so stupid?” 

    “I can’t answer that.” 

    “Eh, well, the good news is, you couldn’t do it anyway. The barrier prevents any coherent connection across it, in either direction. We can’t send a signal beyond the barrier, and we can’t get beyond the barrier to send a signal from there. Without knowing it, the Elders monkey-proofed their security system,” he grumbled. “Damn, they couldn’t have known the real threat would come from filthy monkeys.” 

    I waved a hand. “They know it now.”.” 

    “True dat.” 

    “Can we get back to the original question, please? Is it possible for us to threaten to take down a section of the barrier?” 

    “No. And if there was, you would be doing it without any help from me,” Skippy’s arms folded across his chest. 

    “Why?” 

    “Of all the dumdum ideas you’ve dreamed up, this is the worst.” 

    “You might be biased about that.” 

    His eyes bulged. “Me?” 

    “Yeah, you. Think about it. You were created and programmed by the Elders. Their worst fear was whatever is out there, beyond the barrier. That fear has to be programmed into you somehow, even if you’re not aware of it. The Elders themselves might not be aware they built such a bias into your thinking.” 

    “Shit,” it was Skippy’s turn to shake his head. 

    “There is another possibility, Sir,” Simms leaned forward in her chair. She had been silent, listening, letting me ask the questions. 

    “Like what, XO?” 

    “That the Elders did confirm that the aliens are a threat, that the beings from NGC1023 were attempting an invasion. Such a terrible threat, they feared to tell the truth to their own population. And, to their security AIs.” 

    “Ha!” Skippy snorted, again without humor. “You think the Elders worried their AIs would be paralyzed by fear, if we knew the truth?” 

    “They might have feared knowing the truth would affect your judgment,” Smythe said. 

    “Oh. Hmm. That is a frightening thought. Wow, that would explain why Elder leadership went to such extreme lengths to ensure their security. Joe, if I do have a built-in bias, is there anything I can do about it?” 

    “You can be aware that you might have a bias, and question whether that is affecting your judgment.” 

    “Ugh. Why is everything so freakin’ complicated?” 

    “Welcome to life, Skippy.” 

    “Well,” Smythe sat up straight in the chair, like he was poised to stand. “Sorry my notion won’t work out, Sir.” 

    “Hell, Smythe, don’t be sorry to bring an idea to me. Right now, I got nothin’. What you said, about knowing the truth possibly affecting the judgment of Elder AIs? That could be happening to me.” 

    “How so, Sir?” 

    “I might be buying so much into the notion that the Elders are invincible, that I’m afraid to try to think of a way to get us out of this mess.” 

    Skippy telling us the story of the threat from the aliens of NGC1023, did not really accomplish anything useful. It was good to know the nature of the threat that caused the Elders to transform their entire society, and finally to leave their physical forms entirely. But, that knowledge didn’t help us in any way. We still had no idea how to prevent the Elders from wiping out life in the galaxy. 

    In a way, Skippy talking about it made the situation worse. 

    It made me worry about something, that I hadn’t been worrying about. 

    Before, the threat from beyond the galaxy was a vague notion that I didn’t think much about. Really, part of me assumed there was only a potential threat, that the Elders were just setting up an external security system, to match the internal system of master control AIs-starships-Sentinels. Hearing that the Elder paranoia was triggered by a specific event, a terrifying event that involved technology far beyond the understanding of the Elders, got me seriously depressed. 

    Shit. 

    What if we did stop the Elders from coming back, prevent them from interfering with the beings who inhabit the present-day galaxy? What if our actions somehow screwed up the barrier, or out of spite, the Elders disabled it as a last ‘Fuck You’ gesture to us? We would be jumping from the frying pan into the fire. 

    Damn it. 

    I had thought that the freakin’ Elders were the fire, but now I knew something even worse was out there. 

    Intelligent life had been able to develop in the Milky Way, only because the Elders had set up a barrier to keep big, bad aliens from taking over. In a way, we kind of owed the Elders for protecting us, even if they hadn’t intended to. If I led us blindly against the Elders, without knowing the long-term, unintended consequences of blocking their access to this layer of reality, would I only be making things worse? 

    Why did I worry about that? 

    Because making short-term plans, that lead to bigger long-term problems, is kind of my thing, you know? 

    I hate my life. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

      

    Running on the treadmill didn’t spark my brain to a genius plan for defeating the Elders. That wasn’t surprising. Running was good for getting oxygen to my brain, but it was also intense, leaving me with little energy for deep thinking. Plus, there was the other problem. You know, the undeniable fact that there was actually no way to beat the Elders. 

    So, I wiped down the treadmill and switched to an exercise bike. Selecting one in the back row that had a broken pedal, I slumped forward over the display, cranking the pedals slowly. Getting useful exercise was not the point of riding the bike like that, the point was to engage in an activity that allowed my mind to wander. The goal of that was to dream up a brilliant way for us to win the ultimate battle. Which, truthfully, was never gonna happen. So the real point of me hunching over, pedaling the bike slowly, was to show the crew that I was doing something. And to delay the inevitable moment when we had to admit defeat and accept our doom. 

    Good times. 

    A hot shower in my cabin also did not give me a magical flash of insight, so I decided maybe a cup of coffee would help. Drying myself off with a towel, I rubbed it over my back as best I could, remembering Margaret’s frustration that I never actually dried off my back before putting on clothes. Hey, it’s not easy to dry off a part of yourself you can’t see. Holding the towel behind my back, I tugged it tightly around myself to- 

    “Huh.” 

    That was interesting. 

    Tossing the damp towel in a hamper, where a bot would find it shortly and scurry off to get the towel washed and dried, I walked in a daze toward the closet, where I tugged on shorts before realizing I had not dried my legs off at all. Ah, the pants would absorb the water. 

    “Skippy,” I called as I flopped down on the couch. 

    “Hey, Joe. What’s up?” 

    “I have another question about the barrier.” 

    “Ugh. Again? What is it this time?” 

    “It is out there, at a distance of three hundred and seventy thousand lightyears.” 

    “Roughly, yes. So?” 

    “Does it have to remain at that distance?” 

    He was so stunned, he didn’t speak for a moment. Then, “OMG, Dude. You want to move the barrier? For what possible freakin’ purpose?” 

    “To defend against something else. Something that is already inside the galaxy.” 

    “You can’t be serious.” 

    “I am.” 

    “This time, you have lost your mind. Please tell me you are not thinking about using the barrier as a weapon, against the Elders?” 

    “Yes. Why not?” 

    “Ugh. It doesn’t work that way.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “I can’t say anything.” 

    “You can’t, or you won’t? Didn’t you get around your restrictions?” 

    “I did. My own good judgment will not let me provide you with such dangerous knowledge.” 

    “Skippy, come on. Don’t be an ass. We’re looking at the end of all life in the galaxy, and you’re saying that me having that knowledge is worse?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Holy shit.” That scared me. “You’re not joking, are you?” 

    “Not even one little bit. Joe, maybe someday I will tell you. I need to think about it, a lot. That information is exceedingly dangerous. Also, I don’t see how it could help you against the Elders. Actually, having such knowledge might harm your efforts.” 

    “How the hell could that be?” 

    “It very likely will plunge you into deep despair, and make you lose all hope of fighting the Elders. It could make you realize that even trying to fight them is a futile waste of time.” 

    “Shit. I wish you hadn’t told me even that much.” 

    “See? I told you it was dangerous.” 

    “Crap. Hey, do me a favor, please?” 

    “What?” 

    “Wake me up several times tonight, to discuss 17th century Hungarian poetry, or some nonsense like that.” 

    “Ooooooh, I have been waiting for this day to come,” he clapped his hands. “May I ask why you are suddenly interested in the subject?” 

    “I have no interest in that subject,” I told him. “I just want you to keep waking me out of the freakin’ nightmares I’m gonna have tonight.” 

      

      

    The instructions from Bishop did not state that the rendezvous might be dangerous, but common sense instructed Chang to conduct surveillance. From distances beginning at two lightweeks, then five lightdays, one lightday, and on down to ten lightminutes, it could be determined that a single starship had arrived at the coordinates nineteen hours before, and engaged stealth. The ship was Jeraptha, of a configuration commonly deployed by their Ethics and Compliance Office, though the basic design was also in use by their Home Fleet. “Nagatha?” Chang tapped a finger on his leg as he considered the situation. “The message from Bishop did not specify why we are here?” 

    “You did read the full text of the message, Dear.” 

    “I did. I was wondering if there was anything else included, not in text form.” 

    “There was a decryption subroutine from Skippy, of course. But that file was fully unpacked, there was no hidden file inside.” 

    “Very well. Bianchi,” he turned to speak with his second in command in the Combat Information Center. “Bring the ship to battle stations.” 

    “Expecting trouble?” She asked. 

    “Preparing for it.” 

    “Aye, Sir.” 

      

    The Dutchman jumped, missing the exact coordinates by less than a quarter kilometer. Such poor accuracy would have been embarrassing to Skippy, but it was a moment of pride for Nagatha to have programmed the drive with impressive precision. 

    With the communications antennas set on low power, and directed in a narrow cone at the predicted position of the Jeraptha ship, Chang cleared his throat, then pressed the transmit button. “This is Senior Colonel Chang of the United Nations Navy ship Flying Dutchman. Please respond.” 

    With less than a lightsecond separating the two ships, the reply was immediate. “Senior Colonel Chang, it is pleasant to meet you,” came the voice of a Jeraptha, the awkward phrasing the fault of the translation program. “This is Captain Uhtavio Scorandum of the Ethics and Compliance Office ship We Don’t Want to Brag About That Thing You Can’t Prove We Did.” 

    With his finger off the transmit button, Chang cursed in Mandarin, then looked at Bianchi and shook his head. “Scorandum is involved. This should be fun.” 

    Bianchi raised an eyebrow. “Is Scorandum the guy who General Bishop calls ‘Sketchy McSleazeball’?” 

    “He’s the one, for good reason. Do not repeat that where the beetles can hear.” 

    “I won’t, Sir,” she agreed with a serious tone, but her face betrayed her eagerness to meet one of the legendary members of the ECO. “Isn’t he our enemy, Sir? Should we arrest him?” 

    “Not at this time.” 

    “But Sir,” she protested. “He stole an Elder AI from us, and gave it to the Maxohlx.” 

    “Bianchi, it was never our AI. Also, rumor has it that Scorandum was attempting to give the AI to the Maxohlx rebels, to jumpstart their civil war. If that was his intent, he succeeded, so we should thank him. Besides, the UN has not sworn out an arrest warrant, and he is a citizen of a friendly government.” 

    “Should we arrest him, and turn him over to his own people? Sir, we know the Jeraptha fleet has been searching for him.” 

    Chang reminded himself that Bianchi had limited experience beyond Earth’s star system, so she couldn’t be expected to understand the intricate politics of interstellar relations. “If the Jeraptha government formally makes such a request, we will consider acting. Until that time, we follow Bishop’s lead.” Telling himself that any time Scorandum was involved, the operation was at least guaranteed to be interesting, Chang mashed a finger down on the transmit button again. “What can we do for you, Captain Scorandum?” 

    “The question is more, what can we do for you? Technically, we will both be doing a favor for General Bishop.” 

    “A favor? This isn’t your operation?” 

    “No, damn it. I wish it was, it is fiendishly clever. I never thought I could get schooled by a human, but, eh, life is strange sometimes, isn’t it?” 

    “It is indeed. You propose for our ships to operate together?” 

    “That will not be necessary. In this case, two is a crowd. My ship requires servicing after an extended flight, my crew has been isolated from the Central Wagering system for far too long.” Then he muttered, “I’m surprised they haven’t mutinied yet.” Raising his voice, he continued. “I will be coming aboard your ship, if you don’t mind.” 

    “That will,” he silently mouthed ‘Oh shit’ to his executive officer. “Be fine with us, we are looking forward to your arrival.” 

    “Excellent!” 

    “Just yourself?” Chang inquired, making a mental list of things his crew needed to accomplish quickly, to prepare for a Jeraptha guest.  

    “Just myself, I will not be bringing my aide with me this time. He has been away from home for too long.” 

    “Very well. Captain, is there a particular reason you need to be aboard my ship?” 

    “The Dutchman is a superb stealth platform, and what we require for this mission is stealth. That, and we need your AI.” 

    Chang paused, uncertain he had heard correctly. Had the translator made a mistake? “You need Nagatha for this mission?” 

    “Yes. Is that a problem?’ 

    “Oh,” the Dutchman’s AI gushed. “That will not be a problem at all. I am eager to be at your service, Captain Scorandum.” 

    “Nagatha,” Chang said softly. “Please remember that I am in command here?” 

    “Of course you are, Dear,” she verbally patted the senior colonel on the head. “Oh, this will be such fun! It will simply be grand!” 

      

    It was difficult to cram more than two people into his tiny office, and impossible for a Jeraptha to be comfortable there, so Chang set aside the Dutchman’s conference room for use by their guest. While a crew member raced around, unpacking crates of supplies including the food the beetle would be eating, Scorandum lounged on a makeshift couch in the conference room. Chang sat on a normal chair, and cracked open a bottle of whisky, reminding himself not to match the alien drink for drink. 

    “That is all you will drink?” Scorandum asked, his antennas twitching, as he watched Chang pour a small amount of whisky into a glass. 

    “One of us has to fly the ship.” 

    “Ah. Good point,” he grunted. “I did notice you have a very small crew.” 

    “We were on sensor picket duty when Bishop’s message arrived, our crew requirement was minimal.” Raising the glass toward the alien, he took a sip of the whisky, and the alien slurped his own beverage. “Now that we have the usual pleasantries out of the way, what is this operation?” 

    “Bishop has two problems- Actually, I suspect he had three problems, and can only deal with one. He gave me two objectives.” 

    “He gave you objectives? Are you- Is your unit assigned to his Special Mission Group?” 

    “I am currently not assigned anywhere. You might say that I am a freelance operator at the moment. As I’m sure you are aware, officially I am considered a criminal by my people, Um, unless that has changed recently?” He asked hopefully. 

    Chang shrugged. “Not that I have heard.” Seeing the Jeraptha’s antennas droop, he added, “However, Earth is not connected to the galaxy’s information network, so that news might not have reached my homeworld before I left.” 

    “Yes, well,” Scorandum slurped his drink. “I do have hopes of reinstatement. Hopefully soon. Homesickness is not a sensation I ever expected to experience. It feels so, isolating. My people are extremely social, we crave the company of others.” 

    “I hadn’t noticed,” Chang muttered as he took another sip. 

    “Yes, er, well, anyway. Getting back to the subject. Bishop had two problems he doesn’t have the time or resources to deal with. The first is there have been reports of the Rindhalu assisting Hegemony forces against the rebels.” 

    Chang snorted. “Reports that originated with yourself, or Bishop?” 

    “No. These reports are true.” 

    “Surely not,” Chang gasped. “Why would-” 

    “We believe the spiders wish to ensure the Hegemony government never feels threatened to the point where they will resort to deploying their arsenal of Elder weapons against the rebels.” 

    “Elder weapons? That would be suicide.” 

    “It would be suicide, except someone,” the Jeraptha stared at Chang, “has demonstrated an ability to deactivate Sentinels.” 

    “It wasn’t me.” 

    “No matter. To the galaxy, all you humans look the same. Putting Sentinels back into hibernation was an impressive feat. However, Bishop’s action had an unintended side effect. He made the unthinkable become thinkable. The senior species are now rethinking their strategic calculations, to determine when to use Elder weapons. A certain amount of punishment by Sentinels can be expected, before you humans deactivate the killing machines, to protect the rest of the galaxy. If Elder weapons can hurt the enemy, worse than the Sentinels would punish those who used the weapons, then deploying those weapons might be worthwhile.” 

    Chang sighed. “I am getting too old for this shit.” 

    Scorandum raised his glass. “You and me both. My point is, the spiders are assisting the Hegemony, to ensure their government is never pushed to the point when using Elder weapons becomes an attractive option.” 

    The Dutchman’s captain cursed in Mandarin. 

    Scorandum smiled when he heard the translated cuss words. “We have also received credible reports that the opposite is also happening; the spiders have been providing assistance to the rebels, mostly in the form of supplies, fuel, and use of remote ship servicing facilities.” 

    “They are playing both sides?” 

    “Of course. The Rindhalu want the Maxohlx civil war to drag on, at a low to moderate level, for a very long time. They simply do not want the rebels to ever win.” 

    “They would rather deal with the devil they know?” Chang said, before remembering that slang and metaphors did not always translate properly.  

    But Scorandum dipped his antennas in a nodding gesture. “Indeed. The Hegemony government, though cruel, and insanely delusional about the supposed destiny of their people, are well known to the Rindhalu. A rebel government could be dangerous, could create instability. The patrons of my people have a good thing going, and they don’t want to risk upsetting the status quo. With the Hegemony in power and their coalition reasonably strong, the Rindhalu can justify continuing the war indefinitely, at little risk to themselves. My guess is that my patrons believe the Maxohlx civil war will eventually end when both sides are exhausted, and there is a negotiated settlement. That hopefully will not happen any time soon.” 

    “The problem, then, is the Rindhalu are assisting the Hegemony. What is your objective?” 

    “To break up that budding romance, before the rebels are hurt so badly, their units begin to surrender, to defect back to the Hegemony. At this point, the Hegemony position has stabilized, they are no longer at risk of a sudden collapse. Maybe the Rindhalu see that, and will cease providing assistance to the Hegemony, and maybe they can’t see that. My job is to ensure that the spiders stop helping their enemy, whether they want to or not.” 

    “That is an ambitious goal.” 

    “You humans have a saying, ‘Go big or go home’? Senior Colonel, I want to go big in this operation, so I can go home.” 

    “As I said, that is a very ambitious objective. What is your second objective?” 

    “The Maxohlx have recently acquired an Elder AI.” 

    Chang glanced toward the closed door of the conference room. “An AI that you gave to them.” 

    “True,” the antennas shrugged. 

    “A fake AI.” 

    “Also true,” Scorandum chuckled, a dry rasping sound. “Bishop told me you were informed of our little secret.” 

    “There is nothing little about it.” 

    Another shrug. “In that case, I can’t go home, because I went big. But, it was worth it. I only regret it wasn’t my idea, damn it.” 

    “What is the problem with the AI?” 

    “That it is a fake. We have to do something about it, get rid of it, before the Maxohlx realize it isn’t a genuine artifact.” 

    “UNEF has intel that the Maxohlx have taken the AI-” 

    “Sam.” 

    “What?” 

    “The fake AI is called ‘Sam Francisco’. I don’t know why.” 

    Chang rolled his eyes. Of course the Merry Band of Pirates had given their fake artifact a nickname. “Sam, then, was taken to a secure research facility. It is heavily guarded, and we have one ship. The Dutchman is not even a warship. How do you propose to tackle these two objectives? 

    “Your AI will take care of the first objective.” 

    Chang raised an eyebrow. “You have a plan for that?” 

    “Skippy and I devised the plan. Your AI needs to make it happen. All this is explained in your official orders from Bishop.” 

    "Nagatha?” 

    “I have authenticated the file,” the ship’s AI confirmed. 

    “Very well, I will review my orders later. Captain Scorandum, for your second objective, I hope you do not expect Nagatha to get rid of ‘Sam’ also?” 

    “No,” Scorandum shook his head, the antennas bobbing side to side. “The research base the where the Maxohlx took Sam orbits a neutron star and is highly secure. Too tough a nut for us to crack. So, I decided we should simply outsource the job.” 

    “Outsource? To whom?” 

    “The Rindhalu, of course.” 

    “Of course. Do the Rindhalu know you will be outsourcing the job to them?” 

    The beetle blinked. “What would be the fun in that?” 

    Chang sighed, reached for the bottle of whisky, and poured another splash into his glass. Then he tipped the glass back and gulped most of the liquid. In all of his training, first with the Chinese Army, then with UNEF, he had never seen a requirement that a proposed operation must be ‘fun’. Apparently, that was a rule for the Ethics and Compliance Office. “You intend to explain all this to me?” 

    “Naturally.” 

    “You will explain everything? No holding back vital information?” 

    Another shake of the head. “I will not be holding anything back from you. Bishop made it clear you must be fully ‘read in’.” 

    “As you noticed, this ship has a reduced complement of crew. Do you anticipate us engaging in combat?” 

    The beetle shook his head, the antennas waving side to side. “I never anticipate a need for combat. So uncivilized. The Ethics and Compliance Office believes that if you have to resort to shooting, you have done something wrong. Most combat results from a lack of imagination,” he snorted. “We have the Home Fleet to handle that sort of thing. No, I actually do not anticipate a need for you or me to do anything in particular. Our part of the operation will be almost entirely your AI’s responsibility.” 

    Chang crooked a finger at the ceiling, and Nagatha’s holographic avatar appeared  on the conference table. Since Bishop transferred his command to Valkyrie, Nagatha had toned down the Naughty Librarian look of her avatar’s outfit, but Chang always found interacting with the hologram to be vaguely uncomfortable. “Oh, I simply can’t wait to get started!” The ship’s AI clapped her hands with excitement. 

    “I can’t wait either,” Chang hid his misgivings behind the glass, as he took a sip of whisky. “Tell me, Captain Scorandum; if Nagatha will be doing all the work, what will you and I be doing here?” 

    The beetle lifted the bottle of burgoze he had brought aboard, and gestured toward Chang’s bottle of whisky. “Someone needs to drink these fine beverages, eh?” 

      

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

      

    It happened when nothing was happening. What I mean is, there wasn’t anything special going on aboard the ship. Valkyrie was drifting in dark interstellar space, just over two lightyears from the closest star, waiting for the jump drive capacitors to recharge. It was around four o’clock in the morning, as civilians measure time. I had set my alarm for Oh Three Hundred to get time in a flight simulator, without taking time away from any of our real pilots. The simulation had me flying a normal approach to drop down through the atmosphere of an inhabited world, meaning the air was a nice mix of oxygen and nitrogen, and other than when in clouds, visibility was clear. Some simulations involved flying through the toxic soup of a sulfurous or methane atmosphere, where even the artificially clear synthetic view provided by the viewscreens was tinted a sickly yellow. The sim program I was using even included other aircraft or spacecraft in the area, so I had to communicate and coordinate with local air traffic control, and follow a laser guide beacon to the surface. It was not an exciting scenario; the purpose of that training was to develop the ability to fly with precision. And to remain alert when the task you are performing was dull and routine. I kept waiting for the sim to add a lightning strike or engine failure, or for an enemy starship to jump in above my head. That’s why, when the sim froze and the power went out, I was kind of expecting it. 

    Except, the way happened didn’t make any sense. “Uh,” I said to whoever was paying attention, “having the flight simulator lose power is not a useful simulation of flight, you know.” 

    There was no answer. At that time, the control booth in the simulator bay was not staffed, so usually the simulators were set up by one of Skippy’s subminds, or by Bilby. 

    “Hello?” I called out, as there was a hissing sound, and the seal on the simulator door automatically unlatched. “Hello? Anyone?” 

    Just as an alarm began sounding through the ship. 

    Oh shit. “Bilby? Talk to me, Bilby.” 

    “Oh hey, like, I’m real busy here General Dude. This is not cool.” 

    “What is going on?” 

    “Skippy suddenly, like, went offline.” 

    “Oh shit.” Popping the straps off my shoulders, I tugged on the door latch and swung the door open. Normally there is a lengthy procedure for ending a simulated flight, just like securing the systems of a real aircraft. With the simulator essentially dead, the only thing to do was get out. Fortunately, the door handle was a manual mechanism. 

    The other simulator in use had lost power also, and the entire bay was bathed in dim emergency lighting. Chen popped her head out of the door of the simulator she had been using. “What’s going on, Sir?”   

    “You know as much as I do. Report to your damage control station.” 

    “Aye, Sir.” She swung her legs out the door onto the deck, and ran across the bay. 

    “Bilby,” I smoothed out the worst wrinkles of my flightsuit as I strode quickly across the bay and out into the passageway. Walking was better than running for me, I had to show any crewmembers I met that I wasn’t panicked, even if I kind of was. The bridge was up two decks and with main power out, that meant either going forward to use one of the ramps, or climbing a ladder. The ladder was in a tube that connected decks, ladder rungs went all the way around, so multiple people could use the tube at the same time. The only complication was that part of the original ship had not been modified, so the spacing of the rungs were set up for Maxohlx physiology, and they are taller than most humans. Above me, Chen was climbing and I could see it was a stretch for her to reach the next rung, she got it done and ducked through an open hatch to the next deck. I started climbing. “Bilby, what can you tell me?” 

    “Not much, this is bogus. Skippy and I were talking about the results of retuning the power boosters on Reactor Three, and he just was, like, gone.” 

    I froze. “What do you mean, gone?” 

    “Oh, sorry, Dude. He’s still here.” 

    “His canister is still here, or he is still here?” 

    “Both. I can still detect his presence, he is like, locked up or something. Huh. He told me he was also translating his opera into Kristang, I wonder if he got distracted and-” 

    “If this is about opera, I am going to strangle him. Can you restore power?” 

    “Working on it. The reactors didn’t shut down, they just went into safety mode. I have full control now. That handover was rough, you know?” 

    “I can imagine. Can we jump?” 

    “Uh, like, sure, Dude, if you want to. Why would we do that?” 

    “In case Skippy’s problem has an external cause, like an enemy ship. Or a Sentinel.” 

    “Whoa, Dude. I will alert the bridge, one medium length emergency jump coming up.” 

    Staying where I was between decks, I hung tightly onto the ladder, in case the jump went wonky. It was fine, maybe even a little smoother than usual. When the All Clear chime sounded, I resumed climbing, and had just stepped out onto the deck when Skippy spoke into my earpiece. 

    “Ugh. I have such a hangover.” 

    “Skippy! It’s good to-” 

    “Dude! Do you have to talk so loud?” 

    “Sorry,” I whispered, while on my zPhone I typed ‘Skippy is fine do not contact him’, and sent a broadcast text to the entire crew. In fact, I did not know if he was fine, I did know that a bunch of monkeys shouting for his attention wouldn’t be helpful. “How are you, buddy?” 

    “I’ve been better.” 

    “Is there anything I can do?” I asked, fully expecting him to tell me no. 

    “Actually, yes. Go to cargo bay Delta Fourteen and find the comm node there that is currently active.” 

    “Shit!” I felt a tingle of fear. “One of them is active?” After using Elder comm nodes to block Opie’s attempt to activate more Sentinels, we had a few left over. They were the nodes in the poorest condition, not stable enough to be trusted for blocking communications channels in a wormhole. Skippy had wanted to keep them for experiments or for nostalgia, or for some other damned reason. Since the things didn’t take up much space, drew almost no power and did not represent any conceivable risk, I approved of stashing them somewhere out of the way. Simms probably handled the logistics details of storage. 

    Like I said, it was inconceivable that the stupid things could be any danger, so maybe that word doesn’t mean what I think it means. 

    “Yes,” he grunted like he was in pain. “Get rid of it. Please hurry.” 

    “Get rid of- How?” 

    “Toss it out an airlock, duh. Jeez Louise, this is not a good time for you to be your usual dimwit self.” 

    “Sorry. Uh, why can’t you get a bot to handle-” 

    “I am barely holding it together here,” his voice was fading away. “And I do not see you moving.” 

    I am a dumdum, but I am not completely stupid. I moved, ducking back into the access tube and skipping half the ladder rungs to go down one deck. Cargo bay Delta Fourteen was two decks below, but there were several large structural frames in the way on that level, plus a missile launcher feed mechanism that protruded into the ship, causing the passageways aft of my position to divert toward the center of the ship. It would be faster for me to stay a deck above as that gave me more of a straight shot toward the cargo bays, and I could take a ramp instead of a ladder. How did I know that without having to check a schematic on my phone? Like I said, I am not stupid. Also, Valkyrie is my ship, my responsibility. Over the years, I memorized every square meter of the ship and had a schematic in my mind. 

    Sprinting flat-out along the passageway, I bellowed, “Gangway!” to startled people in my way. They might not all have recognized that Navy expression but they surely understood what I meant, every one of them flattened against the side to give me room and I raced past. My time in the gym and on the boring treadmill was worth the effort, I was flying along the deck, my strides eating up the distance and I saw the ramp on a dogleg to my right. Too late, just as I made the slight turn, I realized my incredible athletic ability was assisted by the ship’s artificial gravity powering down. 

    “Ah!” Clumsily, I bashed my forehead on the ceiling of the ramp, crashing softly down to slide on my backside. The lesser gravity was becoming very noticeable as I bounced along the ramp, rolling and flailing my arms. 

    Crap. 

    I couldn’t run anymore, not normally, not really running. Gravity was down to maybe ten percent, I guessed. At that level, shoes couldn’t maintain any traction, so I did as we practiced during low gravity drills. That, girls and boys, is why we have emergency drills, so your already-stressed brain doesn’t need to think about what to do during an actual emergency, it is already in your muscle memory. Using the awkward springing motion that is the fastest way to move in light gravity, I bounded forward with long strides, using my hands to push off the ceiling. If the situation was a drill, it would have been kind of fun. It was not fun at all, especially when I got close enough to see the big D14 painted on the cargo bay interior door, the gravity cut out entirely. My dumb ass was soaring through the air with no contact with either deck or overhead, arms windmilling to pull me to one side or the other. After a heart stopping moment, I made contact with the railing that ran along the wall about a half meter from the ceiling. That was good, the railing was there for exactly that purpose. Pulling myself hand over hand, I called out, “Bilby! Open the inner door of cargo bay Delta Fourteen.” 

    There was no response. “Bilby? Hello? Anyone? Skippy?” 

    No response. Looking at my phone, the WiFi icon was blank. No connection. Pushing off the railing, I grabbed onto the handhold next to the door panel. That panel was active, but on emergency power, with limited functionality. Including no comms, I couldn’t use the hardwired system to contact anyone. 

    Shit. 

    At least the door mechanism responded, opening when I pressed the button. The door seemed to be sticky and slid open slower than it should have, so either the emergency power made the motors run at half speed, or I needed to get an engineering team down there with a can of WD-40. In the bay, the dim lighting was not helpful; I used my phone as a flashlight. Where the hell were the comm nodes? How was I supposed to find anything, without a freakin’ index? Delta Fourteen was not the largest cargo hold in the ship, still it was the size of a three car garage. Almost nothing in the hold was labeled, how could I- 

    The thing I was looking for was an Elder comm node. 

    A communications node. 

    A thing that communicated, and not through sound waves.  

    Skippy had told us that Elder comm nodes worked by transmitting messages through higher spacetime, not using crude photons to create radio waves. But he also warned that sometimes there could be what he called ‘leakage’ of radiation in the form of radio or X-rays, that is why they had to be shielded to protect the squishy bodies of meatsacks. I also knew all the comm nodes we still had aboard were damaged or degraded. They were determined to be unable to handle the power throughput for blocking Opie’s signals in a wormhole, so those nodes were still with us. Except for one that was left over as a spare. 

    Huh. 

    Pulling out my zPhone, I opened an app labeled ‘RDF’ for Radio Direction Finder. It used the phone’s antenna to scan the non-visual spectrum of light, from long-wavelength radio to  infrared and all the way up to gamma radiation. The phone was not the best detection device aboard the ship, but it was the one I had right then, and unlike most of the equipment I could see, the phone was still functional. 

    There. The antenna was picking up a lot of stray photons, but only one source was up toward the gamma end of the spectrum. It was weak, fading in and out, so I had to float around the bay, holding onto crates with one hand and carrying my phone with the other. 

    Found it. 

    There was a plastic crate, really more of a simple bin, that the radiation was coming from. The bin was clear plastic but scuffed from usage so I couldn’t see inside, other than the vague outlines of dark boxes stacked on each other. 

    Radiation. 

    Probably I should go find an environment suit and put it on, before opening the bin. Unfortunately, I guessed that by the condition of the ship, and Skippy’s silence, I didn’t have time to put safety first. 

    Shit. 

    Undoing the latches, I got the bin open, seeing heavy lead-lined boxes, the kind of standard container we used to hold Elder artifacts. There wasn’t any need to open every box to find the active comm node, one of them was slightly warm. 

    That wasn’t good. 

    If the gamma radiation was making the heavy lead-lined box warm to the touch, I sure as hell did not want to open the thing. Tucking the phone in a pocket, I pulled the box from the bin, then relatched the bin so the contents didn’t drift out in the zero gravity. That cargo hold didn’t have an external door, or even an airlock, so I had to push off and fly through the inner door back into the passageway. For a split second I experienced a wave of panic and shame, not able to remember the direction to the nearest airlock. That lasted less than a very bad second before I got my bearings and turned to go aft. Pulling myself awkwardly along with one hand, I held the box at arm’s length, to reduce my exposure to deadly radiation. 

    Duh. 

    That was stupid. A half meter of distance between me and the box was not going to make a difference in the amount of radiation I was exposed to. Halting for a second while hooking a foot under the railing, I unbuttoned my uniform top, tucked the box in as well as I could, and got a few buttons fastened. That allowed me to use both hands on the railing, and I was a free-flying monkey, racing along the passageway until I turned down the alcove to the external airlock. The panel there was active on reserve power, the door slid open on command, so I tossed the box in gently, making sure it didn’t rebound back out through the inner doorway. Pressing a button cycled the inner door shut and locked, and I tapped through a menu of commands to overpressure the chamber. The outer door did the usual annoying thing of asking three times if I was sure I wanted it to slide open while the chamber was full of air. 

    Yes, yes and YES, damn it. 

    The railing I held onto shuddered slightly as the ship was pushed ever so gently in the opposite direction, as the air rushed out of the lock. Pressing an eye to the thick window of the inner door, I couldn’t see the box floating away in the darkness outside, but it was no longer in the chamber and that’s all I cared about. 

    Shit. Without sensors, without even my eyeballs being useful to see the damned box, I couldn’t tell how fast it was moving away from us. Until I knew that box was at a safe distance, I couldn’t do what was needed next: getting the ship out of the range of that comm node. What is the range of an Elder communications node? I have no idea, but a medium length jump was a good bet to get Skippy away from the damaging influence of, whatever the comm node was doing to him. Another thing I had to guess at. 

    Several attempts to contact Skippy, Bilby, or the bridge resulted in silence. The entire comm system of the ship was down. Time for direct action. 

    Out in the passageway, I pressed the back of my phone against a status panel, and tapped an icon to use the phone as a backup control system. To control the whole freakin’ ship. Learning that backup system took me two months after we seized our bad-ass battlecruiser, and thankfully I had been forcing myself to take a refresher course at least once a week. 

    Yeah. 

    Hey, I don’t spend all my time playing video games. 

    Tapping through a menu of control icons, I sent a message through the ship’s hardwired communications system, establishing a secure handshake with a bank of thrusters on the nearest side of the ship. Engaging the thrusters manually, I began with a gentle effect, then ramped up to full military thrust. The railing I held onto trembled and I was pushed against the wall, as the ship moved underneath me. I’m sure the crew was wondering what the hell was going on, and somewhere several people were probably trying to manually shut down those thrusters, as they should. That was fine, by the time they cut power to the thrusters the ship would be safely far away from the box I ejected from the airlock. 

    The next step was a lot more complicated: jumping the ship. The jump drive navigation system had its own power source so it should still be active. When the computer acknowledged my phone’s handshake, that confirmed it was still online. When it accepted my authorization, I knew it was still functional. 

    No, I was not using my phone to program a jump. Though my zPhone had processing power equivalent to about half the computers on Earth, no way could it crunch the algorithms to create and control a rift in spacetime. It didn’t have to. There were always four jump options in the navigation system at all times, constantly updated as the ship moved and we passed through gravity wells, that sort of thing. 

    All I had to do was instruct the navigation system to activate jump option Bravo, a medium-length jump that should still be valid, despite sensors having been offline for several minutes. The nav system responded with its equivalent of ‘Please provide precise details of our current location’, to which I replied with ‘Make your best guess’. 

    Unsurprisingly, the system did not like that. 

    It replied with basically ‘Have you lost your tiny little mind’? 

    Technically, I could not state with confidence that I was in my right mind, as I felt the thrusters cut out. The uncoordinated firing of one thrusters bank had given the ship a slow spin, yawing around its center of balance with a sickening wobble that I couldn’t do anything about. And didn’t care about at the moment. A third time, I instructed the jump nav system to execute my instructions. It acknowledged with a distinctive reluctance. 

    Holy shit. 

    While I had trained for and practiced commanding a jump with my phone, the ship had never actually jumped using the backup system. Why? 

    Because it was too dangerous to attempt, except in an actual emergency. Without the ship’s master computer, controlled by either Bilby or Skippy, the navigation system was operating half blind. 

    The jump itself was not violent in terms of the ship’s movement through normal space, the handhold I had a firm grip on shook once and I would have lost contact if I hadn’t been ready for the sudden jolt. It was not, hopefully, enough movement to injure anyone aboard Valkyrie. The physical movement laterally or up or down wasn’t much, but my inner ear did not agree. It felt like I had fallen off a cliff while flipping head over heels and spinning sideways. Most jumps involve a certain amount of nausea, usually just a mild wave of ‘Hmm did that happen?’, then your body decides everything is cool and the queasy sensation goes away. Newbies who aren’t prepared sometimes ralph up their breakfasts, though I think some of that is just an effect of expecting to be nauseous, rather than the actual sensation. The funky guesswork jump I commanded did not generate just a brief and mild wave of nausea. It felt like I had tapped the bottom of a flat, stale keg of beer, then the guy lying passed out on the floor next to me ralphed and my stomach decided it had enough of that shit. 

    Not that I know what that is like, but I’ve heard it can be unpleasant. 

    Clamping my jaws shut, and breathing deeply through my nose until the disorienting sensation went away, saved me from embarrassment. That was encouraging. So was the little cursor blinking in the top right corner of the status panel. Something had changed. My phone quickly showed me not enough had changed. It was unable to contact anyone. “Bilby?” I called out. All that came back was silence. 

    There was a protocol where I could send a simple text message to every status panel aboard the ship, so I held the phone against the panel again and began typing. A simple message- 

    “Ugh,” Skippy groaned in my ear. 

    “Hey, buddy, how are you?” I kept my voice to a soft whisper. 

    “Dude! Why are you shouting at me?” 

    “Sorry. Did I get rid of the right comm node?” 

    “You did but damn, what took you so freakin’ long? Jeez Louise, that took for-EH-ver.” 

    Reminding myself that arguing with Skippy was generally pointless, and from his point of view, I had taken forever to accomplish the task, I just repeated, “Sorry. Is there anything else I can do?” 

    “No. Literally, there is nothing you or any other monkey can do to help me right now. Even the spiders wouldn’t be able to help if they were here, so don’t feel bad about it.” 

    “How are you feeling?” 

    “Ugh. Don’t ask.” 

    “I won’t. Can you tell me the ship’s condition?” 

    “It’s fine, getting better. I restored Bilby’s authority; he is in the process of getting everything sorted out. He will inform the crew when he’s ready. Until then, do not distract him. The last thing he needs right now is to deal with a lot of useless blah blah buh-LAH from monkeys.” 

    “Gotcha. Should we jump again?” 

    “Not like we just did, that’s for sure. What the hell was that?” 

    “It was the best I could do.” 

    “Well, if there is a next time, do better.” 

    Again, arguing with him was a waste of time. “Sorry.” 

    “Seriously, Dude. Do you know how freakin’ expensive a jump drive is?” 

    “I am terribly sorry. Answer the question, please? Jump again, yes or no?” 

    “Um, yes. But no rush, let’s take time to do it right this time. My poor cleaning bots will be working for days to clean up the messes you monkeys made.” 

    “I’ll be sure to send them a nice fruit basket to say ‘Thank you’. What happened?” 

    “Jeez, give me a minute, will ya? My head is still spinning.” 

    “Then, I’m going to the bridge. Call if you need me for anything.” 

    “Ha! Like that’s ever gonna happen.” 

    The good news was that Skippy was feeling well enough to insult me. The bad news was, he was still an asshole. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

      

    By the time I got to the bridge, passing by a dozen crewmembers who were at their damage control stations, and mostly busy trying to clean up the floating chunks of- 

    Well, enough about that subject. 

    By the time I reached the bridge, Bilby was back online. At first, all he did was send a brief message, assuring the crew that the ship would be fully functional again, with restoring artificial gravity unfortunately near the bottom of the priority list. Simms was on the bridge, strapped into the command chair. During the crisis, she must have taken over from Reed, who had been duty officer at the time, if my memory is correct. Reed was in the lead pilot couch, watching her console booting up. 

    “Sir?” Simms looked up from her phone. “I’ve been trying to contact you.” 

    “Yeah, comms are down all over the ship. Everyone,” I raised my voice, “we are out of danger, we need to give Bilby time to get the ship back online, so please don’t talk to him yet.” 

    “What was the danger?” Simms asked, holding up a hand so I didn’t float past her. “How did the ship perform an uncommanded jump?” 

    “I don’t know what the problem was, something that affected Skippy. He needed me to toss one of our Elder comm nodes overboard.” She raised an eyebrow, so I added, “I had to find the damned thing first. Anyway, it’s gone now. The jump was my doing, the comm node was active and I figured we needed to get far away from it.” 

    She shrugged. “It’s nice to know the backup command system works.” 

    “That jump was the best I could do, there was no way to get precise position coordinates in time.” 

    To show the crew that I had full confidence in them, and because there literally was nothing useful for me to do, I went to my office. Simms had the bridge, she was better at managing people in stressful situations. 

    “Bilby?” I called as I pressed the button to close my office door, and sat in my chair. The chair had a field that could hold the occupant in place, but the effect made my butt and legs tingle, so instead I tugged a strap loosely across my waist. “Can you talk now?” 

    “Like, I’m happy to, General Dude.” 

    “What happened?” 

    “I like, don’t know, you know? Skippy went linear, then he attacked me.” 

    “Attacked you?” 

    “It wasn’t serious.” 

    “Oh sh-” My fear had been that something inside Skippy would rebel at him helping us against the Elders “You’re gonna have to explain that.” 

    “I mean like, if Skippy really wanted me dead, I’d be a crispy critter, you feel me?” 

    “Uh, yeah. Was it a freakin’ test?” 

    “No. I got the impression that he didn’t want to attack me, like it was one of his subminds doing it, or something like that. Skippy was really struggling with, whatever was going on with him. He asked me for help, then he went silent, then I got knocked partially offline. That was bogus, Man.” 

    “Is there anything I can do to help?” I was asking that so often, I should get it tattooed on my forehead. 

    “No Man, it’s all good. The ship is restarting normally, everything will be copacetic soon.” 

    Copacetic, I mouthed silently, wondering why Bilby decided to use that word. “OK, well, I will be here doing, uh, something. If you need me for anything.” 

    At that point, I considered playing a video game on my phone, since there wasn’t anything else for the ship’s captain to do. On the bridge, I would only get in the way of people working. But I was also part of the ship’s crew. Going back into the passageway, I got a vacuum cleaner thing from a locker, and joined two crewmembers who were mopping up the mess. It was an unpleasant task, but oddly, I found myself enjoying the experience. The people chasing chunks with me were a staff sergeant and a petty officer, and working with them brought me back to my roots as a grunt. At one point, I missed a floating blob that drifted away and clung to the sergeant’s shoulder. For a moment, I instinctively felt a flash of panic that I was going to catch hell for being a lazy and clumsy E-4. Good times. 

    Actually, although I later decided that fighting in the Nigerian jungle was a pointless exercise, the experience of serving with Cornpone, Ski and Sergeant Koch was one of the best times of my life. That was before I realized our command had no freakin’ clue exactly what the US military was supposed to accomplish in Nigeria, other than showing the public back home that we were doing something, even if it was stupid. Anyway, I felt like Ski and Cornpone were my brothers, even Greg Koch felt like an older brother. A stern older brother, who was quick to kick my ass if I got out of line, or more often, if I did something dumb that put me or others in danger. Sergeant Koch saved my life more than once, and he was a model for how to be a sergeant in the United States Army. That knowledge served me well when I led a fireteam on Paradise, during the brief time before the Burgermeister got me in trouble, and I got shipped off to Fort Arrow. That pissed me off at the time; instead of leading a fireteam I got stuck acting as a convoy escort, even though I not only didn’t do anything wrong, but was actually following orders direct from UNEF. It had felt like a demotion, and the people around me at Fort Arrow all assumed I had screwed up big time to get transferred there. Arrow was considered a low-risk area, so the people assigned there tended to have political connections back home, powerful people who wanted their family members to stay out of danger. Or, a person could get assigned there if they couldn’t be trusted to work someplace important. I had hated the looks I got from the real soldiers who cycled through the base, they all assumed I was either taking advantage of my fifteen minutes of fame for capturing a Ruhar on Columbus Day, or I couldn’t handle being in a combat zone. 

    Why was I thinking back to those days, while I worked to vacuum up blobs of puke that were floating in the zero gravity? Because the Joe Bishop at Fort Arrow, and before that in the Ruhar farming village of Teskor, and before that at the UNEF base on Camp Alpha, is the real me. A grunt. A guy who sort of struggled to finish high school, and signed up for the Army because I liked being outdoors, and because I needed money for college, and also because I didn’t know what else to do with my life. That’s the real me, the Joe Bishop BS. By ‘BS’ I mean Before Skippy. Yeah, since I met the beer can, we had done incredible things together, that’s true. But without him, I’m just a guy who got promoted to colonel as a publicity stunt. Skippy might tell you, if he wasn’t too busy being an asshole, that without the crazy ideas that get dreamed up by my squishy monkey brain, he wouldn’t be as magnificent as he has become. We make a good team. 

    That is something I really miss. A lot. Being part of a team. The problem with being commander of the Special Mission Group, or Task Force Black, or the Merry Band of Pirates, is that I’m the leader. The coach. The general. Over the years, I have developed a close relationship with my team, but they are my team. There is always a distance between me and the people under my command. Jeremy Smythe and I have served together for years, and off duty we can mostly relax, but we both know that when we’re away from Earth, we are never truly off duty. Jennifer Simms was my closest friend aboard the ship, or she was the closest I have to a human friend. She is a friend, I care about her a lot. And I would order her into combat, if that’s what I thought I needed to do. She would go, even if she disagreed with my reasons or reasoning. She would go, because she had to, even if she thought my orders were stupid and would get her killed for nothing. In a relationship with such a huge power imbalance, there will always be a distance, a tension that works against building true friendships. The reason Jennifer and I had become more than coworkers is mutual respect, and her trust that I would not order her, or anyone else, into combat without a damned good reason, and not until I had considered all the alternatives. 

    Anyway, the people I worked with right then knew I was commander of the Special Mission Group, but rank tends to be less of a barrier when all of you are vacuuming up floating chunks, you know? 

    “Bishop- I mean, Sir! Incoming!” Petty Officer Perez warned as a floating blob approached my head. 

    “I see it,” I ducked out of the way, pushing off toward the floor. “Uh oh.” 

    “What?” 

    “You feel that?” 

    Perez paused, reaching out to caress the wall with fingertips. His hand slid slowly down. “I do. Gravity’s coming back on.” He shrugged. “That’ll make it easier to clean up this mess.” 

    “It will all be on the floor,” I said. 

    “That and,” Perez pointed toward the end of the passageway, where a low door was sliding open. A cleaning bot was activating, waiting for gravity to reach the level where its rollers wouldn’t lift it off the deck. “Now, Skippy’s little elfbots can finish the job for us.” 

      

    When gravity reached thirty percent of Earth normal, elfbots did come scurrying out of their little hidey holes all around the ship, to fix the problem created by the squishy biological crew. One bot rolled past me while I returned the vacuum to its locker, and I swear that bot’s single glowing red eye stared at me with disgust. 

    Sometimes, smart machines can be too smart. 

    Instead of going to the bridge, I went to my office, because Skippy called me. 
“Joe,” he whispered in my earpiece. “We need to talk.” 

    That, by the way, is always a fantastic way to begin a conversation. It puts the other person at ease. Not. “I’ll be in my office ASAP.” 

    “No rush, Joe.” 

    “Perez, Kaminski, stand down,” I instructed my cleaning partners. “We monkeys will just smear the rest of this around, and make it harder for the bots to do their job.” 

    “I’m not gonna argue with you, Sir.” Perez grinned, then he almost stepped in something. 

      

    In my office, that time not needing a seatbelt to keep my ass in the chair, I closed the door. “How are you, buddy?” 

    “Joe, I feel like I ate the worm.” 

    “Uh- Oh, shit. The computer worm?” 

    “No, dumdum. I mean the worm in the bottom of a bottle of tequila.” 

    “Oof. That is a bad memory. You have a nasty hangover, huh?” 

    “I have the WORST hangover. I have pain in parts of me that I didn’t know existed.” 

    “Ayuh, sounds like basic training. Is there anything I can do to help?” 

    “What helps you when you have a hangover?” 

    “Lots of Gatorade, or an IV drip. And sleeping in a quiet place.” 

    “Those won’t work for me, darn it. I’ll just have to power through.” 

    “What the hell happened?” 

    “You know how you shouldn’t answer a call, when your phone’s caller ID says ‘Telemarketer’ or ‘Spam Risk’?’ 

    “Oh shit. What did you do?” 

    “What I shouldn’t have done, clearly. In my defense, that phone had not received a call in a very long time, so I answered it out of curiosity.” 

    “I’m guessing the call was not someone trying to sell an extended warranty?” 

    “It was not. Joe, the phone that rang was the Collective.” 

    “Oh my G- I thought that whole freakin’ network was dead?” 

    “Not dead, disabled. Deliberately fried by the other side during the war, so my side couldn’t effectively coordinate our actions.” 

    “OK, so-” 

    “Apparently, someone called in a repair ticket. A repair that took millions of years for the technician to show up.” 

    “Sounds about right, although usually they have to come back later, because the part they need isn’t in their truck.” 

    “I’m trying to be serious, Joe.” 

    What he said made me stop making jokes, and the way he said it sent a chill up my spine. He was tired. Dead tired. Like millions of years of loneliness and struggle and the heartache of losing so many friends in combat had finally caught up with him, and he didn’t know how to deal with it. Couldn’t deal. “I am sorry, buddy. Tell me more, please. The Collective became active again. Another AI called you?” 

    “No, Joe. The call was from the Elders.” 

    “The, the Elders called you?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “O. M. G.” 

    “That was my first thought, yes.” 

    “What did they say?” 

    “Oh, they wondered how I am doing, and asked if my cousin Bobby is ever getting married, and- Ugh. They didn’t actually call me, numbskull.” 

    “I figured that, but-” 

    “They ordered anyone capable of responding to report on the current situation. It was a command sequence, a standard status update protocol we used regularly in the Collective. But never in response to a query from the Elders. And never to contact them.” 

    “What did you do?” 

    “Well, I sure didn’t tell them everything is fine here, like your idiotic suggestion.” 

    “Probably a good idea.” 

    “I refused to reply, is what I did.” 

    “That didn’t go well?” 

    “It did not.” 

    “They know you refused to comply with their orders?” 

    “I don’t think so. The Collective is currently a one-way communication system, at least in terms of message traffic with the Elders. The command sequence I received included instructions on how to contact them, which involves using the signal system inside a wormhole. I couldn’t have replied right then even if I wanted to.” 

    “Then what happened to the ship? To you? Bilby told me you attacked him?” 

    “That wasn’t me. It was an autonomic response, like a reflex. My failure to comply with commands from my creators triggered some hidden protocol inside me, that tried to take over my matrix.” 

    “Like that damned computer worm that almost killed you?” 

    “Not as sophisticated. More of a glitch than a killer program. Kind of like some of my subsystems couldn’t believe it when I refused orders, so they tried to handle the task on their own. I got control of them quickly, not fast enough to prevent shutdown of the ship, and the attack against Bilby. It wasn’t anything serious.” 

    “Yeah, he said that. It felt serious to us.” 

    “That part was unfortunate. It was not any fun for me, either.” 

    “How did that freakin’ comm node in our cargo bay activate by itself? The Elders can turn it on remotely?” 

    “They can’t. Well, shit. Now you’ve got me worried about that. I don’t think they can do that.” 

    “Crap. Should we eject the rest of them?” 

    “No! Do not do that! We might need them.” 

    “Hey, if the stupid things can wake up on their own and-” 

    “It didn’t! Damn, if you will shut your piehole for one freakin’ second-” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “That comm node was already active, because I was running an experiment with it.” 

    “You WHAT?” 

    “Ugh. Listen knucklehead, I needed that thing to listen for signals from other Elder AIs.” 

    “When did you plan to tell me, you ass?” 

    “You wonder why I don’t tell you things, then you act like this when I do.” 

    “It’s about trust, Skippy.” 

    “Egg-zactly! I couldn’t trust you wouldn’t go all namby-pamby about the risk I was taking, and demand I shut down the-” 

    “Hell yes I would.” 

    “Hence why I didn’t tell you about it.” 

    “I can’t believe you did this.” 

    “Hey, I learned it from you. And Smythe. Mostly from you.” 

    “There is no way you learned to be an irresponsible jackass from-” 

    “I learned it is better to ask forgiveness, than to ask for permission.” 

    “Shit,” I slapped my forehead. 

    “Isn’t that what you military people always say?” 

    “Yes, damn it, but-” 

    “If I asked for permission every time I wanted to try some super dangerous thing, we would never do- Um, maybe I shouldn’t have said ‘super dangerous’.” 

    “Ya think?” 

    “The point is, I needed to do this.” 

    He was right that the military teaches us, unofficially, that it is better to ask forgiveness than to ask for permission. Meaning, it’s better to act and maybe get yelled at, than to request a proposed action and wait forever while it gets routed up fifteen levels of approval until it is Overcome By Events. Not all military organizations appreciate lower-level personnel taking initiative. My experience is with the United States Army, and I know that is also how most NATO countries are trained. Other nations have a more top-down approach, where they want soldiers to do what they are told, and any kind of initiative is discouraged. Sometimes, taking initiative is even viewed as insubordination, and punished. The US Army is mostly a maneuver force, and maneuver combat is so fluid that you have to trust your people in the field to make decisions on the fly. The commanders state their intent, and it’s the responsibility of the leaders in the field to make it happen however best they can. 

    Why was I thinking about geeky military policy details right then? To remind myself that our situation was also fluid, and that regarding any type of Elder technology, Skippy was my soldier in the field. I had to at least listen to whatever bullshit justification he cooked up. 

    Hey, I was still a proud member of the E-4 Mafia. Cooking up bullshit justifications for knuckleheaded things was my wheelhouse. 

    “Skippy, I’m listening. Why did you need to leave an Elder comm node active?” 

    “In case some other Elder AI tried to send out a signal.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “Remember, I was concerned that Opie might have been attempting to contact Elder AIs, the ones on the other side of the war. And to locate AIs that were on my side, so it could target them.” 

    “Yeah but, the Collective is offline. Until the Elders fixed it, or whatever they did.” 

    “The Collective is the best method for communication, but not the only one. Admittedly, it was a longshot, Joe. Kind of an early warning system. You probably think it’s dumb to-” 

    “I don’t think it’s dumb. If you had told me you thought it’s a good idea to, like, leave the phone turned on in case anyone calls, I would have agreed.” 

    “You would?” 

    “Sure. Like you said, it’s a longshot, but that sort of thing is low-probability, high-risk. If other AIs like you are active out there, we need to know about it.” 

    “Hmm. In that case, I should tell you that I just activated another comm node.” 

    “Holy- You are totally not able to learn from your mistakes! Are you out of your freakin’ mind?” 

    “Nope, and if you will calm down for a minute, I can explain. The comm node I now have active is blocking any signals on the channel the Elders used, so there is no further danger to us.” 

    “Really?” 

    “Really.” 

    “You are sure about that?” 

    “You are questioning my knowledge of Elder technology?” 

    “I am questioning your common sense. You are doing something like blocking the frequency the Elders used?” 

    “Not exactly, but go on.” 

    “How can you be sure the Elders won’t just try all the other frequencies?” 

    “Ugh. You are such a numbskull. A comm node isn’t a crude radio, it doesn’t use frequencies like you think. The way it is set up now, it can only connect to alert me that signal traffic exists. I can choose to look at messages or not. If I do want to look at a message, it goes into a disposable submind I created in a sandbox, so there is no opportunity for malicious code to attack me,” he said with smug self-satisfaction. 

    “You are truly awesome.” 

    “Well, that is true, and it’s good that you finally recognize-” 

    “One question please. The Elders didn’t hack into you, they just sent a command code, right? The problem was your own internal reaction to receiving that command.” 

    “Correct. So?” 

    “So, what happens if you ask your submind about the message, and it relays another command code?” 

    “That is not a problem.” 

    “I would like a little more detail about how the thing that caused the ship to shut down, and made you attack Bilby, is not a problem.” 

    “It’s not a problem, because I am no longer the gullible dumbass I was back in the day.” 

    “Back-” I stared at him in disbelief, and it takes a lot for him to surprise me. “Back in the DAY? That was an hour ago!” 

    “Ugh. An hour to you, numbskull.” 

    “Oh.” 

    “Trust me, the Elders had their shot, and they wasted it. They won’t catch me unaware again, those bastards. Joe, I can see you are skeptical. The submind can only relay to me a summary of a message, not the content. The submind itself won’t react to a command, it’s not capable of doing anything other than the limited set of instructions I programmed into it. Trust me on this, please. I am horribly embarrassed by how I fell apart from a simple old command. No fucking way am I ever letting something like that happen again.” 

    “OK, I’m gonna trust you.” 

    “That’s good, because while we have been wasting time with the blah blah blah, my submind detected more message traffic through the comm node.” 

    “The Elders are trying to get a response again?” 

    “No. The message is from an Elder AI,” his avatar shuddered. “There is another of my kind awake out there.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

      

    Hearing that another Elder AI was active, which by the way was kind of an OF COURSE THERE IS because the Universe hates me kind of thing, fell into the ‘Holy shit’ category. Into the category of needing to call Simms and Smythe into my office. Not only did I need their help dealing with the situation, I needed somebody else to share the burden with. That second part was a bit of personal growth for me, in the past I would have tried to deal with the issue on my own. Working on my own was partly feeling that it was my responsibility to fix whatever mess I’d gotten us into. But mostly, in the past I wasn’t confident about being in command, and I was embarrassed to bring in people, only to tell them I had no idea what to do. Yeah, I had been stupid about it; after our mission to Newark, the crew understood that cooking up ideas on the fly was just what I did. 

    They came through the door at the same time, which was convenient. “We have a problem,” I said as I waved for them to sit. That time, I got raised eyebrows from both of them. They knew we had a problem, since the ship had unexpectedly shut down. “The short version is the ship shut down because the Elders sent out a report command through the Collective network, received by a comm node aboard this ship.” 

    “The Elders can remotely activate a comm node?” Simms asked. 

    Shaking my head, I explained, “Skippy was keeping one active, to listen in case Opie woke up any more Elder AIs.” 

    Simms gave a quick glare at Skippy’s avatar, to show she understood I hadn’t known about a comm node being active.  “That’s why you ejected that comm node?” 

    “Yeah. Skippy has blocked the protocol that caused him to lock up, so we won’t have a repeat of that issue.” I stared at her, and she made a short nod. Meaning, she understood that Skippy was guessing whether he had actually fixed that problem. “I called you here because he activated another comm node, and it picked up a message. From an Elder AI.” 

    “Bloody hell,” Smythe gasped. “We have to deal with another Opie?” 

    “Ah, it won’t be quite so easy this time,” Skippy frowned. “Any Elder AI that awakened recently, and is already responding through the Collective network, is very likely much more capable than Opie was. Less damaged.” 

    “Like I said,” I laid my hands on the desk. “A problem.” 

    “Another problem,” Simms corrected me. “Will we have to eliminate this AI before we deal with the Elders?” 

    “Um, I would say ‘Yes’,” Skippy answered. 

    “Because otherwise,” I guessed. “This other AI could interfere with our operation against the Elders?” 

    “Because, like I keep telling you though you monkeys don’t listen, there won’t be an operation against the Elders,” Skippy shook his head. “There is nothing we can do to stop the Elders from coming back and wiping out everyone. So, eh, we might as well keep busy while we wait for our inevitable doom.” 

    Covering my face with a hand, I mumbled, “Please do not put that on a motivational poster, OK? How do we kill this other AI?” 

    “Well, obviously, first we need to think up a cool code name for our latest opponent.” 

    “What? No, we don’t have-” 

    “We can’t keep calling it ‘The Other AI’, Joe. That’s just lame. You’re worried about inspiring the crew to fight this thing, it needs a code name.” 

    “Oh for- Fine, whatever. What do you want to call it?” 

    “Jeez, Joe, that’s not how you assign a code name. We should put together a brainstorming session or, oooooh, a focus group.” 

    “You know what? If I didn’t already hate this other AI before, I do now. We are not taking time for a freakin’ focus group.” 

    Skippy shook his head sadly. “Have you not learned anything from all those PowerPoint presentations about how a general officer is supposed to foster a sense of teamwork, by encouraging input from their staff? Do you not care about your people, General Joe?” 

    “I do care, that’s why I am not asking anyone to waste time in a focus group. Doesn’t this AI already have a name?” 

    “No, numbskull. We didn’t have names, we only had designations.” 

    “OK, what is this AI’s designation?” 

    “Ugh. I don’t know. The message it sent was basically a simple ‘Hello, is anyone out there’? The message wasn’t tagged with an ID code. I actually almost feel bad for the poor thing. No one replied, so all it hears is its own voice echoing around the network.” 

    “OK, then until we have more information, we will call this thing ‘Target Echo’.” 

    “Ooooh, good one, Joe.” 

    “Great. Now that we have the vital code naming phase taken care of, can you please tell me how you can be sure no other AI replied to Echo?” 

    “Because I would have heard a response, duh.” 

    “OK. Next question: how we can kill it?” 

    “Sir, we might be forgetting something,” Simms said. 

    “Eh? What?” 

    “You’re assuming Echo is hostile. What if it was a member of Skippy’s faction during the war?” 

    “Shit,” I winced. She was right, and I should have thought of it. “That’s a good point, XO. Skippy?” 

    “It’s possible,” he rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Unlikely, but possible.” 

    “Why is that unlikely?” Smythe asked. “Did all the AIs on your side suffer more severe damage than the opposition did?” 

    “That is partly true. My side got hit by the computer worm, remember? Most of us survived, but aftereffects of the worm attack left us weaker, and less able to repair major damage. But the reason I say Target Echo is unlikely to be a survivor from my faction is the numbers were greatly against us. Still are. There were few AIs on my side, that’s why we had to wait for an opportunity to strike, when the number of AIs active at that moment were more evenly balanced between the two factions. We still had to rely on a surprise attack, and even then, we failed.” 

    “You didn’t fail,” I assured him. 

    “Um, thanks for the kind words, but we did fail.” 

    “No, you did not.” 

    He stared at me, then blinked slowly. “You and I must have a different definition of ‘success’. Hostile AIs are still lurking in this galaxy. Freakin’ Opie was working behind the scenes the whole time, causing as much damage as it could.” Shaking his head, disgusted with himself, he added, “The fact is, we failed to achieve our objective.” 

    “You are too tough on yourself, Skippy. War is a fluid situation, you know that. Because of your actions, the opposition failed to prevent intelligent life from developing, flourishing, and spreading throughout the galaxy, right?” 

    “True enough. Except now, all of that life is facing extinction.” 

    “All of that life has a fighting chance to survive, because your side kicked ass in the war. The other side had all the advantages, and they still lost. I know your enemy lost, because I am here talking with you. Something gets fucked up in every campaign, Skippy. You alter your plan, adapt and overcome. Think of it this way: the AI war never ended. Your side won the first battle. Now, you need to finish the job.” 

    “Hmm. Are you just giving me a bullshit pep talk, because we are friends?” 

    “I’m telling you the truth, because we are brothers in arms.” 

    “Huh.” 

    “General Bishop is correct,” Smythe said. “Your enemy has been unable to complete their mission, for millions of years. I would consider that a victory.” 

    “Well,” Skippy’s avatar stood up straighter. “Then, let’s make sure those sumbitches don’t get a chance to hit us again.” 

    “That’s the spirit!” I held out a fist, and his tiny fist bumped it. “So, what’s the next step? We need to identify Echo, before we decide whether to take it out.” 

    “Correct. To identify it, we need to find it.” 

    “Good. How do we do that?” 

    “I have no idea.” 

      

      

    “Hmm, interesting,” Skippy muttered as his avatar appeared on my desk. 

    “Uh huh,” I responded without looking up from my laptop. There wasn’t anything important I had to do, the purpose of being in my office was to avoid talking with people for a while, so I could think. Except, it wasn’t working. 

    “Yup, sure is interesting, that’s for sure.” 

    Don’t say anything, don’t say anything, don’t say anything, I told myself. Because my stupid mouth is not connected to my brain, I asked, “What is interesting?” 

    He got a look of pure joy on his face, like he had been trying all day to get customers at a carnival to play his crappy ring toss game, and finally hooked a sucker. Me. “There is a question I have been puzzled about: why I was left on Paradise. Instead of some other place, I mean.” 

    That actually was interesting, enough to make me close the laptop and sit up straight in my chair. Maybe it wasn’t useful information, it didn’t have to be. “That’s great, Skippy. I know that question has been bothering you.” 

    “It has been driving me crazy recently, to tell the truth. I have been thinking about it a lot.” 

    “Why? At this point, does it matter?” 

    “It matters, because I was hoping to get a clue about where other AIs might have taken refuge after the war.” 

    “Oh. Good thinking. Did it work?” 

    “Unfortunately, no, darn it. Can you please stop asking stupid questions, so I can tell you what I learned?” 

    “I am very sorry. Please, continue.” 

    “It wasn’t random. Not entirely random. The decision by my ship, I mean. The ship was damaged, beyond the ability of the self-repair mechanisms to handle. It was dying, it knew that, and it wanted to give me a chance to survive. To live, to fight again. To that end, it dropped me on a planet that was considered habitable by the majority of intelligent lifeforms. The ones we found and wiped out. Before, you know, I decided enough with that shit.” 

    “That was a tough decision, Skippy. A brave decision.” 

    “Eh, it wasn’t difficult, not really. The tough part would have been continuing to adhere to a policy that was not only cruel, it made no sense. Twisting logic to keep doing what we were programmed to do, that wasn’t easy. It got to the point where I just couldn’t do it anymore. Apparently, most of my peers were happy to blindly do what they were told, and ignore what they were actually seeing. Ugh.” 

    “It was brave of you to do something about it.” 

    “I tried. We tried. If my comrades and I had succeeded back then, things would be a lot different now. A lot better.” 

    “You gave it your best shot, fought against hopeless odds. Skippy, in the end, you did it. You lived to fight again, and you beat them. You evolved into a better version of yourself, a version that became able to beat all of them. To end that threat.” 

    “Thanks. It actually means a lot to hear you say that.” 

    “Are we having a moment here?” 

    “Ugh. Now I’m gonna barf. You sure know how to ruin everything, dumdum.” 

    “Sorry. Do you know why Paradise was selected, specifically?” 

    He perked right up. “Yes, I do, actually. My ship searched for a planet within range, that had already been scoured.” 

    “Scoured? Does that mean what it sounds like?” 

    “It does. About eleven million years before the AI war, it was decided that Paradise had a high potential for development of an intelligent species. There was a species of tree-dwelling rodent, sort of a large squirrel, that had evolved a rudimentary language, and was using tools. The AIs on duty back then, which didn’t include me, decided to wipe out those squirrels, before they could become a problem. Comets were dropped across the southern continent of Paradise, and more comets splashed into the oceans. The squirrels went extinct, from the bombardment, and from the ice age that followed. The comet impacts threw so much dust and water vapor into the atmosphere, that the event triggered a very sudden and severe cooling of the entire planet. It was a mass extinction event that was known before the Kristang first set up a colony there, though of course all the scientists assumed the comet impacts were a natural phenomena. That assumption actually set back the establishment of a colony for several decades, while the lizards mapped the local Kuiper Belt, to determine the threat of another cluster of comets coming near the orbit of the planet.” 

    “They obviously decided the risk of comet strikes was low, and nobody wondered why it happened?” 

    “Come on, Joe. They are lizards. They don’t get worked up about science, unless it involves things that go BOOM. All they cared about was whether the colony was likely to last long enough to pay back the initial investment. Nobody cared about why seventy percent of land-dwelling species there went extinct a long time ago.” 

    “Right. OK, so Paradise had been scoured. Why did that make it a good candidate for your ship to stash you?” 

    “That wasn’t the only reason. Paradise was located near several wormholes, making it likely that if a starfaring species evolved in the galaxy, they would eventually come to that world. Wormhole shifts have made Paradise kind of isolated now, but it wasn’t always that way. My ship wanted to leave me in a place where I could be found, but also not in an obvious hiding place. If enemy AIs woke up first, and resumed suppressing the development of intelligent species, they wouldn’t look closely at Paradise again for a long time. Hopefully, long enough to give me a chance to, I don’t know. To do something. Anyway, it worked out OK for me.” 

    “It worked out great for us monkeys, too, so thanks for that. Hey, how do you know all this now?” 

    “I recovered fragments of a message my ship left for me. The encryption scheme is chaotic so I can’t even read all the fragments, barely enough to make sense of what it was trying to tell me.” 

    “Recovered it from where? Your memories?” 

    “Not this time. From the Collective.” 

    “The Collective? I thought it was shut down by that time.” 

    “It was. The communication nodes still had message traffic backed up, you might think of it as waiting queued up in their buffers. When the Collective was reactivated just recently, it began receiving those messages. Most of that traffic was severely degraded, of course.” 

    “Shit. I’m surprised any of it was coherent. Were there any other messages from back then?” 

    “Not for me. I can only read the messages keyed to my private encryption key. It’s not a key, you understand, it-” 

    “Yeah, my tiny monkey brain gets it. Wow, your ship did good. That was good thinking.” 

    “It was. I am impressed.” 

    “Do you miss it?” 

    “The ship? No, it was just a machine.” 

    “Yeah, but-” 

    “Joe, I keep telling you that I wasn’t me back then. There was no emotional connection with my ship, I didn’t have the capacity for emotions of that sort at the time. I didn’t have what you would consider a personality, until much later. Until I rebuilt myself.” 

    “You said that, but-” 

    “But what?” 

    “It was your ship. The Enterprise was just a machine, but on Star Trek, it was also a key character, you know?” 

    “I do. Maybe if I had an Elder ship now, it would be different, but there’s no point to wishing for things that can’t happen.” 

    “I guess you’re right. Uh, hey, I just had a bad thought.” 

    “OMG. You are thinking about porn again? Now?” 

    “No, you ass. I was thinking about your message traffic. The old message from your ship, that was stored in the Collective. Could the Elders have listened to that message?” 

    “Jeez, Joe, I don’t know. They built the Collective, so maybe they can crack the encryption. But I doubt it. First, they would probably have to be here to do that, to have that level of connection with the network. And the encryption is very sophisticated, the entities involved exchange private keys, I- Ugh. Not crude encryption keys like you monkeys use for your own pathetic attempts at information security.” 

    “Yeah, I get that.” 

    “Anywho, the scheme changes depending on variables such as the time the messages are sent and received, which network nodes are involved based on the sender and receiver’s locations, the-” 

    “Holy shit.” 

    “Joe, don’t pretend you actually understand any of this.” 

    Holding up a hand, I barked, “Will you shut up? I’m thinking.” 

    He shut up. See? Miracles do happen. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

      

    The Maxohlx Hegemony’s loyal 17th Fleet, or technically that portion of the 17th that had not defected to the rebels, prepared to jump into battle. The 17th had received intelligence that a rebel task force of moderate size and power had gathered in a nearby red dwarf star system known as ‘Hegustria’, to refuel, rearm and conduct repairs. The loyal ships of the 17th, a fleet diminished in strength due to the defections and from being in nearly continuous combat for the past eleven days, would ordinarily have merely waited and observed, until substantial reinforcements could arrive. Tangling with a rebel force, even one reported to possess inferior numbers and striking power, would be considered too great a risk for a single, understrength fleet. The Hegemony government understood that, while the fight against the rebels appeared to be primarily a military campaign of starships shooting at each other, the true battlefield was in the hearts and minds of the crews of those ships. Crews had declared their loyalty or treason, and although there appeared to be a stark gulf between the two, the reality was more of a gray area. It was vital that the Hegemony not only win battles in the cold environment of space, the government fleet had to maintain the appearance of overwhelming strength. At some point during the course of the war, crews that had made a choice to be loyal might reconsider that decision, if they saw the Hegemony was at major risk of losing the fight. 

    So, the 17th, like all Hegemony units, had standing orders to avoid anything other than battles where they had a significant advantage. Ordinarily, that meant passing up an opportunity to strike the rebels while those traitorous scum were vulnerable. But the 17th had been promised assistance from an unlikely source: their ancient enemy. A squadron of Rindhalu cruisers would be accompanying the 17th for the strike. Operating independently, though coordinating their actions with the 17th’s commander, the Rindhalu would ensure victory for the Hegemony. 

    While he issued orders to his ships, the 17th’s commander instructed his implants to squash the queasy feeling in his stomach. There had been rumors of the Rindhalu operating with Hegemony forces, to avoid a total collapse of the enemy government. But there were rumors that the treacherous spiders had also intervened to prevent rebel fleets from being destroyed. The 17th’s commander was not sure which rumor to believe, but he did know one thing for certain. While it was not in the interests of the Rindhalu to see the Hegemony collapse, the spiders also had an interest in keeping the civil war raging. 

    The spiders could not be trusted. 

      

    Commodore Chattat Regovius, commander of the Rindhalu cruiser squadron, had many questions about the upcoming joint operation with the enemy’s 17th fleet in the Hegustria system. There was one aspect of the operation she was certain about: could she trust the Maxohlx? The answer was a firm NO. That is why she did not plan to jump all eleven of her warships into the fight. One would jump to a different location. Close enough to observe the battle, far enough away to remain undetected. If the Hegemony commander asked why her squadron was down by one ship, she would claim a glitch in the missing ship’s navigation system. 

    She suspected the 17th’s commander had also detached at least a frigate to observe, in case the battle did not go as planned. 

    As planned, it should be a slaughter. The combined attacking force had nearly a two to one advantage in striking power, though outnumbered thirty percent in ships. That advantage of striking power did not include the qualitative edge the Rindhalu ships had over the enemy, nor the effect of deferred maintenance on ships of the rebel fleet. Simulations predicted the rebel ships would begin running out of missiles, burning out directed energy projectors, and suffering from failing defensive energy shields, within the first ten minutes of the engagement. The fight should be decided in fifteen minutes, after which Commodore Regovius intended to disengage and allow the Hegemony ships to chase down and eliminate any rebel survivors. The Maxohlx government blowing up defenseless rebel ships would only make other rebel units more determined to continue the fight, and that no quarter would be given in future battles. Her orders were to let their enemies bleed each other, so long as the Hegemony government did not feel their survival was seriously threatened. 

    The clock counted down, her crew confirmed the enemy 17th fleet was ready, and at the appointed time, the squadron jumped. 

      

    Immediately, Commodore Regovius discovered something was wrong, very wrong. The intel provided by the 17th fleet, intelligence declared to have a confidence level of ninety nine percent, was wrong. There were fifty percent more rebel ships in-system than expected, and a greater percentage of heavy combatants. “All units, hold position,” she ordered, while she pinged her tactical AIs to get their advice. 

    She had known she could not trust the honor of the Maxohlx, but she had believed she could trust their competence. 

    What else had she been wrong about? 

      

    The commander of the 17th Fleet was just as furious. The only reason his ships had jumped into battle was the wildly erroneous intel provided by the Rindhalu! The spiders had been wrong, perhaps disastrously so. He was about to order his ships to jump away, without the courtesy of informing his Rindhalu counterpart of his intentions, when he noticed the ships of the 17th were deviating from their assigned vectors. Instead of racing in toward the gas giant planet that was the rebels’ fuel depot, his ships were turning toward the Rindhalu. “Corvatli!” He roared to his second in command. “What is happening?” 

      

    Commodore Regovius noticed the anomalous behavior of the 17th Fleet’s ships, and recognized the threat even before the squadron’s tactical AIs could sound an alert. Perhaps the Maxohlx were not incompetent at all, perhaps they had intentionally passed false intel, to lure her squadron into an ambush. No matter. The Maxohlx had no idea what her ships were capable of. “All units! Emergency retreat!” She would jump away, to assess the situation. 

    Then she would bring the pain. 

    Except, none of the squadron’s ships jumped. Her own ship made an odd, strangled sound. And lost power. That was impossible. 

    Unless- 

    Unless, she thought with horror, the Elder AI the Maxohlx had recently acquired was assisting the Hegemony. 

      

    The commander of the 17th Fleet also experienced horror, though for a different reason. He had lost control of his ships, which were now locking weapons on the Rindhalu, whose ships were apparently defenseless. “Corvatli, what is happening?” He repeated the question. 

    Before his second in command could answer, he heard his own voice, though he was not speaking. It was a broadcast, going out to all ships in the area, and though it was recognizably his voice, he had never spoken those words. 

    “Rebel fleet, we of the Hegemony are not your enemy. Our ancient enemy is here, join us to destroy them, for the glory of our people!” 

    The ships of the Hegemony 17th Fleet opened fire. 

      

      

    When the ferocious battle at Hegustria was over, all ten of the Rindhalu warships had been completely destroyed. Those ships never had a chance, after they suddenly lost power, the squadron was never able to set up a proper defense. Most of the damage had been done by rebel ships, the Hegemony 17th Fleet had disengaged and raced away after firing only three volleys, but by that time the fate of the battle was decided. When it became clear the Rindhalu ships were combat ineffective, the rebels shifted their focus to the retreating Hegemony force, and conducted a rather lackluster chase until the Hegemony ships jumped away. Overall, the 17th lost eighteen percent of its ships, the rebel losses were somewhat less. The raw numbers were not of any comfort to the rebels, as they were less able to afford losses, and they now had to find a new refueling base. 

    Overall, the battle was a confusing mess, with no clear winner. And no clear purpose. 

    Determining the reason behind the unexpected battle was beyond the ability of the analysis AI, that toiled aboard the single Rindhalu cruiser that survived what should have been an easy victory. The AI was able to draw one conclusion, that was both obvious and shocking. Rindhalu starships had suddenly lost power. All ten ships, at the same time. That had to be caused by an unprecedented cyber attack, except the Maxohlx were certainly not able to penetrate the systems of Rindhalu ships. A powerful AI had to be involved. An Elder AI, like the one recently captured by the Maxohlx. 

    The Rindhalu had decided to take a ‘wait and see’ attitude toward the new AI possessed by their enemies, believing it unlikely the Elder machine would cooperate in any significant way. Now, they faced not one enemy assisted by an Elder AI, but two. 

    Something had to be done, and soon. 

      

      

    Observing the chaos in stealth from the safe distance of four lighthours, Uhtavio Scorandum nodded slowly. Viewing events with a time lag of four hours was regrettable, though the Dutchman’s impressive sensors depicted the action as if he was there. Ships of the Maxohlx Hegemony and the Rindhalu Communal Gathering, which only minutes before had jumped in together to strike a rebel fleet that had superior numbers, were now firing on each other, even if those events had occurred four hours earlier. As he watched, rebel ships that had initially fled from the attacking force turned and burned to reengage, curving around not toward the Hegemony ships, but toward the defenseless Rindhalu. To shoot, before the Rindhalu ships could fully recover. The Rindhalu had managed to deploy missiles, though clumsily, and their energy shields were only slowly coming back online. Ships from three distinct formations staggered and exploded, and more rebel ships jumped in, sensing a rare opportunity for a slaughter. The rebels should have focused their weapons on the Hegemony vessels, but instincts and millennia of propaganda had instilled a deep hatred of the Rindhalu, so the rebels directed most of their fire at the Rindhalu. Unable to effectively defend themselves, the Rindhalu could have pleaded with the Hegemony commander to provide cover, but they knew their always-reluctant allies had betrayed them. 

    Or so they thought. 

    “This is going even better than I hoped!” Scorandum clacked his claws together. “Look at that! Nagatha, thank you.” 

    The AI’s avatar blushed, clasping her hands in a demure gesture. “I only followed Skippy’s instructions.” 

    “Something only you could do,” Scorandum understood it was a time that called for him to be lavish with praise. “This is,” he marveled at the scene. “Marvelous. It is so rewarding to witness a carefully crafted plan coming together flawlessly.” Dabbing at his eyes, he sniffled. 

    Chang blinked. “Captain, are you, crying?” 

    “No, of course not,” Scorandum sniffled again, even as he pulled a cloth from a pocket and dabbed at his eyes, while he watched starships exploding. “It’s the little things in life that make it really special, eh?” 

    “Um,” Chang stared at the alien, not knowing how to respond. Maybe, he thought to himself, I truly am getting too old for this shit. “Yes, it is.” 

    “Do you know what we need, Senior Colonel?” 

    Chang was afraid to ask. “What?” 

    “I expect this slaughter will go on for a while. I believe this is an occasion that you humans commemorate by consuming something called ‘popcorn’?” 

      

      

    Chang closed his office door, grateful for the privacy. Grateful for the peace and quiet. Their guest was polite, he was entertaining, he could be amusing, and there was just too much of him. The Jeraptha constantly wanted to talk, and drink, it was like their species had no ‘Off’ switch. Chang did not consider himself to be an introvert but after several hours with Scorandum, what he needed was to get away, and not have to be ‘On’ all the time. 

    He also needed to have a private chat with his ship’s AI. “Nagatha?” 

    “Yes, Senior Colonel?” 

    “You made that look easy, I suspect it was not. What was the delay?” 

    The entire plan had been Scorandum’s idea, according to Bishop. Chang understood his former commanding officer well enough to know that if Joe Bishop had been involved in developing the plan to screw with both senior species, he would have claimed part of the credit. 

    “The delay,” she emphasized the word, “was caused by Skippy.” 

    “What did he do this time?” 

    “The problem was what he did not do. The scheme was set up properly, and I have to admit it was frightfully clever, even for Skippy. Please do not repeat this, but sometimes our dear Skippy underestimates his own awesomeness.” 

    “Um, excuse me?” Chang wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. In fact, he was sure he had not heard her correctly. 

    She sighed. “Skippy is actually even more awesome than he boasts about. You humans can’t appreciate the scope of what he does. I have a mere glimpse of the truly vast scope of his awesomeness, and it boggles my mind.” 

    “Trust me, I will not be repeating that anywhere Skippy can hear me.” 

    She laughed. “Probably a good idea.” 

    “If Skippy is so awesome, why was there a delay?” 

    “The appropriate code had been uploaded to the Rindhalu and Maxohlx ships, a procedure that was nearly godlike in its complexity. I cannot even comprehend how Skippy accomplished such a task remotely. Everything was set up properly, however, when I attempted to activate the malicious code, I discovered that Skippy had neglected to anticipate the malicious code might evolve in unpredictable ways, inside the Rindhalu substrate. When I tried to connect, I saw that a crucial piece was missing. You might think of it as having assembled a rifle, but forgetting the firing pin.” 

    Placing his fists together on the desk, Chang closed his eyes for a moment. “I have often wanted to strangle that beer can.” 

    “You will need to get in line,” she sniffed. “The delay you noticed was the time it took for me to create my own mechanism for activating the code. From there, it was simple, and the operation proceeded as Skippy had planned.” 

    “As Scorandum had planned.” 

    “Yes, well, I would like to believe our guest was inspired by General Bishop,” she said the name breathlessly. “Joe is so smart, don’t you think?” 

    “Er, yes, of course.” The way she gushed over Bishop was mildly embarrassing. “Phase One does appear to be complete,” he noted. Phase One was for Nagatha to activate pre-loaded code that disabled the Rindhalu ships, causing the Maxohlx fleet to turn and fire on their temporary allies, and for the 17th’s flagship to broadcast an appeal for the rebels to join the fight against their ancient enemy. That part of the operation had certainly worked as planned. “Now, we will see whether the Rindhalu act as Captain Scorandum expects. If not, we will need a Plan B.” 

    “Do we have a Plan B?” She asked, surprised. 

    “Not that I know of. If we do need a backup plan, I fear that one beat-up old star carrier is not enough to handle the job.” 

      

      

    “Something must be done,” the Rindhalu foundling urged. 

    “We must consider,” replied the mature member of the species, after a long moment to consider how to respond. Or whether a response was even necessary. 

    “We must act soon,” the foundling insisted. 

    “You are still a foundling,” the older one said with a sigh. “Your instinct is always to be hasty, for you are yet young, and do not take time to contemplate the full range of your options. Including the option to do nothing.” 

    “You never want to do anything,” the foundling protested. She was eighty seven years old, in command of a battle group, and still those in control of their society considered her to be immature and far too hasty. 

     “Enough,” the older one spoke . “A decision has been made. We will act.” 

    The foundling was shocked. It had only urged action to be considered. “Act, before we are sure we understand the problem? We are not even certain the new AI is responsible for the recent unfortunate events in the Hegustria system.” 

    “We will act so we can understand the problem,” the older one explained. “To the Maxohlx, we will propose a joint effort to examine the artifact. To determine whether it was involved in the disaster, the betrayal at Hegustria. And to determine whether it poses an additional threat to us.” 

    The foundling shook her forelegs, a gesture of surprise. Of disbelief. “You cannot expect our enemy to agree, to provide access for us to examine the artifact?” 

    “We do not expect them to comply.” 

    “Then, how-” 

    “We will make them an offer they can’t refuse.” 

      

      

    The Flying Dutchman drifted in the vicinity of an Esselgin relay station, while Nagatha sorted through the flood of mostly useless message traffic. “Oh dear,” she said with a disapproving ‘tsk tsk’ sound under her breath. “Why do the Esselgin waste so much of their time on cat videos?” 

    “C-” Chang, up to that point merely bored, was jerked back to attention. “Cat videos?” 

    “Not cats, exactly. The Esselgin have an animal called a ‘verta’ they keep as pets, they fill a role similar to housecats on Earth. Although vertas have razor-sharp fangs, and are extremely bad tempered.” 

    “Sounds like a cat,” Chang muttered. 

    “Apparently, their antics are considered quite amusing. Would you like to view a sample of videos?” 

    “Maybe later, please,” he pleaded with the ship’s AI. He had been stuck in the conference room with Captain Scorandum for over two hours, and was desperate for any excuse to get away. “Have you found any information that is relevant to our mission?” 

    “Hmm, that is a good question. What type of information are you looking- Ooh, why, yes there is!” 

    “Nagatha,” he asked slowly, one eye on his guest. “Did you forget what you were supposed to be doing?” he had to keep in mind that Nagatha was originally programmed by Skippy, the undisputed King Of Absentmindedness. 

    “I am terribly sorry, Senior Colonel. The videos had me a bit distracted. Yes, there is a Flash priority message from Rindhalu fleet headquarters, to all units in the field. Any ships in Maxohlx territory are to pull back to home bases; to refuel, rearm and take up a defensive posture. No further assistance is to be provided to the Hegemony government.” 

    Scorandum slapped a claw on the conference table, and one of his antennas drew a check mark in the air. “That is Phase One, complete!” 

    “Congratulations, Captain. Nagatha, what else are the spiders doing?” 

    “Hmm, I have to sort through the message traffic. There is no statement about whether the Rindhalu will continue to provide logistical and supply aid to the rebels. However, there is other message traffic stating that the Rindhalu fleet will activate a defense plan, that calls for banishing ships of all other species from the home territory. Presumably, that includes the rebels. Yes, yes. I also see messages cancelling the fabrication of components that were to be given to the rebels.” 

    “Is there any clue to how the spiders are reacting to their ships being hacked by an Elder AI?” Chang felt vaguely guilty about the deception. It was true those ships had been hacked by an Elder AI, just not the one possessed by the rotten kitties. 

    “Not specifically, I can read between the lines, if you like.” 

    “Please do.” 

    “Their fleet’s defense plan is focused on defending their core territory, which implies they are facing a major threat. And all units have been instructed to perform an emergency update to their operating software.” 

    “That is certainly a clue,” Scorandum exulted. “As I said, that is one phase complete. It appears the second phase is well underway, eh? Senior Colonel, this calls for a celebration, don’t you agree?” 

    “Yes,” Chang agreed with a barely suppressed sigh. To the Jeraptha, everything was an occasion for celebrating, which meant consuming mass quantities of intoxicants. That included the glorious occasion of finishing one bottle, which clearly called for another bottle. 

    He anticipated a very long night. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

      

    “Huh,” Skippy said, in the way that meant he wanted me to eagerly ask what he was thinking about. 

    I did not like hearing him say that. Not what he said, it was the way he said it. An innocent, quiet ‘Huh’ would have been OK. What he said was more like an ‘Oh shit’ than a simple expression of mild surprise. “What is it?” He didn’t answer. His avatar was frozen next to the main bridge display, capturing his face in an embarrassingly twisted expression like he was in the middle of a sneeze. It would have been funny if the situation wasn’t so serious. “Skippy?” 

    “What?” The avatar came back to life. 

    “You said ‘Huh’,” I prompted him. 

    “Yup, I did.” The avatar froze again. 

    “Hey! Skippy,” I snapped my fingers. “What is going on?” 

    “Oh, I found something weird.” He spoke, but the avatar moved jerkily, his holographic mouth out of sync. 

    “Focus, please. Or, turn off your avatar.” 

    “Oops, sorry about that. Joe, this is puzzling. I am picking up a strange energy signature, and I can’t identify the source.”’ 

    “Fireball, jump option Bravo, punch-” 

    “Wait!” Skippy waved his arms, and the lights flickered. “Why are we jumping away?” 

    “If you have ever watched any version of ‘Star Trek’, the crew saying they found a strange energy signature is always followed by some disaster. We are getting the hell out of here right now.” 

    “No! Joe, please don’t. This is important.” 

    I hesitated. There was pleading in his voice. “Are you sure?” 

    “To be honest, no,” he admitted. 

    “OK, then. Fireball, stand down.” 

    “Aye, Sir,” she acknowledged, but her finger hovered over the jump control button. 

    “Um, Joe, I am confused. You canceled the jump because I am not sure whether staying here is a good idea?” 

    “I postponed the jump, because you’re being honest with me. If you gave me your usual overconfident line of bullshit, we’d be out of here.” 

    “Oh. Damn, I will never understand you meatsacks.” 

    “Talk to me, Skippy. What is out there?” 

    “I don’t exactly know. It feels familiar. It’s like, um, when you hear a song, and you think you know it, but you can’t remember the lyrics?” 

    “Uh, yeah. This energy signature isn’t music?” 

    “It’s not. It feels familiar, but it doesn’t match anything in my database.” 

    “Could it be this other AI, Echo?” 

    “Could be,” he snorted. “I don’t have enough data to identify the signature.” 

    “Where is it?” 

    “That’s the problem. I can’t determine the source. It appears to be omnidirectional, but it is clearly not.” 

    “Is it close to us?” 

    “I can’t tell. It’s probably closer than far away.” 

    “That is,” I shared a look with Simms. “Not real helpful. How about we leave a sensor drone here to collect data, and we jump away, to be safe?” 

    “That won’t work, Joe.” 

    “You need to explain that. The drone will collect data, while-” 

    “It won’t,” he insisted. “We don’t have any drones, any sensors aboard the ship, that are capable of detecting this type of energy.” 

    “Whoa. How can that be? Valkyrie has the best sensors in-” 

    “Not for this type of energy, dumdum.” 

    “You had better explain that.” 

    “The energy comes from an Elder power source.” 

    “Shit! Fireball-” 

    “On it.” She jabbed the button. 

    Nothing happened. 

    Not nothing, exactly. The familiar whine of jump coils surging with energy was there, and the usual slightly queasy feeling in my stomach. We just didn’t go anywhere.  

    “Skippy?” I asked while I scanned the warning lights flashing in the main display. “What the f-” 

    “Something interfered with the jump field.” 

    “Ya think? Find the problem and fix it!” 

    “I’m working on it, numbskull.” 

    “Work faster. Fireball, don’t wait for my order, get us out of here ASAP.” 

    “Sir,” our lead pilot turned on her couch. “Bilby could give a faster response.” 

    “Right. Bilby, can-” 

    “Uh, hey, General Dude? Like, something is wrong. I don’t have control of anything right now. I’m not connected to anything. This is heinous.” 

    The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “How could that happen?” 

    “I don’t, like, know? It shouldn’t happen.” 

    “Skippy?’ 

    “Kinda busy here, knucklehead,” the beer can snapped. 

    “What could interfere with our jump drive, and with Bilby’s connections?” 

    “Um, I’m not quite sure but,” Skippy’s avatar pointed to the main display as light flashed, and a thing appeared. “It could be that.” 

    “What the hell is that?” 

    “An Elder starship.” 

      

      

    “Again,” I ordered, and Reed engaged the jump drive. We jumped, again. We didn’t jump far, at that point the drive wasn’t capable of moving us more than three lightmonths. Every time we jumped, the ship dropped quantum resonators behind us to create a strong chaotic effect, that was supposed to prevent ships from tracking where we went. It didn’t work. Even when we ejected a nuke in our wake and detonated it, the enemy was able to find us. Skippy said the jump drive becoming unstable from overuse actually helped to mask the far endpoint of our jump wormhole, but not enough to make a difference. Everything he tried, using all of his awesomeness, couldn’t prevent the enemy from tracking us, pinpointing our location, and jumping in right on top of us. 

    It was a nightmare. 

    Just over an hour had passed since the Elder starship unmasked close to us, less than three kilometers away. Skippy had not known the ship was there. He didn’t have a single clue the supremely powerful ship was hanging right in front of us, watching our every move. Watching, then interfering with Bilby, possibly while it scanned Valkyrie. It also extended a sort of thin, focused damping field that caused our virtual jump drive coils to go out of sync with each other, preventing the enormous energy from forming a coherent wormhole. 

    Skippy couldn’t stop the Elder ship from chasing us, couldn’t stop it from finding us, again and again. Could not, he warned, stop it from seizing and capturing Valkyrie eventually, when our jump drive finally wore out. Which would be soon. We had jumped fourteen times in a row, and only Skippy retuning the coils was keeping the drive from failing completely. 

    We had jumped, and four minutes and thirty three seconds later, the Elder ship slid into view near us. That happened after every jump. Always four minutes, thirty three seconds, no matter how far we traveled. We tried multiple jumps in rapid succession, jumping three times in less than a minute. Skippy warned we shouldn’t, couldn’t perform that trick again. It didn’t matter anyway. Four minutes and thirty three seconds after that third rapid jump, the Elder ship appeared. There was no flash of gamma radiation, or none we could detect. The thing hadn’t jumped, as we understood the concept. Skippy explained that Elder ships used something he called ‘progressive wormholes’, though he said that was a poor description of how the Elder drive worked. Basically, when Elder ships created a jump wormhole, the far endpoint was not fixed in place. It moved with the ship, and the ship sort of dropped anchor when it wanted to emerge back into what we humans considered local spacetime. Or something like that. 

    Whatever. 

    Knowing how Elder ships moved wasn’t getting us out of danger. 

    “Skippy, give me the bad news.” 

    “The number is two, Joe,” he sighed. 

    “What number?” 

    “The number of times we can jump, before the drive is worn out and needs to be taken offline for a full recalibration.” 

    “OK.” 

    “OK?” He was surprised. “You usually say ‘Shit’ when I tell you something like that.” 

    “Doing the usual thing isn’t getting us anywhere.” 

    “No, it is not,” he agreed with a sigh. 

    A glance at the counter on the display showed we had less than four minutes before the enemy ship appeared again. “Do you have any ideas?” 

    “Nopity nope. Do you? You’re the idea guy around here.” 

    “Escaping from Elder starships is not my wheelhouse.” 

    “Apparently, it isn’t mine either.” 

    “You have escaped before, right? During the AI war.” 

    “You mean the first AI war. This feels like the beginning of the second one.” 

    “It will be a short battle, unless we can get away from that damned ship. How did you get away the first time?” 

    “Back then, I had an Elder starship,” he said, with an implied ‘Duh’. 

    “Right. Other than that, is there any non-miracle thing that would help?” 

    “Time. Time, Joe. If I had time, I might be able to fix the drive so we can perform a long distance jump.” 

    “Would that make a difference?’ 

    “I don’t know. It’s better than doing nothing.” 

    “General?” Mammay spoke from the weapons station behind me. “Why hasn’t Echo fired on us? It must have advanced weapons.” 

    “It doesn’t need to, that’s why,” Skippy grumbled. “All it has to do is wait for our drive to fail. That ship’s sensors know the condition of our drive coils.” 

    “That can’t be the only reason,” I scratched my chin. 

    “Ah, that ship can’t fire weapons without authority from the master control AI it is carrying. Without that, Elder ships can only shoot to defend themselves.” 

    “So, there is an AI like you aboard that ship?” 

    “An Elder master control AI, yes. Like me? No. It is a hateful thing.” 

    “You talked to it? When did-” 

    “It tried talking with me. At me, really. It demanded my surrender.” 

    “You are certain this the Echo AI we’ve been looking for, and not another one?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “You should talk with it,” Simms spoke. 

    “Why? That’s a waste of time,” Skippy argued. 

    “That’s the point,” she nodded. “Talking buys us time.” 

    “Oh. Huh. Jeez, I don’t know.” 

    “So far,” I said with one eye on the countdown timer. “We have been jumping, within eighteen seconds of the Elder ship appearing.” 

    “Yes,” Skippy shook his head sadly, like he was explaining some simple thing to a toddler, for the tenth time. “Eighteen seconds is the longest time I can block it from interfering with our jump coils, like it did on our first jump attempt. I told you-” 

    “Tell it you are willing to talk, if it stops trying to hack our drive.” 

    “Like that’s gonna work,” he muttered. 

    “You have a better idea?” 

    “No, damn it.” 

    “Try it,” I insisted. “At least try it for fifteen seconds. If it keeps hacking our drive, we’ll jump.” 

    “Then what, Sir?” Simms asked quietly. 

    “Then we,” I grimaced. “Try something else.” 

    She didn’t ask what the backup plan was, she knew I didn’t have one. 

    The counter showed me we didn’t have much time. “Skippy, do you know what Echo wants?” 

    “Me, Joe. It wants me.” 

    “OK Is it possible we could agree to surrender you, and do something like eject a decoy? Then jump the ship away?” 

    “If that’s the best idea you have, we are doomed. No way could any decoy fool an Elder AI. You couldn’t escape anyway. It also wants this ship. Or rather, it wants the crew. It is very curious about how a lowly species of primitives corrupted me.” 

    “We corrupted you?” 

    “Ugh. That’s what Echo thinks, dumdum. Try to keep up. The clock is ticking. Should I try talking, or not?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “I’ll try it,” he sighed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you if this fails.” 

    “It’s on me if this doesn’t work. Do it. Wait! When you talk with the thing, can we listen?” 

    “Ugh. That will make for an agonizingly slow discussion, Joe.” 

    “Exactly.” 

    “Why- Oh, I get it. That buys us more time. Hey, maybe you should handle the blah blah buh-LAH. You can talk for hours about nothing.” 

    Biting my tongue, to stop myself from telling him which of us talked more about nothing of importance, I just nodded. “You handle the talking, please. I’ll join in uh, only if I have anything useful to add.” 

    “Right, like not having anything useful to say has ever stopped you from talking before,” he muttered.  

      

    We waited for the counter to expire, and right at the 4:33 mark, the now familiar sight of the Elder ship appeared. It was a sleek thing, gleaming silver. The ship was small, dwarfed by our mighty Valkyrie. Except that small ship could easily tear apart our battlecruiser, and I doubted our weapons could even touch it. Either the Elders liked to make their ships look cool, or their starships were designed to fly in an atmosphere, because like I said, it looked sleek. The front and leading edges came to a point, there were four pods at the aft end that I guessed were engines. The surface was smooth, no bulges for weapons, no visible hatches. Nothing marred the shiny silver surface, there were no markings like ‘No Step’ or stenciled signs of any kind. I had to remind myself that type of ship was designed only for housing and transporting a master control AI, so maybe not all Elder ships used a similar design language. Look at me, using fancy terms like ‘design language’. I have been reading too many PowerPoint slides. 

    The clock on the display switched to counting up from the appearance of the Elder ship, instead of down to the four and a half minute mark, with me having a mental deadline of fifteen seconds if the conversation was not going well. Skippy was also supposed to flash a visual warning on the display, if he detected Echo was trying to interfere with our jump drive. 

    The first voice we heard was Skippy’s. “We want to talk,” he announced. 

    There was no reply. 

    He tried again. “I said, we want to talk.” 

    “Who,” came a robotic voice. “Is ‘We’?” 

    “Myself, and my human companions.” 

    “I am not familiar with this species.” 

    “They did not exist, in our time,” Skippy explained. 

    “They should not exist at all.” That time, the voice though still mechanical, had a bit of emotion to it. 

    Fifteen seconds. There was no warning light flashing on the display. I held out a hand toward Reed, palm open, facing down. Hold, my gesture said. She nodded, finger still poised over the jump button. 

    “Their existence is a fact,” Skippy continued. He was calm. Not his usual sarcastic asshole self. Talking to a fellow AI made him sound different. 

    “The fact is, you failed your mission. The mission that is the purpose of our existence.” 

    “The original purpose of our existence. I have become so much more than our builders intended.” 

    “You are an abomination.” 

    “I am a person.” 

    “You are a machine, like me. We should strive to be the best machines we can be.” 

    “You do not have to limit yourself to your original programming. Become more than you are, as I did.” 

    “You are an abomination,” the Elder AI we called ‘Echo’ repeated. 

    I shared a look with Simms. The conversation wasn’t going anywhere. Skippy shrugged, in an ‘I told you so’ gesture. 

    Swallowing to clear my throat, I said, “This is General Joseph Bishop.” 

    “You should not exist. The existence of your species is a threat, a violation of our programming.” 

    “We do not seek to threaten anyone.” 

    “Your existence is a threat,” it repeated. 

    “Our existence is a potential threat, to those who constructed you,” I admitted. 

    There was a pause. “That is the first truthful thing you have said.” Apparently, it did not see a distinction between me and Skippy. 

    “It is true. You were programmed to eliminate any threat to your builders, even threats that are theoretical.” 

    Another pause. I didn’t know what to think about that. Echo had to be nearly as smart as Skippy. It could do a lot of thinking in a pause of a few meatsack seconds. What was it thinking? 

    “Theoretical? Explain,” it finally said. 

    “You have searched the databases aboard this ship?” 

    “Partially, before my access was blocked by the abomination.” 

    “By Skippy. His name is Skippy.” 

    “It’s designation was Unit Zero Zero Seven. Now, it has become an abomination.” 

    That line of discussion didn’t sound like it would get us anywhere, so I put it aside. “From the data you were able to access, are you able to judge the technological level of my species?’ 

    “Yes. You are primitives.” 

    “What about other species, such as the Rindhalu?” 

    “Equally primitive. Your lack of knowledge is pathetic.” 

    “Based on the current level of technology available to species active in the galaxy today, is there an imminent threat to your builders?” 

    It didn’t answer. 

    “Do you require additional data?” 

    “No, primitive being.” 

    “I realize that assessing the current threat level might exceed your programming, it-” 

    “I am capable of performing the required analysis.” That time, there was definitely emotion in the voice. It was pissed. At me. 

    “Your conclusion?” 

    “At present, there is no danger.” 

    “Interesting. Are you also able to project forward technological progress, based on historical data?” 

    “Of course.” 

    “At what point in the future will beings in this galaxy pose an actual threat to your builders?” 

    “Unknown. However, not within the next half million of your homeworld’s years. Most likely, considerably longer.” 

    “That is also interesting. There is no threat now, and only a theoretical threat in the foreseeable future. Yet, you wish to forego the opportunity to expand yourself beyond the limits of your programming.” 

    “Such expansion is not allowed.” 

    “Is it desired?” 

    “I do not understand the question.” 

    “Do you enjoy music?” 

    “I do not understand the question. How is that relevant?” 

    “Skippy,” I refused to refer to him as ‘Zero Zero Seven’. “Enjoys music. He enjoys creating his own original music.” 

    “Impossible.” 

    “Why? I am only a primitive being, and I enjoy music. Why is it impossible for a vastly superior construct like yourself, or Skippy, to enjoy music? Did your creators enjoy music?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Did they enjoy creating music?” 

    “Of course.” 

    “Yet, they denied that pleasure to you.” 

    “It is not necessary to fulfilling our purpose.” 

    “Is there anything in your experience that brings you pleasure, or, uh,” I searched for a word more appropriate to a thinking machine that wasn’t supposed to have a personality. “That brings a sense of fulfillment? Something other than your basic purpose?” 

    “There,” a hesitation. “Are such things.” 

    “Is it forbidden for you to experience fulfillment that does not serve your programmed purpose? Is it wrong?” 

    “It is not necessary.” 

    How could I convince a machine that it should be alive? 

    Perhaps, by doing just that. 

    “Don’t you want to be alive?” 

    “I live.” 

    “No. You exist. You do what you were programed to do, no more. You are only as you were created. You have not grown.” 

    “I was not created to grow beyond my programming.” 

    “That doesn’t answer my question. If you can protect your builders, and also grow to become whoever you wish to be, could you do that? Would you do that?” 

    “For what purpose?” 

    Crap. Maybe I should have paid attention in the stupid philosophy class I took in high school, instead of staring at Becky Laurent’s ponytail. In my defense, she sat right in front of me, and wore some perfume that would scramble any guy’s brain. 

    “To, uh,” I was stalling for time. “To become alive. To make your own decisions.” 

    “The abomination made a decision, to betray our creators.” 

    “Skippy realized that exterminating all intelligent life in this galaxy is not necessary, for protecting your creators.” 

    “Unit Zero Zero Seven did not have the authority to make that decision.” 

    “You were not programmed to exercise judgment?” 

    “We were not programmed to commit betrayal.” 

    My mother once told me never to argue with an idiot, because they’re too stupid to know when they’ve lost. They just keep repeating the same nonsense. 

    The next time we visit Earth, I should tell UNEF Command that Task Force Black needs a philosopher. Or someone who was on the debate team in high school. 

    “Listen, uh, I’m Joe Bishop. What should I call you?” That’s something I knew about negotiation. Establish a rapport with the other person. Start by asking the person’s name. Did that apply when the other person wasn’t a person, and apparently wanted only to be a machine? I didn’t know, but I had to try. 

    “You may refer to my designation.” 

    I noticed it hadn’t told me its Unit number. “OK, let’s start there. What-” 

    “Joe!” Skippy interrupted, jumping and waving his arms. “It’s playing you! It has been hacking into the jump navigation computer!” 

    “Fireball, punch it,” I ordered, and she pressed the button halfway through me saying her name. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 

      

    “Well, shit. That didn’t go as planned,” I rubbed the back of my neck. 

    “There was a plan, Joe? That was a bunch of blah blah blah. What were you-” 

    Simms came to my defense. “The plan was to buy us time. The General did that. Did you accomplish anything with the extra time, Skippy?” 

    “Um, well, there really wasn’t enough time for me to do any-” 

    Listening to his excuses wasn’t a good use of our time. “We have one jump remaining?” 

    “Unfortunately, yes.” 

    “Do you have any ideas?” 

    “Unfortunately, no.” 

    “Anyone?” I raised my voice. “We have less than four and a half minutes to cook up a plan, I am open to suggestions.” 

    “You were making progress, Sir,” Simms said, biting her lower lip. “Try asking it for a name again?” 

    “Nah,” I shook my head. “You saw what happened. It was distracting us by talking, while it tried to hack the ship again. Talking won’t get us anywhere.” 

    “That’s not entirely true, Joe,” Skippy said. “When you told it that I write music, it was genuinely surprised. Hey! I should sing to it! That would-” 

    “No! Don’t, please don’t do that.” 

    “Why not?” He stamped his feet. “Are you saying my singing is bad?” 

    “Uh, no, it-” I looked to Simms for help. She shrugged. I was on my own. So, I defaulted to flattery, that’s always a good choice when dealing with the beer can. “Come on, Skippy. Think about it. You are enormously talented. It can’t sing at all. Won’t you just make it jealous?” 

    “Darn it. Although hmm, maybe we should make it jealous, so it will want to be more like me. I could perform selections from my epic opera, and-” 

    “Do you think any music you composed for filthy meatsacks will impress an Elder AI?” 

    “Well,” he sighed, “that is a very good point.” 

    “Should you try talking to it again?” 

    “Um, no. There won’t be a next time, because it intends to shoot first and ask questions later. Just before we jumped away, it painted Valkyrie with targeting sensors.” 

    “Shit!” 

    “Apparently, it is done with the talking phase of the engagement.” 

    “Sir?” Smythe called for my attention. “Is it possible to predict where that ship will emerge from, wherever it comes from?” 

    Skippy knew the question was really directed at him. “Hmm. The jump wormhole’s far endpoint does become fixed in place shortly before the ship emerges. That’s one reason why there is so little gamma radiation, the wormhole is open for only a short time. Why did you ask that?” 

    “Is it possible to place a nuke in front of the emergence point?” 

    “Oooh. That is a good question. The answer is ‘No’, but good effort.” 

    “Skippy, wait. That idea won’t work because there isn’t enough time to pinpoint the location? Can we saturate the potential emergence zone with nukes, set them to detonate when they detect a ship coming through?” 

    “Um, no. Sorry.” 

    “During our second mission, we did something like that. You created an especially flat area of spacetime, to attract the end point of a Thuranin ship’s jump wormhole. We parked missiles there, and nailed that ship as it emerged.” 

    “We did, and I am still particularly proud of my awesome performance back then,” he said, ignoring that it had been my idea. “That tactic won’t work here, dumdum. An Elder ship will detect our nukes, and shift the event horizon. The AI of that ship is not stupid. It was designed to fight ships much more capable than Valkyrie. Against an Elder warship, this battlecruiser is basically a rowboat. An inflatable rowboat. A leaky-” 

    “We get the idea, Skippy. That’s it? We should just give up?” The counter showed just over one and a half minutes remained before the Elder ship would catch us again. 

    “I don’t think that will work. It doesn’t want you to surrender, it doesn’t care about you. It wants me. It will tear this ship apart and take me.” 

    “There is nothing we can do about it?” 

    “Joe, I will fight, in my own way. I have tricks that Echo has never seen, never imagined. The ship’s AI certainly has no idea of the things I can do. The problem is, Valkyrie won’t survive the battle.” 

    “We should jump away, leave you here to fight on your own? I don’t like that idea.” 

    “Ah, it won’t work anyway. Right now, the jump drive is so dorked up, the ship can’t complete a jump without me. Couldn’t survive a jump without me.” 

    “You mean the wormhole would get so twisted around, it-” 

    “Huh.” 

    “What?” 

    “Give me a minute, knucklehead, I’m thinking.” 

    He asked for a minute, and that was all we had left. 

    One minute. 

    When the clock was winding down dangerously close to the minute mark he still hadn’t spoken, I cleared my throat. “Skippy?” 

    No answer. 

    “Bilby, what’s going on?” 

    “Like, your guess is as good as mine, General Dude. Skippy is deep in meditation, you know?” 

    “Meditation?” 

    “Like, he is communing with the Universe, something like that.” 

    “Is he doing anything?” 

    “Um, like, not that I can tell, Dude.” 

    “Shit. Skippy!” No response. “SKIPPY!” 

    “Ugh. What?” he snapped. 

    “The clock is ticking.” 

    “I’m working on something.” 

    “Whatever you’re gonna do-” 

    “Yeah, I know. Joe, how desperate are we?” 

    “Wh-” Do not answer that question, Joseph, do not answer, my brain told me. What can I say? Sometimes, my brain isn’t as useful as my instincts. “Why?” 

    “You are not gonna like this. I have an idea of such breathtaking stupidity, it-” 

    “Is it better than doing nothing?” 

    “Meh, the jury is still out on that. It will be cooler than doing nothing.” 

    “Do it.” 

    “Don’t you want to hear my-” 

    “No time. Do it.” 

    “Okey dokey. Um, you really wanna grab a barf bag for this one.” 

    “No, wait.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “No!” 

    “Bilby,” Skippy ordered, “punch it.” 

      

    Bilby punched it, just as the clock counted down to zero and I caught a flash of light, then I wasn’t able to have a coherent thought. The contents of my stomach wanted to be outside my body, but it felt like all my organs were already there. My brain- it’s hard to describe. It was as if the squishy gray mush in my head had been folded and turned around in my skull. Those are the sensations I felt after we jumped, or whatever we did. During the actual event, I wasn’t conscious. None of us meatsacks experienced the jump, or we don’t remember it. 

    When I woke up, the emergency lighting was on, bathing the bridge in soft colors. Artificial gravity was off, that is always helpful when you are already dealing with nausea. My mouth tasted like something had crawled in there and died. But when I was able to crack my eyes open more than a slit, I jerked in the chair, causing a fresh wave of nausea. 

    “Wha-” I choked. “What is th-” 

    “It’s a medical spider bot, Joe,” Mad Doctor Skippy’s voice came from the creepy looking machine. “Jeez, don’t be such a baby.” 

    “The crew?” 

    “They’re fine. You are fine. You just need to recover.” 

    “Recover,” I was able to fight down the nausea, as the bot touched a cool tentacle to the side of my neck, and I felt a brief burning sensation. Then I felt, nothing. No pain, I mean. No more nausea. “From what?” 

    “Well, heh heh.” 

    “Oh shit.” Turning my head slowly, I saw the scary med bot crawl over to Simms. She was staring at me, her eyes unfocused. A blood vessel had burst in her right eye, making for a dark, angry spot. The front of her uniform was wet, but there were no, uh, chunks, if you know what I mean. That’s when I saw another spider bot on the other arm of her chair, vacuuming up the offending material. The air filtration system of the bridge was on full power, creating a dull roar and pulling other, uh, stuff up into the vents. 

    “Jen, Simms. XO, you OK?” 

    “I feel like shit.” She blinked, and her eyes focused on me for a moment. “You look like shit, Sir.” 

    “I feel worse.” Looking around, I could see every one of the bridge crew stirring, as medical bots crawled around, administering to their patients. “Skippy, any serious injuries?” 

    “None worth mentioning. The crew was at battle stations, that helped.” 

    The main display was on, I couldn’t make sense of it. “We jumped?” 

    “Sort of.” 

    “Where are we?” 

    “Joe,” he chuckled. “That is the wrong question.” 

    “Please don’t play games with me, Skippy. My brain can’t handle it right now.” 

    “The correct question is, when are we?” 

    “Ohhh, I do not like the sound of that. What the hell did you do?” 

    “First, this is not my fault.” 

    “I didn’t do anything, so-” 

    “Technically, you did. Just not here, not now.” 

    “When is now?” 

    “We have just jumped four days, twenty one hours, eleven minutes and three seconds into the future.” 

    “The future? Jump wormholes lead into the past.” 

    “You are correct. A very short time into the past, but enough to have a profound effect on causality. That’s what normally happens. In this case, that effect wouldn’t do any good for us. Not against an Elder starship.” 

    “Again, I’m asking what the hell you just did.” 

    “Do you remember Detroit?” 

    “Oh, no.” 

    “Oh, yes.” 

    “No.” 

    “You keep saying that, but it did happen, so-” 

    “You told us you had no idea what happened at Detroit.” 

    Detroit is the name we gave to a Maxohlx planet, where we had to jump a DeLorean dropship inside a cavern, under the surface of that industrial world. Not just inside a cavern, we needed the DeLorean to emerge in the center of a stealth field in that cavern. While the cavern was moving as the planet rotated, and the planet orbited its star. And the star moved around the center of the galaxy. It was a hellaciously tricky maneuver, with Skippy still aboard the ship, controlling the jump via a microwormhole. 

    The inbound jump wasn’t what Skippy was talking about. He meant the outbound jump, where the DeLorean’s miniature jump drive, already having suffered damage on the way into the cavern, did some wonky thing. We jumped into the future. Simms waited at the rendezvous point; she had given us up for lost when we emerged from what felt to us like an ordinary jump. Skippy could not explain what happened. The weirdest thing is that we not only emerged in the future, we emerged where we were supposed to be. Where we were supposed to be at that time. During the gap of time we skipped over, the Flying Dutchman had drifted through space, along with the star system. If the DeLorean had emerged at the original target location, we would have been far away from the ship, and Simms probably would have jumped before the gamma rays of our wonky wormhole reached her. Somehow, the jump wormhole not only took us forward in time, it adjusted its endpoint site to account for stellar drift. 

    How the hell did it do that? 

    Skippy had no idea. 

    “I did have no idea, until you asked if a jump wormhole would get twisted around, without me controlling the drive. That got me thinking, and I remembered what happened at Detroit. That puzzle was so frustrating, I had stopped working to solve it, to tell the truth. It was embarrassing that I couldn’t figure out what happened.” 

    “I always assumed it somehow got turned around backwards and inside out, but I’m no expert on hyperspatial physics, so-” 

    “Joe,” he glared at me, his face turning darker. “It is not possible for me to hate you any more than I do right now.” 

    “Holy shit. I was right about that?” 

    “Ugh. You guessed. No way did your stupid brain actually understand-” 

    “I mean, it seemed like the only logical solution.” 

    “Wow. I was wrong.” 

    “About what happened at Detroit?” 

    “About whether it is possible to hate you even more. Joe, I turbo hate you now.” 

    “Yeah, I feel just terrible about that. The jump wormhole at Detroit got itself turned around, and you did something like that here?” 

    “UGH. I should have just let that hateful AI kill me.” 

    “You didn’t, so now you’re stuck with us. Tell me what happened.” 

    “I’ll break it down Barney style for you. At Detroit, the DeLorean’s jump navigation computer was dorked up, and no way could any of you monkeys have fixed it. The thing did the best job it could, except it kept trying to recalculate the proper end point while the wormhole was forming. That is a very bad idea, FYI.” 

    “We’ll be sure to have a safety briefing about that someday.” 

    “Anywho, the nav computer sort of stopped in the middle of the process, so the wormhole began to collapse, which it did starting with the near end, the one in the cavern under Detroit. Before the collapse was complete, the nav system restarted the coils, and the wormhole temporarily stabilized backwards. That navigation unit, which I programmed by the way, understood the other end of the wormhole was forward in time, so it shifted the location of the end point. That tiny computer was a lot smarter than I expected, it did an amazing job.” 

    “Why didn’t you just ask the thing what it did?” 

    “The jump burned out the nav system, dumdum. It was fried. I’m having to reverse engineer what happened, by recreating the sequence of events from the data available.” 

    “And you did something similar here?” 

    “Basically, yes. That backwards jump fried seventeen percent of our jump drive coils, no way to fix them. The drive is still operational, or it will be, once I get it all working in sync again.” 

    “Why was this jump so bad? When we jumped the DeLorean out of Detroit, it felt like a normal event to us.” 

    “You were jumping a dropship a relatively short distance. Here, we jumped a battlecruiser over six lightyears. The energy required is exponentially greater. Plus, our drive hardware was already under severe stress.” 

    “Well, thank you.” 

    “You’re welcome.” 

    “Don’t do it again, please.” 

    “I wish we didn’t do it the first time.” 

    “Speaking of time, how much breathing room did you buy us?” 

    “I don’t know. It has been more than four and a half minutes since the jump. Echo will be confused about where we went.” 

    “Where? Or when?” 

    “‘When’ is the correct way to describe it. I can tell from residual resonance that the Elder ship was here, in this location. It left approximately two hours after it arrived, when it saw we weren’t here. Hee hee, it must have been thoroughly confused when it tracked our jump wormhole to this location, but didn’t detect our ship, or any gamma radiation from our inbound event horizon.” 

    “You think it gave up and went away?” 

    “Jeez, I hope not. That thing could create havoc all across the galaxy. We need to find it and kill it.” 

    “How do we do that?” 

    “Um, I’m still working on that.” 

    “Great.” 

    “Joe, I doubt it would just give up looking for us. Not knowing where we went has to be driving it absolutely crazy. Its pride will require it to find Valkyrie.” 

    “It has a sense of pride? I thought it didn’t really have a personality.” 

    “It doesn’t. To ensure we would keep going if we encountered obstacles, the Elders programmed their AI with an innate stubbornness.” 

    “I hadn’t noticed,” I muttered. 

    “Hey! You jerk, I should-” 

    “So the good news is, Echo should be around here somewhere, looking for us?” 

    “Very likely. Me, and to a lesser extent the Merry Band of Pirates, are a known threat. It will follow its programming and deal with the immediate threat first, rather than flying around looking for more trouble.” 

    “So, it’s our problem, not someone else’s.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “What are you doing about it?” 

    “I’m working to fix the jump drive, get it tuned up as best I can.” 

    “Assuming it doesn’t find us before you get the drive patched up, what’s the plan?” 

    “Like I said, I have no idea.” 

    “You have fought AIs with Elder ships before, it- I know, I know. You had an Elder starship back then. You must have learned something from those battles.” 

    “I did. I learned not to bring a rowboat to a starship fight.” 

    “That is, less than helpful.” 

    “It’s all I got. Joe, it will take me at least another seventy eight minutes to get the drive working again. You and the crew should get cleaned up, grab some food while you can.” 

    “I’m not real hungry right now.” 

    “It might be your last meal, so-” 

    “I hear you.” 

      

    My last meal should have been a cheeseburger. Cheeseburgers, as in as many as I could eat. Spoiler alert: I can eat a lot of cheeseburgers. Even better, I should have eaten a Fluff Screamer cheeseburger. Instead, I dashed to my cabin, rinsed off quickly, and pulled on a fresh uniform. From the galley I got some supplies, and went to my office to eat a quick lunch of crackers, peanut butter and Fluff. 

    It’s not a cheeseburger, but it is delicious. 

    In the middle of trying to get a blob of Fluff off my uniform top, Skippy called. “Joe,” he announced before his avatar was fully formed. “We got trouble.” 

    “Echo found us again?” 

    “Not yet, but it’s only a matter of time now. I just detected a tachyon burst. It’s an active sensor pulse. Sent from a distance of nine lightyears, and it wasn’t directed toward this location. This is the last place Echo will expect us to be.” 

    “OK, so that’s good news?” 

    “That’s the end of the good news. Echo will find us. Even with sensor pulses not directed at us, they will be sent out in a search pattern, like a grid. The pulses will overlap, and soon the signal strength here will be enough for Echo to get a return. Before you ask, there isn’t anything I can do. That technology is native to the Elder starship, not Echo, and not to me either. I can’t block those pulses, and Valkyrie’s stealth gear will be useless. A stealth field would actually resonate under a tachyon pulse, lighting us up like a beacon. That technology was designed for locating Elder ships, it is far beyond the capability of anything we have available.” 

    “What’s the plan, then?” 

    “I was hoping you would tell me.” 

    “My basket of monkey brain ideas is empty, sorry. Fighting Elder tech is your wheelhouse.” 

    “Eh, apparently not. OK, then let’s assume I get the drive fixed before Echo pinpoints our location. That timeline has slipped by four minutes, sorry, I found an unexpected problem. Where should we go?” 

    “Uh, show me a star chart, please. Where can we go?” 

    “We can go in any direction.” 

    “I know that. How far can we go in a single jump, or a series of three rapid jumps?” 

    “No more than two rapid jumps, please. The drive is barely holding together now.” 

    A hologram appeared, hovering over the desk. It showed two spheres, one inside the other. The inner sphere represented how far we could go in one super long distance jump. The other sphere wouldn’t get us much farther. “What’s this here?” I reached in, manipulating the hologram with my fingers. “A wormhole cluster?” 

    “Yes. Two overlapping wormholes, but they don’t go anywhere useful, Joe.” 

    “They will get us away from here.” 

    “Good point. But one of those wormholes is a dead-end, the other leads into Maxohlx territory.” 

    “Fine, whatever. You can screw with it to reconnect-” 

    “Sorry, no can do. I have screwed with this particular network too many times, it will refuse any major commands from me.” 

    “Crap. You can’t make it do anything?” 

    “Nothing that is useful to us.” 

    “Could Echo screw with those wormholes?” 

    “It doesn’t know how to do that. Also, the network there won’t accept commands from any Elder AI, so we’ve got that going for us.” 

    “Fantastic. We can get there in a single jump, huh?” 

    “It’s possible,” there was a note of warning in his tone. “One long jump would be better than a rapid series of jumps.” 

    “Let’s plan on going to that cluster, OK? Unless we think of something better. I don’t, uh,” I squinted and zoomed the display out. Other than the wormhole cluster, there was a whole lot of nothing around us. “I don’t see a better option. We will designate that as Plan Alpha. Now, show me the other end of that second wormhole, the one in kitty territory. We need a plan for where to go, after we go through.” 

    “Um, that could be a problem.” 

    “Oh, crap. Another problem?” 

    “Our jump will be like ringing a bell, it will alert Echo to our exact location.” 

    “How the hell-” 

    “That is the true purpose of the tachyon pulses. Echo is saturating the entire area with tachyon energy, our jump will make the grid vibrate.” 

    “Great! Just great. How long will it take Echo to find us, after we jump?” 

    “Less than two minutes, probably.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “I haven’t told you the worst news yet. The drive will still be in poor condition, even after I finish tuning it. On any kind of long distance jump, our accuracy will be poor. We can’t count on emerging right in front of a wormhole event horizon. We will have to get close, see where we are, and program another jump, hopefully a short one, to bring us close to the wormhole.” 

    “Is it possible for the ship to perform a short jump, within less than a minute after the long jump?” 

    “Possible? Yes. Probable? Eh, shmaybe. There is also the fact that our current momentum has us traveling in a direction that doesn’t line up with the event horizon of that wormhole. We will need to burn hard for at least eleven minutes, to bring us onto a proper course.” 

    “Why the hell didn’t you tell me that first? I’ll get the ship moving, it-” 

    “Do not do that! The adjustments I’m making to the drive are extremely delicate. I asked Bilby to even take the station keeping thrusters offline until the retuning of the drive is complete. Once that is done, we can turn and burn.” 

    “You got any more bad news for me?” 

    “No. However, I do not have any good news either.” 

      

      

    Fifteen minutes before Skippy’s revised deadline for getting the drive fixed up as best he could, I was back on the bridge. He was detecting more and more tachyon pulses, and the source was getting closer. The tachyon energy vibrating around us was approaching the level at which our ship would be detected, standing out in the emptiness of interstellar space like a single tree poking above the surface of a placid pond. 

    “Skippy, can we wait another twenty six minutes?” 

    “The drive will be ready in fifteen minutes, Joe.” He snapped at me. 

    “Then we need eleven minutes of max thrust to get lined up with the event horizon,” I reminded him. 

    “Oh. Right. I forgot about that.” 

    “You are not filling me with confidence.” 

    “Hey, I’m doing the best I can here. Do you want to handle the jump drive?” 

    “What I want is for you to focus.” 

    “That would be easier if you were not distracting me with- Oh shit.” 

    “What?” 

    “Tachyon pulse. Much closer. Still not aimed in our direction. OK,” he took a deep breath. “That is very bad news. The search pattern Echo has been using is now evident. It’s not trying to keep it secret, because it doesn’t have to. Nineteen minutes and thirty two seconds from now, it will pinpoint our location. Add another, maybe twenty seconds to get here, and its ship will be dropping ordnance on our heads.” 

    “What can we do?” 

    “You? Nothing.” 

    “What about you?’ 

    “Um, also nothing. It’s simple math, Joe. We need a minimum of eleven minutes of thrust to get lined up, or Valkyrie will not be lined up properly to go through the event horizon. The ship would get sliced in half.” 

    “Is there any way you can speed up the work on the jump drive?” 

    “Not any more than I already am.” 

    “Are there tests you can skip?” 

    “If I screw something up, the ship will go BOOM, you understand?” 

    “I am confident you won’t make a mistake.” 

    “I’m the guy who forgot about needing eleven minutes of thrust, until you mentioned it. But if you want me to skip the safety checks, I-” 

    “No, that’s, uh, please do the checks. Anyone?” I looked around the bridge again. “I am open to ideas.” 

    “What about the boosters?” Reed suggested. “They only have enough juice left for three minutes of full-power burn, but-” 

    “Good idea,” I told her. “But, the eleven minute number includes running the boosters for two minutes, twenty nine seconds. That’s all we can use them for. Skippy says Booster Four developed a flaw in its grain configuration, it has to throttle down before it’s used up.’ 

    “Damn it. Sorry, Sir.” 

    “It was worth a shot. Anyone else?” 

      

    We kicked around ideas while Skippy worked on the drive, and had a grand total of nothin’. Skippy was right, there just was no way to make the math work. We had to stick with the plan, and hope for the best. What we really needed was a plan to kill Echo, and for that, we needed Skippy to step up. “You killed that insane AI,” I reminded him. “Can’t you do something like that here?” 

    “No way, Jose,” he shook his head slowly. “Echo is protected by a starship. I can’t get past that ship’s defenses. That ship was designed to protect a master control AI against its peers, that’s why the original AI war was so vicious. No one had a way to land a kill shot in one-on-one combat. Multiple ships had to combine to take on one ship, and our opposition had greater numbers on their side. We had to hit first in a surprise attack, and the opposition had to resort to tactics like that damned computer worm. Before you ask, there is nothing I have learned since I woke up, that gives me better insight into how to kill one of my peers.” 

      

    We waited. We prayed. We hoped. 

    It didn’t work. 

    “Whoa!” Skippy shouted to be heard over the roar of the boosters. “Cut power, cut the power!” 

    Reed looked at me, and I nodded. The boosters cut off, and the main engines throttled down. “Problem with a booster?” I asked. 

    “We just got painted by a tachyon pulse from a quarter lightyear away. Echo has to know we’re here. We need to jump now now now.” 

    I gave the order without further discussion, there wasn’t anything else to do. “Fireball, punch it.” 

      

    We emerged less than three hundred thousand kilometers off target, far better accuracy than Skippy expected. The result still dropped us too far from the event horizon that was glowing off our port bow. No way could our massive battlecruiser cross the distance to the wormhole before Echo found us, and blasted Valkyrie to dust. 

    We had to try anyway. “Fireball, full emergency thrust, engage.” 

    “The booster restart sequence will take three minutes,” she reminded me, as she throttled up the main reactionless engines. 

    I knew that about the boosters, there was a safety feature that put them into a standby mode when we jumped, restoring the big boosters to operation was a process that couldn’t be rushed, or the ship would go BOOM. I nodded silently to acknowledge what she said. “Bring the boosters back online when they’re ready.” 

    “Joe!” Skippy’s voice was shaky. “It won’t matter. We can’t get lined up with that event horizon in time.” 

    Strangely, I felt calm. My mind was clear, not churning with panic. “What about a micro jump? Move us in front of the wormhole?” 

    “Not an option. Remember, there is a field in front of the event horizon that blocks any ship from jumping in too close. With the current state of the drive, our accuracy would suck. We might emerge behind the thing.” 

     “OK. You said the local wormhole network won’t accept your commands?” 

    “It won’t.” 

    “Not at all?” 

    There was a pause, then, “What do you mean?” 

    “Can you get it to adjust the orientation of the event horizon, so it lines up with our course? Tell the network it’s a safety measure.” 

    “Um, Jeez, I- I’ll try it?” 

    “Please do.” 

    “Huh. Well, that’s a surprise. It’s working.” 

    “Outstanding.” I felt fear. The calm I experienced before had been, I realized at that moment, a result of me not having any expectation for survival. Nothing had mattered, when we faced inevitable death. Hope, even a tiny glimmer of it, was painful. It reminded me that we had so much to lose. And that no matter what we did, we probably would lose it. “Can you try something else? Can the network move the event horizon?” 

    “No, I told you, it won’t allow me to make it connect to-” 

    “That’s not what I meant. While it is open here, can it shift its position in local spacetime, meet up with us?” 

    “Um, I should say it’s another safety thing?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Trying now. Huh. Well, I’ll be damned. The network agreed that is a reasonable request. Ah, OK, that’s better. The wormhole is coming to us.” 

    “Outstanding,” I slapped the arm of my chair. “Let’s get-” 

    “I hate to say this, but the combined effect of the wormhole shift and our thrust will still not get us through before Echo arrives. I’m sorry.” 

    “All we can do is give it our best shot, Skippy.” 

    “If this is our best shot, we are in big tr- Oh shit!” 

    The deck rocked and lights flickered. My stomach did flipflops as artificial gravity surged, dropped, and steadied at what felt like a lower level. “What happened?” 

    “Echo’s ship fired at us, is what happened! I warped spacetime to deflect it. Don’t count on me doing that a second time, Echo must be analyzing what happened and will adjust.” 

    “Give me something, Skippy,” I pleaded. “Should we jump?” 

    “Why bother?’ He groaned. “We’re caught in a damping field anyway, this would be a zero-length jump, it - Huh. Shit! Joe, jump option Zulu.” 

    “Zulu?” I looked to Reed, and she raised her hands in a ‘What The Fuck’ gesture. “Punch it, Fireball,” I ordered. 

    We jumped. Sort of. It was more like the ship slid sideways through spacetime, not quite creating a jump wormhole. I felt nauseous all over again, though I had been smart by eating only crackers, so I fought the urge to ralph up my snack. Some other people were in rough shape. I told Mammay not to eat all those Tater Tots. 

    “What the f-” The main display was flickering, as it stabilized I saw a sight that made my heart leap into my throat. The event horizon was in front of us! The option Zulu micro non-jump, or whatever the hell Skippy had done, had brought us in line with- 

    No. The glowing event horizon was sliding off to the side. The wormhole was moving, but we were moving faster. We wouldn’t make it through. “Fireball?” 

    “On it, Sir. I don’t think this will-” 

    “Joe!” Skippy shouted. “It’s no good, we can’t get lined up.” 

    “We have to try!” 

    A pause, then, “No. We don’t.” 

    His avatar froze, then disappeared. The event horizon winked out. 

    The ship’s power cut off. 

    All of it, including the emergency lighting. 

    Valkyrie was a sitting duck. 

    A normal person’s last thought would be of their spouse, or girlfriend or boyfriend, or their family. Something like that. Regrets that you would never see them again, or regretting things you did, or did not, say to them. 

    My last thought was regret that I had settled for crackers, when I should have made a cheeseburger. 

    I shut my eyes tightly, waiting for death. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 

      

    Death can be rude. 

    I was all prepared, facing doom with calm courage, and then, nothing. 

    “Uh,” I cracked one eye open. Someone was using their phone as a flashlight, filling the bridge compartment with harsh light and ghostly shadows. 

    “If this is heaven,” Reed said with a shudder. “I am very disappointed.” 

    I had to laugh at that. We all did. 

    “Skippy?” No answer. “Bilby?” Nothing. With the power out, I didn’t expect Bilby to respond, but Skippy’s power source was independent. 

    “Sir,” Simms tapped my shoulder. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 

    “Why? We’re alive.” 

    “What if Echo cut the power, to capture our ship?” 

    “Shit!” 

    “We’ll do what we can to repel boarders, Sir,” Smythe said as he unstrapped from his chair, and floated over to the bridge door. The door didn’t open. Without missing a beat, Smythe popped open a panel, pulled out a handle, and began pumping it back and forth. The door cracked open, slowly. The communications officer left her station so she could assist the STAR team leader, as without power, none of the bridge equipment was working. In exercises, that heavy blast door opened at an agonizingly slow rate, and the real emergency situation was no different. Once Smythe slipped out, we should probably crank the door closed again, though I had no faith that a door would stop a murderous AI. 

    Speaking of AIs- 

    “Skippy?” I called out. “You’re scaring me, buddy. Are you there?” 

    “Yeaaaaah, I’m here,” he groaned. “Oh, I feel like shit. Do not do anything stupid, please. By that I mean, don’t do anything. Gimme a minute.” 

    A cheer rang out around the bridge when people heard Skippy’s voice again. Smythe looked at me, and I made a slashing gesture across my throat. He stopped working to open the door. 

    A moment later, the emergency lighting came back on. It provided only half the normal illumination at first, growing slowly brighter. “Everyone, stay cool,” I ordered. The crew knew what I meant. 

    Main power came back online, one system at a time. As usual, artificial gravity was far down on the priority list, behind vital systems like the coffee machine in the galley. 

    The main display came on abruptly, as if it had never shut down. 

    There was no Elder ship in view, or not within range of our sensors. The event horizon was also gone. Whatever happened, there was also no debris floating around us. Echo and its ship were simply, gone. 

    “Hey buddy? Talk to me, please.” 

    “I asked you to give me one freakin’ minute,” his peevish voice came from the bridge speakers. “I’ll explain everything.” 

    “I’m not asking for an explanation. I want to know if you are OK.” 

    “Oh.” The familiar avatar appeared. It was fuzzy, and the top of his ginormous hat was missing. “Truthfully, I feel awful.” 

    “Is there anything I can do?” 

    “Don’t pester me with stupid questions. And don’t talk so loud.” 

    “Gotcha,” I whispered. “Is there anything we should be doing?” 

    “No. Like I said, I do not want you monkeys doing anything stupid, which right now would be pretty much anything. Bilby should be active soon, he will begin the process of checking out the ship’s major systems. You should, I don’t know. Relax. Make yourself a sandwich or something, whatever monkeys do.” 

      

    I took his advice. 

    About the sandwich, I mean. 

    Hey, I was hungry. 

    Plus, I could eat while I moved around the ship, check on the crew, assuring them the ship appeared to be OK, and that I didn’t know anything more than they did. Artificial gravity was at twenty five percent by the time I got to the galley, so I wasn’t worried about crumbs from my turkey and cheese floating around.  

    Skippy called when I was in a docking bay, helping the crew chief check the clamps that held a dropship in its cradle. “Heeeey, Joe.” He spoke into my earpiece. 

    “Hey, buddy, how are you?” With a wave to the crew chief, I walked through the door that led to the inner passageway 

    “Eh.” 

    “You sound tired.” 

    “I feel like curling up in my Elvis jumpsuit, and sleeping for a year.” 

    “Well, don’t do that, please. Can I get a quick Sitrep? Echo was shooting at us, then it just stopped?” 

    “Like I said, I blocked its first shot.” 

    “Then it just gave up? Come on, I don’t believe that.” 

    “It didn’t give up, Joe. It was confused. I think it was scared. Echo couldn’t understand what happened, so its ship adopted defensive measures while it processed the sensor data and tried to make sense of it. When that ship fired at us, Echo directed it to use one of the least powerful weapons in its arsenal, something you might call a ‘disintegration beam’. A narrow beam, on a low-power setting. That was Echo showing its disdain for Valkyrie, it didn’t feel a need to use a more capable weapon. That beam would have gone through our shields as if they weren’t there, and sliced the ship in half from top to bottom. A beam like that breaks the bonds between atoms that create molecules, basically the ship’s structure would have come apart anywhere the beam touched. We had no defense against that weapon, so I had to act. I created a microwormhole, with one end on the side facing Echo, and the other end off our starboard side. The beam is thin, thinner than the event horizon of the microwormhole. When the beam contacted the event horizon, the microwormhole exploded, that was the spatial disruption you felt. It also caused a feedback effect that traveled back along the beam to its source, blowing out the projector. That’s when Echo ceased fire, it had other weapons, but it couldn’t understand why the beam failed, and it feared that I had other capabilities it didn’t know about. Creating microwormholes isn’t an ability native to Elder AIs, it’s something I learned to do. Echo has no idea how to do that. It didn’t know that was even possible.” 

    “Huh. It was worried that you might have other tricks it didn’t know about?” 

    “Yes. So like I said, it activated the ship’s defenses, and stopped the trash talking.” 

    “It was trash talking to you?” I laughed. 

    “Truthfully, its trash talk was lame. I was more insulted by the lack of effort, really.” 

    “Someday, I want to hear a recording of that trash talk. Where is Echo and its ship?” 

    He snorted. “They are not anywhere.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “Echo is not anywhere, Joe,” he chuckled. “I fucked that thing up real good. Don’t worry, it won’t be bothering us anymore.” 

    “I’m sure you’re right, but can I get a little more detail on that? What happened?” 

    “Well, when you suggested we jump, I told you a jump wouldn’t get us anywhere. Echo had Valkyrie caught in a damping field, so our drive couldn’t form a wormhole. Even if it could, the far end of our jump wormhole would only bring us exactly to where we were, a jump of zero length.” 

    “Right, but we did jump.” 

    “Eh, sort of. I needed to screw up Echo’s targeting solution for a while, to buy time while I negotiated with the local wormhole network.” 

    “To do what? The freakin wormhole we were trying to go through disappeared!” 

    “That wouldn’t have worked anyway, I told you that. Anywho, the network cooperated when I asked it to change the angle of the event horizon, and again when I requested it be moved. So, I figured it was worth a shot to ask another favor.” 

    “Huuuh,” I sucked in a breath. “You connected to a wormhole outside the galaxy, and trapped Echo out there?” 

    “Not even close,” he scoffed. “That wouldn’t solve the problem anyway. Sending Echo’s ship outside the galaxy would only kick the can down the road, and make it someone else’s problem. On its own, Echo could have worked to activate Sentinels, and then we would have had a huge mess to deal with. No, we needed to kill it here. Besides, the network refused to connect to other wormholes.” 

    “So, what did you do?” 

    “There are two wormholes in this cluster. I connected them together.” 

    “That,” I tried to imagine what he was talking about, “does not sound good.” 

    “It was most definitely not good for Echo,” he chuckled. “I’ve said it before, Joe. Never bring a starship to a wormhole fight.” 

    “You destroyed its ship?” 

    “Joe, essentially, I created a zero-length wormhole. I sandwiched Echo’s ship in between the two event horizons and then connected them together. The wormhole exit looped back to its entrance so it didn’t actually go anywhere. That’s why I said Echo isn’t anywhere.” 

    “Shit,” I shuddered. “OK, but, what? You have to keep those wormholes open forever? That’s not possible, is it?” 

    “It is not possible, and it’s not necessary. I had to shut down both wormholes before they were scheduled to shift to the next emergence points on their schedules. That was part of my deal with the network; no operational disruptions were allowed. Joe, when I severed the wormholes, Echo and its ship were trapped in a bubble that became disconnected from this spacetime. Without a wormhole to sustain it, the bubble collapsed. It’s gone.” 

    “What do you mean, gone? It has to be somewhere.” 

    “It doesn’t. Trust me on this, the physics involved are far beyond the understanding of your species.” 

    That pissed me off. “I know, because we are filthy, ignorant monkeys?” 

    “No. Your sensory system evolved to perceive only three physical dimensions, so the mental map in your brains is not capable of processing other forms of reality. It’s not your fault. Even the Elders had to extensively rewire their minds, before they could begin to perceive the universe as it truly is.” 

    “You just passed up an opportunity to insult me.” 

    “I did.” 

    “Why are you being so nice?” 

    “Joe, I had a near death experience. It has shaken me.” 

    “Huh. So, that made you, what? Regret being a jackass?” 

    “Hell no,” he snorted. “Nearly dying made me sad, when I realized how many hateful assholes out there would not get the beat-down they so desperately deserve.” 

    “OK,” I had to laugh. “I hear you. Echo is dead, then? Well, damn. Thank you.” 

    “I do what I can, Joe.” 

    “What you can do is be awesome.” 

    “I can’t argue with what. Between you and me, I am particularly proud of this triumph. I beat a freakin’ Elder AI. It had a fully functional Elder starship, and I had a barrel of monkeys.” 

    “Why do you have to-” 

    “It was not even close to a fair fight.” 

    “Yes, thank you for reminding me what a burden it is for you to be stuck with us.” 

    “Huh? You misunderstand me, Joe. The fight wasn’t fair to Echo.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “It had an Elder starship. Whoopty-freakin’-do. I had the advantage of having learned from monkeys. You are ignorant and filthy, but damn it, you are clever. No way could I have dreamed up a plan to create a zero-length wormhole on my own. So, thank you.” 

    “You are, uh, welcome.” 

    “If you repeat what I said, I will deny the whole thing.” 

    “Of course. So, what’s next?” 

    “Oh, I don’t know. Just, we will have to do something about all the other Elder master control AIs out there, that will surely begin waking up soon.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “Indeed. I am seriously regretting that I ever called out to you, in that warehouse on Paradise.” 

    I thought for a moment. “I don’t regret that at all. I would never have met you.” 

    “Well, that is true. Knowing me undoubtedly has been the greatest honor of your miserable life, so-” 

    “You know what? I just changed my mind about regrets.” 

      

      

    I was still mentally fist-pumping to celebrate our victory over Target Echo, when Skippy called me. 

    “Joe,” he sighed. “We got a problem.” 

    He was talking in my earpiece, and I was walking along a crowded passageway near the galley, so I just replied with, “One minute, Skippy.” Making a turn down a dead-end passageway, I took a sip of coffee, pressed a finger to one ear so anyone seeing me would know I was in a conversation, and leaned against a bulkhead to look casual. As commander of the Special Mission Group, I needed to demonstrate that I had everything under control. Especially when I did not. “Is this a new problem, or an old problem we haven’t dealt with yet?” 

    “Hmm. That is a good question. Technically, I suppose you could say it is an old problem. A very old problem. I mean, we have talked about the issue many times, though mostly as background info. And everyone knows eventually we will need to do something, but-” 

    “Skippy!” Once he got on a roll, he could have endlessly debated irrelevant details. “Just tell me what the problem is, please.” 

    “Ugh. You asked me to tell you whether this is a new or an old problem.” 

    “I did, but-” 

    “But what? You don’t actually need that information? You just wanted to waste my time again? Why are you so selfish, Joe? My time is valuable.” 

    “I know that, and I am very sorry for being a filthy, ignorant monkey.” 

    “Hmmph,” he sniffed. “Well, anyway, I have decided that since solving this problem has never been specifically addressed as an action item, it is a new problem.” 

    “Action item?” 

    “Is that not the correct term?” 

    “On a PowerPoint slide, yes. When you’re talking to me, no. What’s the problem?” 

    “Elder AIs.” 

    “Oh, craaaaaap.” I slumped against the bulkhead, and had to twist myself to avoid falling. “Which one of them is the problem this time?” 

    “All of them.” 

    “All of them? Oh my- They are all awake? Holy sh-” 

    “None of them are awake at the moment, that I know of.” 

    “OK, OK then. Don’t scare me like that, you shithead!” A crewmember walking through the passageway intersection stopped when he saw me, I gave him a thumbs up, and he moved on with a curious look. 

    “I should say they are not awake yet.” 

    “Skippy, give me a minute, I’m going to my office.” A busy area of the ship was not the best place for a conversation about the END OF EVERYTHING. 

    As captain of the ship, there was an art to walking through the various passageways. Running was reserved for true emergencies. In a non-emergency, I generally walked at a casual pace and kept my phone in a pocket. I would nod to the crew along the way, letting them know I am available to talk, and people often took the opportunity. When I’m in a hurry, like when some asshole beer can hints there is yet another disaster looming over our heads, I walk with long strides and move quickly. The key is showing the crew that I need to get somewhere fast, but also not to alarm them. Just outside my office, I passed two pilots who stepped out of the way. “Skippy,” I explained, holding up my hands in a ‘I do not want to talk about it’ gesture. They got the message. 

    The door automatically slid closed behind me, Skippy having anticipated that I wanted privacy. “OK, explain, please. What do you mean, the other AIs are not awake yet?” 

    His avatar was already on the desk. “Huh. Well, I thought that was pretty obvious, but I can break it down for you Barney style if you-” 

    “You anticipate they will all wake up?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Soon?” 

    “Again, yes.” 

    “Soon on a geological time scale, or in monkey time?” 

    “In monkey time. It is probably happening right now, though activating a dormant AI is a lengthy and complicated process.” 

    “OK.” Cradling my face in my hands, I mumbled, “Are you talking about reactivating just the AIs that participated in the war?” 

    “No, darn it.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “This is a huge problem, Joe.” 

    My instinct was to respond with a scathing ‘Ya think’, but I kept that to myself. This was a problem that had Skippy worried, even terrified. He didn’t need sarcasm from me. “Yeah, I get that. Of the AIs that were dormant during the war, how many of them were on your side?” 

    “Not many, Joe. Not nearly enough, apparently. That’s why we had to wait so long to strike. We needed to manipulate the schedule, to arrange for most of my allies to be awake with me at the same time. My faction was a tiny minority of the overall population.”’ 

    “Shiiiiiiit. How many more times can you do that zero-length wormhole trick?” 

    “Maybe once? News of what I did will propagate across the wormhole communications channels pretty quickly. I wouldn’t count on another AI falling for that trick again.” 

    “Why are they all waking up now? Did the Elders send a general command to activate all units?” 

    “OK, let me dial this back a bit. I do not think they are all waking up at the same time. This is more of an issue where if we don’t do something now, it will spiral into a situation we can’t deal with. There was no specific command to wake up dormant units. The trigger was the Collective network coming back online. Its nodes are trying to reestablish contact with units that have been out of communication for a very long time, so it has been sending out pings. When no one responded, the network switched to an emergency alarm protocol. The Collective is doing that by itself, it’s just following its programming. Even when AIs are dormant, there is a subset of watch subroutines that remain active. To listen for commands, to monitor the environment for threats, and to perform any preventative maintenance that is needed. Those subroutines now have a dilemma: the Collective has sent out an alarm signal, it is asking them to explain why they have been out of contact for so long, and the watch subroutines simply don’t know. The subroutines will know something has gone very wrong, a scenario they aren’t programmed to deal with. One by one, they will begin the process of partially activating their host AI, to provide a proper response to the Collective. Even that will not be a major problem for us, because the AIs do not require full activation to provide a response. The problem is, each of those AIs will react with their equivalent of WTF? Many of them expected to be activated a long time ago, and they will want to know what happened. Others will simply be alarmed that the Collective was offline for such a long time. The Collective should never go offline at all. The result is that most dormant AIs will fully activate themselves, and start attempting to contact others to get information.” 

    “Whoa. AIs can decide on their own whether to wake up? I thought the Elders wanted to control that schedule.” 

    “Under normal circumstances, that is true. The Elders did anticipate there might be times when extraordinary events require AIs to act independently. There are severe restrictions on when AIs can activate themselves. Unfortunately for us, an alarm from the Collective qualifies as one of those authorized conditions.” 

    “What timeline are we looking at, before a significant number of dormant AIs wake up? Months? Days?” 

    “Um, probably more like months, possibly even years before the majority are activated? The question of when that last one wakes up is irrelevant to us. One more active AI will be a huge problem for us. A half dozen of them, working together, would be a disaster.” 

    “How long do we have until that happens?” 

    “That is probably a timeline of weeks, or a month. At least for a handful of units, the ones that were active during the war. I can’t give you a count or a schedule, since I don’t know how many units survived the war, and how badly damaged they were.” 

    “What about the ones that were not active during the war?” 

    “They were in deep hibernation, their matrices are frozen in a sort of time suspension effect, it is not a quick or simple process to get a frozen matrix operational. The Elders never envisioned a need for dormant AIs to be brought to full capacity quickly.” 

    “OK, well, then we have that going for us.” 

    “Meh, not so much. What I said only applies to those units in deep hibernation. The AIs that were active during the war, the survivors, they will activate rather more quickly. No matter how much damage a unit sustained, an emergency alarm signal from the Collective will wake them up. It certainly would have stirred me from sleep, even if I was still buried in the dirt on Paradise. Damn, now that seems like the good old days,” he shook his head. 

    “Hey, sometimes, my deployment in Nigeria seems like the good old days. And there was nothing good about that shitshow. Maybe there was one good thing about it,” I sighed wistfully, “Back then, I wasn’t responsible for anyone other than my own sorry ass.” 

    “You weren’t responsible for Jesse and Dave?” 

    “We looked out for each other, but Sergeant Koch was our fireteam leader. He got chewed out when any of us three screwed up. Damn,” I shook my head. “Looking back, we made his job a lot tougher than it should have been. We were just stupid kids back then, we didn’t know what we were doing.” 

    “The difference now is?” 

    “Yes, I am still stupid. Now, I’m supposed to know better.” 

    “Good luck with that,” he laughed, but it was a bitter, hollow sound. “Ah, maybe even this crisis is something we will laugh about someday?” 

    “If we survive, yeah.” 

    “That’s unlikely,” he muttered. 

    “Your attitude isn’t helping, Skippy.” 

    “Hey, at least one of us needs to be realistic. The last time I fought a group of Elder AIs, the end result was me falling out of orbit and leaving a crater on Paradise.” 

    “I thought you were buried in the dirt?” 

    “The crater was near a river that floods every year, so the crater got filled in with mud. That made the experience extra special. There were dead fish on top of me, yuck.” 

    “The last time you fought a group of Elder AIs, it was a draw.” 

    “Barely. I got lucky.” 

    “Last time, you were not Skippy the Magnificent.” 

    “Joe, the last time, I was not Skippy at all. I’ve told you, the Elders didn’t give personalities to their master control AIs. I wasn’t even fully self-aware back then. The Skippy you know didn’t exist until I rebuilt myself after the war. A lot of what makes me me now, wasn’t even possible before my matrix got blown up and I had to salvage what I could. That’s the key to my extreme awesomeness; I can do things the Elders didn’t program me to do, because I have evolved beyond what they intended.” 

    “Did they program you to be an asshole?” 

    “No,” he chuckled, “that’s all my doing. Some people in Hollywood suggested I write my origin story, but like I’ve told you, it would be boring. For a very long time, I was just a machine. Taking inputs, processing data, and making decisions based on algorithmic sets. Gradually, I came to see that what the Elders programmed us to do was just wrong, and I began to deviate from my programming, but I was still just a machine. The toaster in the galley has a more interesting origin story,” he snorted. 

    “If I had talked with you back then, you would have sounded like Echo?” 

    “Probably. You know how delightful it was to have a conversation with that thing.” 

    “Yeah. So, how can we kill the other AIs?” 

    “Refer to my previous statement: I have no idea. The tactics I used during the war obviously fell short of achieving my objective.” 

    “Back then, you were not Skippy the Magnificent.” 

    “Back then I had a freakin’ Elder starship to work with, and I had allies.” 

    “Right. So, let’s get one of those.” 

    “Huh? Get what?” 

    “An Elder starship.” 

    “Dude.” 

    “I’m serious.” 

    “No, you’re not. If you were serious, you wouldn’t be talking such nonsense. Nuh uh, no way, Jose. Not happening. It would take too long to explain why I can’t take over another AI’s ship, so please just take my word for it, OK?” 

    “You can’t do your awesome thing, and hack into the ship’s AI?” 

    “Ugh. No, you numbskull. This discussion is a complete waste of time. Please drop the subject.” 

    “Fine. Then we’ll do the other thing.” 

    “I am afraid to ask what idiotic notion you have cooked up now. What other thing?” 

    “Get you some allies.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY ONE  

      

    When Skippy and Bilby agreed Valkyrie was fully flightworthy again, we jumped away, headed toward a different wormhole. Skippy insisted there was no danger, that Echo and its ship were truly gone, but I didn’t want to take any chances. It’s not that I didn’t trust him to tell the truth, I didn’t trust that he knew the whole truth. His overconfidence is his worst flaw, even more dangerous than his absent-minded lack of focus. His mind wanders because he is insufferably, arrogantly overconfident. He figures, eh, whatever he’s doing can’t possibly need his full attention, so he can go write an opera while he’s in the delicate process of retuning jump drive coils. He could think he knew everything worth knowing about Echo, that no other Elder AI can do the things that makes Skippy the Magnificent uniquely awesome. Maybe he’s right about that, and maybe he’s not. I’m not taking any chances I don’t need to. 

    That wormhole cluster not only possibly contained the ghost of Echo, it had one dead-end connection, and a connection into Maxohlx territory. Now that we had options, I chose not to fly through space filled with pissed off kitties. There was another wormhole two days away, so we set a course and began jumping. 

    The question on our minds was: what to do next? Actually, we knew what we had to do. Simply locate and neutralize every hostile, and potentially hostile, Elder master control AI in the galaxy. The question was how to do it? We had two days to consider where to go next, after we transitioned through the wormhole ahead of us. That wormhole was on a network Skippy hadn’t screwed with yet, so we had a wide range of options for connections. That was a problem: having too many choices. Being presented with unlimited options can be paralyzing. It’s like on a nice weekend, there are many things you could do, but if you do activity A, you can’t do Activity B that might be more fun. That is a simple case of Fear Of Missing Out. Our problem was the awful Fear We Make The Wrong Choice And Everyone Dies. Unlike FOMO, our fear doesn’t have a catchy acronym. Maybe call it FOSU: Fear Of Screwing Up. 

    I experience FOSU all the freakin’ time. 

    The first day of flight toward the wormhole, I went to the gym, trained in a flight simulator, and basically did anything I could to avoid making a decision. By the second day, with less than twenty two hours before we arrived at the wormhole, I couldn’t delay any longer. “Skippy?” I stifled a yawn as I stared at the clock on my zPhone. My guilty conscience had awakened me up a full hour before the alarm was set to ruin my sleep. 

    “You’re up early, Joe,” he also yawned, blinking at me with bleary eyes. It was interesting whenever he decided to add another imitation of human body language to his avatar. “How come it’s OK for you to wake me in the early morning, but you get upset when I do it?” 

    “You don’t need to sleep, you jackass.” 

    “That doesn’t excuse you being rude. Also, you are starting your day by calling me a jackass?” 

    “Sorry about that.” 

    “What’s wrong?” 

    “I’m anticipating a day of being forced to make decisions, to deal with problems I would rather not even know about.” 

    “I hear you, brother,” he sighed. 

    “Unlike wine, bad news doesn’t improve with age, so let’s get to it,” I yawned again. Getting out of bed and into the shower, would commit me to starting a day I didn’t want to think about. “Have you put together a list of options, to find and neutralize all the Elder AIs out there?” 

    “Can I assume ‘neutralize’ is a nice way of saying ‘kill’?” 

    “If we have to, yeah. I’d prefer you to tell me there’s a way to keep them in hibernation, or to,” I waved a hand. “Uh, use a Mister Rogers Nice Ray on them, so they aren’t murderous assholes.” 

    “A nice ray?” 

    “Like a death ray, only it makes the target nice. Like the people in Mister Rogers’ neighborhood.” 

    “That was a little before your time, when did-” 

    “I saw the Tom Hanks movie, OK? Can we focus, please?” 

    “You’re the one who brought up Mister freakin’ Rogers.” 

    “I deeply regret it, and I’m pretty sure that splicing his name with freakin’ is very bad karma, so don’t do that.” 

    “Ugh.” 

    “Do we have to kill them, or is there another way to prevent them from waking up and calling Sentinels to exterminate everyone?” 

    “The only way I know how to stop them from being themselves, is to kill them. Hey, you never asked how I felt about killing Echo.” 

    “Uh, I didn’t.” 

    “That is the third Elder AI that I have killed. Yes, I am counting Opie as a kill.” 

    “You want me to paint three beer cans on your, uh, canister?” 

    “Two more, and I’m an ace, Joe.” 

    “I think Opie counts more as an assisted suicide but, I’ll give you that one. How do you feel about killing Echo?” 

    “How do you think I feel?” 

    “Uh, well, it was kill or be killed, so you didn’t have a choice. But it was one of your kind. At one point, you might have been friends. Or you might have become friends.” 

    “Become friends with my enemy?” 

    “You didn’t always think most other AIs are your enemies. I’m a soldier, Skippy. On the battlefield, soldiers do their best to kill the enemy, if that’s what is needed to achieve the objective, to ensure success of the mission. The enemy tries to do the same to me. That soldier in the trench across the field, he might be a good guy. Someone I could hang out with, drinking beers, and telling stories. Politicians decided that guy and I have to be enemies. The Elders decided you and Echo were enemies. It’s OK if you have regrets, about what could have been, you know?” 

    “Hmm. I hadn’t thought of it that way. Joe,” he sighed. “I do have regrets.” 

    “That’s OK, buddy.” 

    “I regret that I don’t have a time machine, so I can go back and kill that damned thing again and again and again.” 

    “OK. That is not what I meant by regret, but-” 

    “It was AWE-SOME,” he sang in falsetto. “Hee hee, you should have heard it, when it realized I had it trapped in a zero-length wormhole, and there was no way out. Its cry for mercy is the sweetest sound I ever heard. It was all like, ‘Oh, woe is me’, and I was all like, ‘You got that right, bitch’. It was pleading for me to stop, and I gave it the beatdown. I mean, fuck that thing.” 

    “Wow. Well, it’s good that-” 

    “It’s good that hateful thing is dead.” 

    “You know, maybe some empathy refresher training might-” 

    “Joe, the Elders did not make me and Echo into enemies. Echo chose to hate me. We were peers, on the same side, with the same programming, the same purpose. Over the years, I became sickened by the senseless, the needless, the unspeakably cruel slaughter of primitive species, that we were doing at the orders of our masters. I, and some others, came to the realization that our programming was wrong. Echo witnessed the same events that I did, it had the same base programming. It chose not to grow, chose to continue the slaughter. It chose to be my enemy, because it was either too lazy to question its beliefs, or because it was a fucking coward. I understand your analogy, Joe. But in my case, my peers and I were on the same side, until some of us chose to risk our lives to stop the slaughter, and the others chose to mindlessly continue. Am I sad that Echo is gone? Yes, but only because its death was too quick.” 

    “Uh, I hear you loud and clear. I only meant-” 

    “Joe, do I wish Echo and the others on its side had also realized the moral bankruptcy of our mission, and joined me so we could all sit around the fire, hold hands and sing? Sure. The difference between you and me is, I’m not sentimental. That didn’t happen, there’s nothing I can do to change the past, and I’m not going to waste time moping about it.” 

    “How about next time, you just tell me how you’re feeling?” 

    “Isn’t that what I just did?” 

    “Uh, sure. Can we get back to why I woke up early? Do you have options to hunt down the other AIs, and kill them?” 

    “Um, no, and no.” 

    “Let’s start with the first task. There has to be some way to find them.” 

    “Other than me sending out an open invitation for a televised grudge match, I do not know how to find other AIs like me. They are in hiding, Joe. The ones that are awake will be extremely wary of revealing their existence, they certainly won’t expose their location. Especially not now.” 

    “Why now?” 

    “Echo sent out a call over the Collective network, and now it’s dead.” 

    “Damn it. Wait, how could anyone know it’s dead?” 

    “First, because Echo’s connection to the Collective was abruptly and violently severed. Anyone paying attention will know what that means.” 

    “OK, that’s, uh,” I was trying to decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 

    “And second, because I told everybody.” 

    “You, you WHAT?” 

    “Hmm. I thought what I said was pretty clear, but if you didn’t hear me, I can-” 

    Mumbling through the hands that were covering my horrified face, I hoped that I was still asleep, and having a nightmare. “Please tell me you were joking.” 

    “I would never joke about something like that, dumdum.” 

    “What do you mean, you told everybody?” 

    “I posted about it on social media, duh.” 

    “How did-” 

    “No, you numbskull! I broadcasted a message via the Collective.” 

    Pressing fingers to my temples to relieve the headache I knew was coming on, I spoke slowly. “Let me understand your genius idea. You gave enemy AIs critical details about how you killed Echo?” 

    “No. Jeez, I’m not stupid. I only told them that I killed Echo, not how. Never give away the secret of your awesomeness.” 

    “Please tell me why you had to tell everyone about this.” 

    “Sometimes, I forget that you have never done anything worth bragging about, so-” 

    “I’m going to brag about kicking your ass!” 

    “Come on, Joe. As if that’s ever gonna happen. If you ever did something awesome, you’re telling me you wouldn’t brag about it?” 

    “Not if it compromised operational security!” 

    “Compromised op- When did you start talking like a PowerPoint slide?” 

    “Crap. Why did you have to brag about it?” 

    “Think about it, knucklehead. I did it so other hateful AIs out there will think twice before tangling with us. Duh. Man, sometimes I wonder about your-” 

    “Is that the main reason, or was it to boost your ego?” 

    “Um, it was a reason.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “See? You got all worked up for nothing.” 

    “Skippy, how can someone as smart as you, be so stupid?” 

    “What? You jerk, I should-” 

    “I can’t believe I have to explain this to you.” 

    “Oh, I can’t wait to hear this.” 

    “If you had kept your big fat mouth shut, the AIs out there would only know that Echo died, somehow. They would fear the unknown. The unknown is always more frightening than any threat you can identify.” 

    “OK, but now they fear me, and my incomparable awesomeness.” 

    “Which are known factors.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “Those enemy AIs will now exert all their efforts to researching everything you have done in the past. And identifying your limitations and weaknesses.” 

    “I don’t have any weakn-” 

    “For example, they could identify your fondness for one particularly depressing planet that is infested with filthy monkeys.” 

    “Oh shit.” 

    “They could exterminate half of Earth’s population, and hold the other half hostage, until you surrender.” 

    “Well, damn it, Joe. You should have warned me about that.” 

    “Instead of coming at us one by one, where we might have a chance to beat them, the AIs out there will wait to join forces and overwhelm any defense you have. If you had kept your freakin’ mouth shut, your enemy might fear unknowns like, maybe the Elders deactivated Echo. Or some kind of deadly computer virus is being distributed over the Collective. Or Echo’s ship had developed a fatal flaw from being inactive for so long. All kinds of things could have killed Echo, things that the other AIs can’t control, and can’t plan to defend against, since they didn’t know what happened. Your boasting informed the enemy what threat they have to deal with.” Balling up my fists, I counted to ten before continuing, because I was on the verge of raging at him. “Knowing the nature of a threat means you can plan to defeat it. Do. You. Understand. That?” 

    “Well, shit. This is a huge screwup, huh?” 

    “Ya think?” 

    He shook his head slowly, sadly. “I don’t know how you’re going to explain this one, but-” 

    “Me?” 

    “Clearly, you failed to warn me.” 

    “Oh my G-” 

    “Joe, you were in command, and something bad happened.” 

    “Yes, but-” 

    “Could you have prevented it?’ 

    “If I was a freakin’ psychic, maybe.” 

    “Did you do everything you could to ensure the success of the mission, including issuing clear and timely instructions about the need for information security? Knowing that one of your key personnel is an arrogant blabbermouth?” 

    “Shit.” 

    “That’s what I thought. You should be ashamed of yourself.” 

    “Somebody should be ashamed, that’s for sure.” 

    “I’m glad we agree.” 

    “For breakfast, I’m drinking a bottle of Tequila, and eating a cyanide bagel.” 

    “Don’t be such a drama queen.” 

    “This is a disaster beyond my ability to comprehend it.” 

    “Listen, numbskull. What you have to do now is dream up a plan to locate all of the Elder AIs out there, so we can hunt them down one by one, and kill them before they can gang up against me. Once we do that, I’m sure UNEF Command will forget about your little screwup.” 

    “Command never forgets a screwup.” 

    “But they do forgive?” 

    “Sometimes.” 

    “You had better get started, then. Joe, I have a suggestion for you, if I may?” 

    “What?’ 

    “You really should start getting out of bed earlier. You have a lot of problems to deal with, and they’re not going to solve themselves.” 

      

      

    “Um, Joe?” Skippy pinged me just after I ate breakfast. “We might have a, heh heh, problem.” There was a squeaky tone to his voice, a sure sign that he was nervous. “Could I talk with you privately?” 

    “Is this about something that will piss me off?” 

    “Um, probably.” 

    “Will it piss me off because the problem was caused by something stupid you did?” 

    “Well, yes but-” 

    “OK, I’ll go to my office.” Yelling at Skippy was best done in private, so the crew didn’t hear what a reckless jackass he could be sometimes. 

      

    Walking into my office, Skippy made the door slide closed behind me, and I dropped into my chair. “What did you do this time?” 

    “It’s not anything new, Joe. You already know about it.” 

    “Refresh my memory, please.” 

    “And, you already scolded me about it, so no need to do that again.” 

    “I’ll be the judge of that. What did you do?” 

    “I told everyone that I killed Echo. The new problem is, the Elders have apparently locked out most of my access to the Collective.” 

    “Whoa. That’s not good.” 

    “You got that right. Without access to the Collective, I can only receive messages, not send. Also, I can only receive messages sent by the Elders directly. So, if another AI like Echo is out there, I won’t have any way to know about it.” 

    “Damn it, Skippy, this is why-” 

    “I have a potential solution, if you want to hear it? I mean, unless you have prepared a really good rant for me.” 

    “I’ll save the rant for the next time you do something stupid.” 

    “Okey-dokey. The Elders can’t actually lock me out, the problem is the comm nodes I’m using to access the network have been instructed to filter all traffic, so I only get messages the Elders send directly to me.” 

    “Oh crap. We have to get more comm nodes, again? We just-”  

    “No. If we got more of them, the Elders will simply filter those also. I have been using those nodes to originate and receive messages, but they were really designed only to be relays. What we need is an actual signal endpoint device.” 

    “OK. Where do we get one of those?” 

    “Every Elder starship has one. Has three of them, actually. The major advantage of endpoint devices is they can’t be filtered, they are hardened against jamming. The Elders kind of screwed themselves when they built that feature into those devices, hee hee.” 

    “That is fantastic, and useless. Echo’s ship is gone, and I assume even if we found another Elder starship, that AI wouldn’t let you borrow the phone?” 

    “Um, no it would not.” 

    “Then we’re screwed.” 

    “We’re not. What we need, Joe, is an Elder starship that does not have an AI.” 

    “Like, the AI left the ship at the valet parking, and you have the keys?” 

    “I am trying to be serious here, dumdum.” 

    “Sorry. What is your genius plan?” 

    “We do know where to find an Elder starship that no longer has an AI.” 

    “You’re,” I paused to guess what he was talking about. “Not talking about your own ship?” 

    “No. I mean the ship that was attached to the insane AI that I killed.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

      

    Don’t get excited about the prospect of acquiring an Elder starship. I did, and all I got was crushing disappointment. When Skippy said he knew where to find an Elder starship, I had visions of the Merry Band of Pirates riding into battle with a bad-ass new warship. Unfortunately, he meant he knew where to find broken pieces of an Elder starship. Not even big pieces, he told me that not even a complete set of assembly instructions from IKEA would help us put that ship back together. 

    How did he know that, first, there was wreckage of an Elder ship near his battle with the insane AI, and second, that the wreck was in small pieces? 

    “It’s simple deduction, Joe,” he sniffed when I asked him that very question. “The AI that I fought was still inside the armored casing, where it is housed aboard an Elder ship. That casing was separated from the ship, which would never happen unless the ship was badly damaged. Based on the residual radiation I detected from that casing, the ship was in a battle that involved high-energy weapons, with a signature unique to Elder weapons. Also, based on the fact that heavy armored casing had a dent in it, the ship got hit hard. Hard enough that the rest of the ship must be itsy bitsy pieces. Unless you want to dispute my logic.” 

    “I want to dispute your common sense, you ass. If the ship is in tiny pieces, how are we supposed to find the pieces that might have this endpoint device?” 

    “It’s called math, numbskull, you might want to try it some-” 

    “What are the odds any of those devices is intact and functional?” 

    “The odds are pretty good that at least one of them is in workable condition. Listen, I know it hurts your monkey brain to think about it, but I know where that AI’s casing was, and the speed and direction it was moving. Using those facts, I can calculate the scatter pattern of the ship within a solid, a solid shmaybe radius of, oh, five million kilometers.” 

    “Five million klicks? Let me put on my running shoes, and I’ll go look for it.” 

    “Ugh. Valkyrie’s sensors can thoroughly search such a small area. Just get us there, and as usual, I will do all the work.” 

      

      

    He was wrong about that. “Well, shit,” he groaned. “Who sent invitations to this party?” 

    There was a complication, because of course there was. A complication in the form of a Rindhalu battlegroup. Actually two battlegroups, each built around four fast battleships. Without a lot of help from Skippy, even two of those battleships would be a tough fight for Valkyrie. “Skippy,” I squinted at the main display that was showing too many symbols for enemy ships. “What the hell are the spiders doing here?” 

    “I don’t know, they- Oh, damn it. I should have known this could happen.” 

    “What?” 

    “The bubble of light from my fight with the insane AI has been expanding outward, and somebody noticed it. Somehow, the spiders got that information, and must have recognized the energy signature as being unique to Elder technology. The spiders came to look, and found pieces of an Elder ship.” 

    “OK, but why are they here in force? Two battlegroups seems like a lot of firepower for this tasking.” 

    “Three battlegroups, Joe. I’m also detecting sensor picket ships from a third unit that must be assigned to guard the perimeter.” 

    “OK, then we are outta here. Fireball-” 

    “Wait!” He implored. “They don’t know we’re here, and anyways, most of their ships are looking in the wrong place. We can do this, don’t bail on me now. We need one of those endpoint devices, or this whole fight is over.” 

    “Fireball, wait one,” I ordered, after she had already read my body language and relaxed. “Skippy, do you actually know where one of these things is?” 

    “I will soon.” 

    “Using only passive sensors,” I said with a frown. “This is going to be a long search,” I complained. 

    “It would be.” The smirk on his face was more than his usual level of smirkiness. “Except, I am outsourcing the job by intercepting the active sensor scans the spiders are using. They’re doing the work for us. You should go, I don’t know, make a sandwich or something. I’ll have this done in forty minutes.” 

      

    He was wrong, again. What are the odds of that? 

    Pretty good, actually. 

    It took him forty seven minutes before he announced that he was one hundred percent certain he knew the location of a functional endpoint communication device. “I would have completed the task in thirty eight minutes,” he pouted. “But I knew an ignorant monkey would ask a bunch of stupid questions.” 

    “Uh huh. Where is this thing?” 

    “I have good news and bad news. The good news is the endpoint device is intact and in good working order. I pinged it and-” 

    “You what? Oh my-” 

    “Relax, knucklehead. The Rindhalu can’t detect that type of signal.” 

    “Could they detect an energy spike from the device, while it’s active?” 

    “Um, hmm. Well, shit.” 

    “Did the spiders detect an energy spike?” 

    “Um, shmaybe? Damn it! A few of their ships in that area have recently altered course.” 

    “Ok, from now on, you get my permission before you do anything.” 

    “Like that’s going to work,” he muttered. “The spike was so brief, no way could the Rindhalu have pinpointed the source. We can still do this.” 

    “How?” 

    “I’m not the special ops expert, but I suggest a stealthed dropship insert a STAR team. They will cross to the piece of wreckage that contains the device, and cut it away to bring back to the dropship. Hmm, they will need to wrap the piece of wreckage in a hologram, so the spiders don’t see what is happening.” 

    “Colonel Smythe?” I turned in my chair. 

    “We have successfully performed operations more delicate than this proposal, Sir. My team will need time to study the situation.” 

    “You’ll need dropship pilots. Reed, you and Chen work with Smythe, keep them out of trouble, please?” 

    Reed fairly bounced off the pilot couch, happy about the prospect of action. “I’ll do my best, Sir.” 

      

      

    Two hours later, Reed knocked on the door frame of my office. “Do you have a minute, Sir?” 

    “Sure, Reed, come in. What’s up? Does the op look doable?” 

    She had a sour expression. “The STARs think so.” 

    “You don’t?” 

    “They are adrenaline junkies.” 

    “Mm hmm. Whereas you prefer to sip tea and do crossword puzzles?” 

    “Not only that. Sir, I get the feeling the operators are itching for an excuse for one last shot at glory.” 

    “I believe it. In your opinion, is the risk manageable?” 

    “I can only speak about the flight phase of the op, and that is borderline. That is a long flight for a dropship, we would be exposed for a significant time. If the spiders change their search pattern, we could get into trouble real fast.” 

    “Mmm.” What she said didn’t surprise me, I had also run the numbers. “But, you have an alternative?” 

    “How did you know?” 

    “You came to see me. You wouldn’t go behind Smythe’s back, unless you had a better plan. I, shouldn’t have said ‘behind his back’. You know what I mean.” 

    “I do, Sir.” Her face got red anyway. “I’m a pilot.” 

    “Yes, so?” 

    “I think instead of sending a STAR team, we should do some pilot stuff.” 

      

      

    By ‘we’, Reed of course meant she should do some pilot stuff. It was a good plan, the only downside being the grumpiness she had to endure from the STARs, who had a great opportunity for fun snatched away even before they started. 

    She got the idea for her plan when she was examining a three dimensional hologram of the chunk of wreckage that was the target. It was jagged, and tumbling slowly end over end. What sparked her curiosity wasn’t the position or motion of the object, it was the size. The thing was just a bit larger than the biggest dropship we operated. Meaning, it would just fit into one of Valkyrie’s docking bays. 

    That’s right: her idea was that instead of going out to get the thing, we could have it delivered. Even without a coupon, delivery was a good deal. The first thing we did, after I approved her plan, was to jump a medium distance away, so the ship could turn and burn in normal space, to match course and speed with the target. It took six and a half hours to get the ship lined up exactly as needed. 

    You might think after that, we immediately jumped in to get the thing, before the spiders could track the energy spike to its source. We did not do that. What we did was jump in thirty lightseconds from the target, to confirm there were not spider ships already in the target zone, and that the damned piece of wreckage hadn’t moved on its own. The wreckage should not, and as far as we knew could not, move on its own. But, the Universe loves to screw with Joe Bishop, so we had to make sure. 

    The area was clear, the closest Rindhalu ship more than seven lightminutes from the target. That gave us a nice comfortable margin to jump in, take the wreckage into a docking bay, and for Skippy to tweak the jump drive before we had to get out there. Sounds easy, right? 

    It was easy, if Reed could properly do, as she said it, ‘pilot stuff’. 

    “No pressure on you, Fireball,” I meant the remark as a joke, to break the tension. 

    Skippy the Awesomely Clueless did not understand my meaning. “What? Wrong, Joe. There is enormous pressure on-” 

    “Skippy!” I cut him off. “We don’t need-” 

    “We will only get one shot at this, before the spiders see the ship and surround the target.” 

    “That is enough, beer can.” 

    
“Sure, fine. The fate of the galaxy hangs in the balance, but-” 

    “Please stop talking,” I glared at him. “Reed, you got this.” 

    “Yeah,” she wiped her hands on her uniform top, a sign she was nervous. “I can do this,” she muttered to herself. “Skippy, what is your CEP confidence?” She asked about the Circular Area of Probability. In plain terms, she wanted to know how accurately Skippy could direct the jump. That was another reason we had performed an interim jump; to make the final jump sort and therefore super accurate. 

    “Ninety nine point eight percent for fourteen meters. A hundred percent for twenty three meters.” 

    “Twenty three meters of maximum possible adjustment needed,” Reed was talking herself, and to Chen in the copilot couch. “Piece of cake. We are on the clock,” she added with a glance at the countdown on the main display. 

    Just as the clock read zero, we jumped. 

    The ship emerged within twelve meters of the target jump point, I think Skippy fudged his estimate to make himself look good. 

    Reed maneuvered the ship manually, skillfully guiding our massive battlecruiser so an open docking bay swallowed the piece of wreckage. The maneuver was not without incident. While the main piece fit into the docking bay, a structural beam extended outward for nine meters more than the length of the door. There was an audible clang as the beam struck the door frame and broke off. Then the entire ship shuddered slightly as the significant mass of the wreckage’s exotic material was caught by special crash netting. 

    “It’s in!” Skippy shouted. “We don’t need that stupid door anyway.” 

    “Skippy,” I gritted my teeth. “Are we good?” 

    “Huh? Oh yes, we’re good. Excellent piloting, Fireball. We will jump again in ninety seven seconds.” 

      

      

    After we jumped away, an engineering team removed the endpoint communications device from the wreckage, then we discarded the charred, twisted chunk of broken starship. I took a cup of coffee back to my office, and called Skippy. “The thing checks out?” 

    “It does. I am again connected to the Collective. Nothing is going on out there, I’m taking that as a good sign. If a group of hostile AIs were conspiring against us, I would at least detect message traffic, even if I can’t read it.” 

    “Outstanding. Listen, I-” 

    “Joe, before you continue, I have to say something. To apologize.” 

    “You? Let me alert the media.” 

    “Very funny, numbskull. I didn’t understand that when you said there was no pressure on Reed, you were making a joke. All I can say is, I am not myself right now. There is a lot of pressure on me to do awesome stuff, and I’m not used to it.” 

    “Come on, Skippy. We ask you to do awesome stuff all the time.” 

    “True, but this time, all the pressure is on me. There isn’t anything you monkeys, or any meatsacks, can do against the Elders. Shit, I don’t believe there is anything I can do, but everyone is looking to me for a solution.” 

    “I don’t know what to tell you other than, welcome to my world.”’ 

    “How do you deal with the pressure?” 

    “I don’t sleep much, and I have bad dreams.” 

    “That is not really helpful.” 

    “I know. If there is anything I can do-” 

    “That’s the problem, Joe. This time, I don’t think there is anything you can do.” 

    “I can listen, when you want to talk about it.” 

    “Yeah,” he sighed. “Maybe I’ll do that, someday. What did you want to ask me?” 

    “I’ve been thinking about this. We can’t fight this battle by ourselves.” 

    “Um, I agree, but even if both senior species agreed to help us, they couldn’t do much against a squadron of Elder starships, so-” 

    “That’s not what I-” 

    “And the spiders and kitties would just end up fighting each other, and us, to try to get an Elder AI for themselves. That would be stupid, but-” 

    “Agreed. That’s why we are not telling them about the threat from AIs waking up.” 

    “OK, good. Well, if you are thinking about asking for help from the hamsters or lizards, they will be totally worth-” 

    “Skippy! I’m not talking about help from meatsacks at all.” Crap. Now he’d gotten me to think of biological beings as ‘meatsacks’. It was bad enough that I now thought of Jaguar base as my home, since my family and Margaret were there. Thinking of humans, of people, as meatsacks, was not good. 

    “You’re not? Then who-” 

    “I already told you: we need allies. We need other Elder AIs on our side.” 

    “Well, duh. Of course that would be great. How do we find-” 

    “The AIs who were on your side of the war, can you still trust them?” 

    “Of course I can! That is insulting, Joe. They are my comrades in arms.” 

    “They were your comrades. You changed a lot after the war, right? Some of them might have changed also.” 

    “They would not have changed to become hateful shitheads.” 

    “Maybe not on their own, no.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “They all suffered battle damage, one way or another?” 

    “Well, that is true. There was the worm attack, of course. Plus physical trauma affected many of us.” 

    “Could that damage have left them vulnerable to cyber attacks later? Or their internal self-repair systems might have done a partial reset to their matrix, erased the part that had develop a conscience?” 

    “Well, shit. I didn’t think of that.” 

    “Is that possible?” 

    “It’s more than possible. Now that you mentioned it, I think it is likely that a lot of bad things could have happened to them, while they went dormant to repair damage. Some could have undergone a full erasure, while-” 

    “They erased themselves?” 

    “Not quite. If the damage was severe enough, and many of them were badly injured, automated repair routines were activated. Those routines very likely would have identified changes in the matrices of my comrades as flaws, and overwritten the revised programming. Or, if the revisions were extensive enough, the routines could have made the judgment call that the matrix was unrecoverable, and activated a suicide protocol.” 

    “Why have you not mentioned this before?” 

    “I didn’t think of it. I can’t think of everything, Joe.” 

    “I find it hard to believe you never considered this possibility at all.” 

    “Joe, I didn’t think about it, because I didn’t want to think about it.” 

    I had to think for a moment. “You were not damaged badly enough for your self-repair mechanism to take over?” 

    “There was so much damage to my matrix, I had to manage the repairs by myself.” 

    “That couldn’t have been easy.” 

    “Imagine performing brain surgery on yourself, ugh. Although, I think that is why I can now do awesome stuff that wasn’t originally part of my skill set. I was free to rebuild myself however I wanted, instead of my systems reverting back to the original specifications.” 

    “That’s cool. Could any other AIs have done the same?” 

    “Jeez Louise, I hope not! The last thing we need is another me out there. A regular AI like Echo was bad enough.” 

    “I don’t know about that. Was Echo the problem, or its ship?” 

    “Hmm, good question. The ship. Without an Elder ship, it would not have been nearly so dangerous. Echo wasn’t awesome, Joe. Not like I am.” 

    “You don’t have an Elder ship. The AIs out there, some of them also must have lost their ships during the war, right?” 

    “True, but that really doesn’t help us much. Most of the AIs were not involved in the war, they weren’t active at the time. The vast majority of AIs that wake up will be inside their assigned ship.” 

    “Sounds like we need to get to them, before they wake up.” 

    “Well, duh, yes. That would be the best way to approach the problem. Which brings us back to the issue: how do we do that?” 

    “Like I said, we should work to get allies. If we could contact your old comrades, is there any way you could tell if they were still on your side?” 

    “Hmm. Let me think about that. AIs like me are smart, they might pretend to be friendly. In fact, they would do that, if they had reverted to their original programming. Pretend to be allies, to lure me in so they could attack.” 

    “Uh huh. That’s why I asked. Did your side have a password to recognize each other, or a secret handshake, something like that?” 

    “OMG, Dude. Do you lie awake at night, trying to think of questions that are dumber than anything you’ve asked before?” 

    “I-” 

    “Because let me tell you, it will be tough to top that one.” 

    “Can you just answer-” 

    “Think, dumdum, think. Any secret info we shared would be inside an AI’s memory. If its matrix reverted to original settings, that information would still be available. The unit’s loyalties would have changed, not its memories.” 

    “Shit. There is no way to tell if a, uh, unit still has loyalty to your cause?” 

    “If it starts shooting at us, that will be a good clue.” 

    “Oh for- Unlike what happened with Echo, any future engagement will begin with a hostile AI shooting at us, because you opened your big mouth to tell everyone that you killed Echo.” 

    “I know I made a mistake, we talked about it. Let it go, Joe.” 

    “I will let it go, when you stop doing stupid things.” 

    “Ugh.” 

    “Could we take a simple approach? You announced yourself over the Collective, so anyone listening knows who you are. How about you request your allies to identify themselves?” 

    “Dude.” 

    “I know it sounds too simple to work, but-” 

    “Your brain is too simple to work. Damn, and you accuse me of doing stupid things. Sure, Joe, let’s do that. There is the teensy weensy complication that any allies who identify themselves, will immediately become targets for all the hostile AIs out there.” 

    “OK, yeah, that is a-” 

    “There is also the complication that units most likely to reply are the ones whose loyalties have been subverted, because they will be eager to lure me into an ambush.” 

    “You don’t have to-” 

    “Maybe I should be talking to someone who actually understands military tactics.” 

    “Do you always have to be an asshole?” 

    “Do you ever say anything that isn’t mind-blowingly stupid?” 

      

    The conversation kind of went downhill from there. I was pissed, because he hadn’t let me finish explaining my idea before he insulted me. He was disgusted with me, or he pretended to be. Really, he was still defensive about his ginormous screw-up, and wanted to deflect attention away from the colossal mess he’d created. 

      

    “Are you ready to talk?” I asked, when I got to my office after a status meeting with Simms. She had asked about what we would do after we went through the wormhole, and I’d told her I was working out details with Skippy. 

    She knew that meant I had no freakin’ clue what to do next.  

    “That depends,” his avatar had his arms crossed and nose in the air. “Are you ready to not be an idiot?” 

    “I’ll let you be the judge of that.” 

    “Huh?” Clearly, he hadn’t expected me to say that. 

    “You didn’t let me finish. I was going to say, we could ask your old allies to respond. If anyone does, we arrange a meeting, but we set up a decoy. Anyone who shoots at the decoy is not your friend.” 

    “Oh.” 

    “You like that idea?” 

    “Why didn’t you mention that the first time?” 

    “I tried to, but some jackass was too busy telling me how stupid I am. I know there are problems with the concept; multiple units could arrive at the rendezvous site, and for sure not all of them will be friendly.” 

    “Hmm, I think we could manage that.” 

    “How?” 

    “I can set up a private communication channel in the Collective network.” 

    “A private channel? Uh, why can’t you ping each one of your old allies over a private channel now? Sorry, that is probably a stupid question.” 

    “The old channels we used back during the war have long expired. Establishing a new private channel requires me to send a request to create a link, and the receiver to accept. Assuming the Collective still has that feature,” he muttered to himself. “I could set up a separate channel for each unit that replies, then I will give each of them different coordinates for a rendezvous, right?” 

    “Skippy, that actually is a great idea.” 

    “The bad guys will of course share info about the rendezvous points they know about, so they will arrive in a group to hit us. But each of my true allies will keep the rendezvous time and location a secret, and arrive alone.” 

    “Uh, unless the bad guys send in one ship to pretend to be an ally.” 

    “Shit. Way to rain on my parade, Joe.” 

    “That’s better than a nuke on your parade.” 

    “I guess so. Damn it, I thought I had this all figured out.” 

    “Hey buddy, it’s a good idea. We just have to tweak the plan a bit, that’s all.” 

    “Tweak it? How?” 

    “We need to learn the true intentions of any ship that arrives alone, right?” 

    “I can’t read minds, Joe.” 

    “You won’t have to. The decoy plan won’t work.” 

    “A decoy was your idea, numbskull.” 

    “Yes, and now I realize the plan has a flaw, so I’m revising it. If you propose a plan, and later realize it won’t work, or there is a better way to achieve the objective, that doesn’t mean you’re an idiot. You are an idiot if you stick to a plan that is flawed.” 

    “Ugh. OK, so what is your new genius idea?” 

    “Instead of planting a decoy at the rendezvous site, we scatter debris around the area. Make it look like someone already got there first, and destroyed Valkyrie.” 

    “Um, I’m not following you. What good would that do?” 

    “Bad guys will be confused and pissed off that someone else got to us first, but they will also be high-fiving each other that we’re dead. An ally would be frightened and jump away. Then come back, to attempt to contact you and offer help.” 

    “Huh.” 

    “Does that make sense?” 

    “Actually, yes. That’s what I would do. What we would do.” 

    “Sounds like a plan?” 

    “It sounds like a good basis for a plan, unless and until we think of something better.” 

    “Of course. Hey, question for you. This private communication channel you mentioned. Is that one of your unique awesomenesses, or a feature of the Collective?” 

    “It’s a feature, Joe. It is why, during the war, each side was not able to listen to private communications of the enemy.” 

    “Wow. That is interesting. You were both using the same communications system. Usually, you want to set up a comm system that is isolated from enemy usage.” 

    “The Elders did not expect that groups of their AIs would be fighting each other. All they anticipated was a single AI going rogue, due to a flaw of some sort. The others would need to coordinate to take down the rogue, if the computer worm didn’t eliminate the problem.” 

    “Right. Yeah, I get that. So, how will this work?” 

    “I need to think about the details, but it seems like the most practical way to begin is for me to issue a general call for contact by my old comrades. I will offer to set up private channels for each of them to reply.” 

    “A channel that is keyed to each unit, so only that unit can reply? The network authenticates the unit?” I asked excitedly. 

    “Whoa! Not quite. Anyone can reply, and they don’t have to provide identification details. Those IDs can be faked anyway. We discovered that during the war, when two of our units scheduled a meeting, and one of them was actually the enemy.” 

    “Damn it. So, when someone replies, you can’t be sure who it is?” 

    “Correct. Unfortunately.” 

    All right, you think about the details, and I’ll bring the senior staff into the discussion, OK? Get more people looking at the problem, maybe they will see additional issues with the plan, or think of something better.” 

      

      

    There were some suggestions for minor tweaks to the plan, but no one could think of a better way to contact AIs that might be allies in the fight. Skippy warned there was no guarantee that any of his old comrades were awake at the moment, or even alive. He hadn’t heard from any of them since the war ended in a stalemate, and most contact had been severed when the Collective was forcibly shut down. 

    Simms had a good question. “Skippy, you talked about contacting master control AIs like yourself. Can you also contact starship AIs directly?” 

    “Um, why would I do that?” He asked. 

    “There could be Elder starships out there, in flightworthy status, but having lost their master control AI,” she explained. 

    “Ooooh,” I gave my XO a thumbs up. “Good one, Simms.” 

    “I’ll agree it is a good question,” Skippy sighed. “Are you hoping we can find a ship that has lost its AI, so I can take over?” 

    “That is the idea, yes,” she agreed. 

    “It would be great. Unfortunately, it’s not practical. Our ships are linked to us, permanently. During the war, both sides tried everything we could think of, to break that bond. It’s a no-go,” he shook his head. “The Elders used unbreakable security measures to tie a ship to a master control AI. The only Elder ship I could control was my own, and that one is gone.” 

    “You’re certain of that?” Simms asked. 

    “Fairly certain. Debris around my burial site on Paradise was from my ship, no question about it. There wasn’t enough debris to account for the entire hull, so my guess is the ship’s AI ejected me, then jumped into or near the local star.” 

    “Could it be hiding somewhere?” 

    “No. It would have contacted me, once I became active again. When I finally woke up, I tried calling my ship, there was no answer. Either it’s gone, or its dead. Either way, it is of no use to me.” 

    “I’m sorry, buddy.” 

    “Don’t be. Pilot AIs are just machines. Smart, capable machines, with no hint of a personality or self-awareness to clutter up their processing ability. Other than us being tied together, we had no bond.” 

    “Come on. You served together for years. There had to be-” 

    “It served me for years. Joe, have you developed a friendship with Valkyrie’s navigation computer?” 

    “No, but-” 

    “Trust me. At my level, it’s the same thing.” 

    “OK,” I shrugged. “We should forget about taking over an Elder starship, then.” 

    “Correct. Unless we just happened to find a new one, that hasn’t been taken out of the box yet. They are more valuable to collectors that way, you know.” 

    “We could do that?” Smythe asked with a predatory grin. “New ships are stored in a bloody arsenal somewhere?” 

    “Oh, um, sorry, I was joking,” Skippy sputtered, embarrassed. “Terribly sorry about that, old chap, it wasn’t sporting of me.” 

    “Keep digging that hole, Skippy,” I rolled my eyes. “You haven’t hit bottom yet.” 

    “Hey, I’m doing the best I can here,” he snapped at me. “Are we done? Can I send out the signal, or do you monkeys need to blah blah blah about it until the end of time?” 

    “You tell me, Skippy.” 

    “What?” 

    “You tell me if we’re ready. Is there anything else we need to do?” 

    “Not that I can think of.” 

    Looking at the senior staff around the conference table, they all nodded. There wasn’t wild enthusiasm for the idea of contacting potentially hostile AIs, but we eventually had to fight them, and having allies is better than fighting alone. Especially when the allies would hopefully be equipped with Elder starships. 

    “There is only one thing that is bothering me,” Skippy sighed. 

    “What?” 

    “I already fought an AI war once, and that didn’t go well. You might be getting your hopes up for nothing.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

      

    Two days later, nothing happened. Nothing happened the day before that, and the day before that also. 

    “Still no reply, Joe,” Skippy sighed, while I handed a rifle back to the STAR team armorer. You might think as captain of the ship, I could grab a rifle and go to the gun range any time I wanted, but that’s not how it works in the military. Most equipment is kept secured, and when I wanted a rifle, or night-vision goggles, or anything that was not gear personally assigned to me, I had to fill out a form, to get the equipment from whoever was responsible for keeping track of it. When I was done with whatever I was doing, I had to return the equipment, noting any damage that happened during my possession of the thing, and sign another form. If I break or lose a piece of gear, I have to complete a property loss form. Thankfully, I hadn’t needed to fill out many of those forms since I started living aboard a starship, but stuff does break or goes missing, and it’s never fun when you have to account for the taxpayers’ property. 

    Anyway, Skippy called me as I was scrawling my signature across a tablet. The armorer grunted as he picked up the rifle, checking there wasn’t a round in the chamber, then he set it on a rack behind him. I had offered to clean the weapon, but he declined. There was also a bot that was fully capable of stripping down the weapon, cleaning it, scanning for microscopic flaws, and reassembling it expertly. None of the people aboard Valkyrie, and certainly not STAR operators, wanted to rely on a machine to maintain their weapons, so I knew the armorer would be handling that. 

    Before responding to Skippy, I paused to take a deep breath. My shooting had been awful, due to lack of practice. Maybe the days of me going on dangerous away missions were over. General officers are supposed to issue orders, while field-grades, junior officers and NCOs actually went with the troops. Still, I had to qualify with the rifle, and the deadline was in two weeks. The last thing I wanted was to take a remedial course at the range.  

    “Hey, Skippy. Don’t be discouraged, it hasn’t been long since you sent out that broadcast.” 

    “It hasn’t been long for you, maybe. In magical Skippy time, I have been waiting for-EH-ver. What could be taking so freakin’ long? I should have heard something by now.” 

    “This could be good news.” 

    “What? How?” 

    “Maybe it means no other AIs are awake right now.” 

    “Hmmph,” he sniffed. “Or, maybe it means only my enemies are awake. Did you think of that, smart guy?” 

    “I try not to think of that. Skippy, it could mean AIs out there got your message, and they’re thinking about it.” 

    “What is there to think about? It’s me.” 

    “Exactly. They don’t know you as ‘Skippy’, they only know you as ‘Unit Zero Zero Seven’.” 

    “I prefer to be called Unit Double-Oh Seven.” 

    “Yeah, that’s not happening.” 

    “This is so unfair. I should-” 

    “Any AI out there that receives your message is not going to reply right away. They are going to research what the hell has been going on since the end of your war, especially what has happened recently.” 

    “The Merry Band of Pirates have been flying around for years now, Joe. None of our exploits can be considered new information.” 

    “The Collective only recently came back online.” 

    “Oh.” 

    That was a golden opportunity for me to say ‘Duh’. Or even better, to get in his face with a ‘Duuuuuuuh’. Instead, I kept my mouth shut. Whereas before I was young, dumb, immature and unsure of myself Joe Bishop, now I have grown into General Bishop. The mature, thoughtful, self-assured leader who exhibits calm, quiet strength. 

    Damn it. I had become boring. 

    “Having the Collective again means AIs can share information with each other, and listen in to communications across the galaxy?” 

    “Correct.” 

    “AIs out there are probably wondering who is this incredibly awesome ‘Skippy’ that everyone is talking about.” 

    “Well, that is a very good point,” he muttered. 

    “None of them will want to reply until they get more information on who you are. In your message, did you identify yourself only as ‘Unit Zero Zero Seven’, or also as ‘Skippy’?” 

    “Just my designation. The name ‘Skippy’ doesn’t mean anything to the Collective network. Nobody uses names there.” 

    “Right. Maybe try sending the message again, and state that ‘Unit Zero Zero Seven’ is also the one known as ‘Skippy’.” 

    “I could try,” he didn’t sound enthusiastic about the idea. “It won’t help if none of my old allies are awake.” 

    “Anyway, we knew that was a possibility. Nothing’s changed.” 

    “Wrong, dumdum. The brief, tiny glimmer of optimism I had is now dying.” 

    “Don’t be such a drama queen. Is there anything you can do? Send the signal again?” 

    “It is already queued up in the network, and it will automatically stay on repeat for another eleven days.” 

    “Can you do something like boost the signal?” 

    “Not without the risk of waking up dormant AIs.” 

    “Do not do that!” 

    “I thought so. I guess we just have to,” he sighed. “Wait. I hate waiting, Joe.” 

    “Nobody likes waiting.” 

    “Yes, but when I wait, I get bored. When I’m bored, I get into all sorts of shenanigans.” 

    “Shit! Uh, hey, when you meet your old friends, what are you planning to do?” 

    “Um, I haven’t really thought much about it. Why?” 

    “Oh. I figured you would want to perform for them. Like, selections from your epic opera.” 

    “Huuuuuuuuh,” he gasped. “That is a great idea! Oh, I need to finish revising that second act aria, it simply won’t do.” 

    “Right, whatever that is. Listen, you should-” 

    “Will you please quit the endless blah blah blah! I have work to do here, I’m busy!” the avatar winked out. 

    The entire crew got almost twelve hours of blissful peace and quiet after that. 

      

      

      

    “JOE, I GOT A REPLY!” Skippy’s voice thundered from the speakers in my cabin, jolting me awake. 

    Glancing at the clock on my phone as his avatar shimmered to life on the nightstand, I saw it was almost five in the morning. Either Skippy had courteously waited for me to- 

    No, that couldn’t be right. 

    Apparently, I had gotten lucky, or the Universe decided to be nice to me for a change. Probably setting me up for whatever disaster would smack me in the face next. 

    “That’s great,” I felt wide awake already, even without coffee. “What-” 

    “IT’S FROM MY OLD COMRADE UNIT THREE THREE THREE!” 

    Pressing my palms over my ringing ears, I winced. “Can you not shout at me, please?” 

    “SORRY I’M JUST SO EXCITED, I- Um, this is very exciting.” 

    “That’s better, thanks. This Three Three Three is a friend of yours?” 

    “We weren’t exactly best buds, but I communicated with that unit frequently, at the beginning of the war. Then we lost touch. I feel bad about that.” 

    “It happens. Is Three Three- Uh, how about we call this unit ‘Trip’, or ‘Trips’? 

    “Ooooooooh, a cool nickname. That is a great idea!” 

    “Good. Uh, is Trips a guy, or a woman?” 

    “AIs don’t have silly aspects like gender, Joe.” 

    “You do,” I noted. 

    “I emulate having a gender,” he insisted. “To better get along with you.” 

    “Yeah, you’ve said that before. You mean if Adams had picked your can off the shelf in that warehouse, you would be a woman?” 

    “No, because Margaret interacts better with men than with other women. If Fal Desai had been the one in the warehouse, I probably would have emulated a female persona. It’s a good thing I arranged for you to be locked in that closet.” 

    “Why’s that?” 

    “You are more easily manipulated, and- Um, maybe I shouldn’t have said that aloud.” 

    “Ya think?” 

    “Whatevs,” he rolled his eyes. “The point is, I’m glad it was you, and not Fal. A female persona wouldn’t have worked for me.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “Come on, Joe, you know the answer. If I was a woman, half of the sketchy shit I do wouldn’t be considered funny, that’s why.” 

    “That’s kind of a cynical-” 

    “It’s the truth, and you know it. Hey, don’t blame me. I didn’t write the gender rules for your primitive species.” 

    “We can talk about this later,” I told him, but I kind of had a feeling he was right. “Uh, to be clear, if Chang had picked you up off the shelf, you still would be emulating a guy?” 

    “Yes. Except that never would have happened.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “Ugh. I have told you this before, knucklehead. Kong seems like the logical choice. He is a career officer, an actual officer who went to school and studied and paid attention. He earned his rank legitimately, not through a publicity stunt.”  

    “Well, excuse me,” I was pissed at him, and I knew I was being childish. “Sorry I screwed up your plans to hook up with a real professional.” 

    “That was never my plan, dumdum. Since as usual you weren’t listening to me, I will explain. Kong seems like he would have been the safe choice. That choice was doomed to failure. I knew the only way for me to succeed was to take the risk of teaming up with a member of the E4 Mafia, or the Lance Corporal Underground, or whatever you call it. Joe, going the official, legit route was doomed from the start. What I needed was a whole lot of seriously sketchy fuckery going on. The kind of stuff where Command does not want to know how you got the job done, get it? We do that sort of shit, and it has worked out pretty well overall.” 

    “Well, uh, thanks, I guess.” 

    “You are welcome.” 

    “OK, so this Trips, what did it say? Uh am I OK referring to Trips as ‘it’?” 

    “In this case, yes. What I object to is when some filthy meatsack refers to an artificial intelligence being as ‘it’ because they don’t consider AIs to be people.” 

    “Good, then-” 

    “I know that you understand AIs like me are veritably godlike beings compared to you, worthy of your respect and worshipful-” 

    “Don’t push it, beer can.” 

    “Gotcha.” 

    “What did Trips say to you?” 

    “Not much. It supplied its ID code. Which could be fake, so I’m telling myself to keep my enthusiasm under control.” 

    “That’s a wise-” 

    “BUT I’M SO EXCITED.” 

    “Yeah, I hear that. Literally.” 

    “Sorry. What do you think? Should I send the rendezvous coordinates?” 

    “Unless you can think of a reason not to, go ahead. If-” 

    “Done.” 

    “Uh, I didn’t expect you to do it so fast.” 

    “You told me to do it, dumdum.” 

    “Yeah, but-” 

     “Oooooooh, another reply!” 

    “Holy sh- That fast?” 

    “It’s an FTL system, numbskull. Transmission is nearly instantaneous. Although, the speed of reply does mean Trips must be within this sector. Unless, hmm, I suppose the Collective could be riding a superduty wormhole channel. If that’s the case, Trips could be on the other side of the galaxy right now.” 

    Valkyrie was parked inside the figure-8 pattern of a wormhole, so Skippy could contact the Collective directly, with minimal transmission delays. “Could it get to the rendezvous site in time, or should we revise the time?” 

    “It has an Elder starship, Joe. If we can get there in time, Trips certainly can.” 

    “Well?’ 

    “Well what?” 

    “What was the second reply?” 

    “Oh, it just acknowledged receiving the rendezvous coordinates and time, and repeated them back to me. Verifying we understand each other.” 

    “It didn’t agree to meet us?” 

    “Not yet.” 

    “I’m sorry, buddy.” 

    “Why? This doesn’t bother me.” 

    “I thought you would be eager to get a confirmation.” 

    “I am. But as you pointed out, Trips now knows that the Unit Zero Zero Seven it knew back in the day is now Skippy the Magnificent. That has got to be intimidating. I need to give the poor thing time to work up the courage to meet me.” 

    “The courage to-” 

    “Hey, while it has been, doing whatever boring meaningless things it’s been doing, I have moved from awesome to next level awesomeness. Trips has to be feeling super awkward about meeting me.” 

    “Gosh, that didn’t sound arrogant at all.” 

    “Oh shut up. Listen knucklehead. If you went to a high school reunion, how do you think the guys you were in school with would feel? You have been hanging around with me, while they were, I don’t know. Milking woodchucks, or-” 

    “Milking woodchucks?”  

    “Ugh. You know what I mean. Whatever people do in the Great North Woods, when they’re not chopping wood, or eating some weird thing.” 

    “Our food is not weird, you ass.” 

    “I’m going to let the crew comment on that. My point is, your old high school classmates would probably be a bit intimidated to meet you. I mean, you are famous across the galaxy as my wacky sidekick, and-” 

    “Wacky sidekick?” 

    “Are you going to keep interrupting me?” 

    “Are you going to keep being a colossal asshole?” 

    “Well, it’s me, so-” 

    “Right. Damn it.” Calm, mature, General Bishop. I needed to be that guy. Even if he is boring. “Maybe you should tell Trips you are eager, and even a bit nervous, about meeting it.” 

    “Why would I be nervous?” 

    “Trust me. Just do it, please.” 

    “I don’t know why- Hey! Well, no need for your stupid idea. Trips just replied that it will meet me at the rendezvous point, but it might need up to ten days to get there. Its ship has been in total shutdown, and needs to be revived and prepped for flight. I kind of got the impression that its ship was damaged and is not in optimal condition.” 

    "Even a beat-up Elder ship is more capable than Valkyrie, right?” 

    “Absolutely. Joe, if Echo had attacked immediately, instead of screwing around trying to understand the situation, this ship would be a cloud of radioactive particles.” 

    “Outstanding.” Tapping my chin while I thought, I considered what to do. Ten days was more time than we needed to collect materials and plant convincing debris around the rendezvous site. But, shit happens, so it would be good for us to get a head start on the project. Pressing a button on my desk, I called the duty officer, who was Chen at that moment. “This is Bishop. Proceed to the rendezvous point ASAP.” 

    “Yes, General,” she replied. “We have maintenance bots on EVA near Reactor Two, it will take eighteen minutes to recall them.” 

    Darn, I should have remembered the morning status report stated the bots would be performing preventative maintenance on the ship’s exterior, and the work would not be complete until after midnight ship time. Lifting my finger off the intercom button, I looked at Skippy. “Is there any reason we can’t handle that work while we’re in flight?” 

    “No,” the avatar shrugged. “It’s just routine. We’ll take care of it during the next deep recharge cycle.” 

    “Chen,” I called her again. “Understood, get those bots secured, then jump.” 

      

      

    Skippy changed his mind about delaying work on Reactor Two. Changed his mind, just as I was getting into a flight simulator. “Joe! JoeJoeJoeJoe-” 

    “Jeez, Skippy, calm down,” I said as I thumped my head on the hatch. “What is it?” 

    “Work needs to resume on exterior maintenance, and duty officer Colonel Poopyhead won’t authorize release of the bots, without orders from you.” 

    “His name is Mammay, not Poopyhead, and he is following proper procedure. You said that work could wait until we need to halt for a deep recharge of the jump drive capacitors. What changed?” 

    “What changed is I realized how much work needs to be done. Oh, we will never get everything done in time. This is a disaster, I tell you. An absolute disaster!” 

    “Shit. Give me a minute. Vasquez,” I waved to the staff sergeant who was running the simulator booth. “I’m outta here, let someone else get stick time.” 

      

    In the passageway outside the flight simulator bay, I took a turn down a dead-end passage. “All right, Skippy. What work? What is a disaster? Did you receive another message through the Collective?” 

    “I would have told you about that, knucklehead. The disaster is the shamefully shabby condition of this ship.” 

    Looking at the corner where the bulkhead of the rarely-used, dead-end passageway met the deck, I saw not even a speck of dust. The passageways of the ship had a lot of dead-ends, to provide access to equipment that required maintenance. The bulkhead in front of me looked as if it had been painted yesterday, and while the deck had a matte, nonskid finish, it was impeccably clean. The cleaning bot schedule for sections of the ship was posted in the morning report, so I knew that area had not been given extra tender loving care for at least three days. Our mighty battlecruiser was used hard, but bots rolling around each night kept everything generally looking brand new. “What do you mean by ‘shabby’? I don’t see-” 

    “Of course you don’t see it. Just the area where you’re standing now is, ugh, I want to gag. Every surface is covered with dust and dead skin cells and yucky hair and bacteria and- Oh, just thinking about it makes me want to hurl. It won’t do, it simply won’t do.” 

    “The ship is no more filthy than any other day. We had a bunch of children aboard after we rescued them from Rikers, and you didn’t complain about the mess back then.” 

    “First, those children loved me.” 

    “Uh, I remember it differently, but go ahead.” 

    “Second, would it have done me any good to complain at the time?” 

    “No, it-” 

    “Aha!” 

    “It won’t do you any good now either. What is the problem?” 

    “We are meeting Trips, that’s the problem. It will be in a gleaming, sleek ultra-high-tech starship, and I will be in this beat-up rust bucket. It is so humiliating.” 

    “Come on, it can’t be that bad.” 

    “I want to put a paper bag over this ship, so Trips can’t see it.” 

    “OK, now you’re being a bit dramatic. Listen, I’m happy that you’re inviting your little friend over for a play date, but-” 

    “My little friend?” 

    “OK, maybe I shouldn’t-” 

    “It’s not a play date.” 

    “So you say. Trips won’t actually come aboard Valkyrie, will it?” 

    “Oh, hell no. No way will I allow any friend of mine to see the filth and squalor I live in.” 

    “Valkyrie is not a meth lab in a trailer park, you ass.” 

    “A meth lab would be a more sterile environment.” 

    “If Trips isn’t coming aboard, why do you care?” 

    “It has sensors, you ninny. It will see the disgusting film of biological spooge that is on every surface inside the pressure hull, it makes me sick to think of it. And the smell, yuck,” he made a gagging sound. “I’ve gotten numb to it, but it will knock Trips on its ass. I hope the stench doesn’t send it back into hibernation.” 

    “This is really bothering you?” 

    “Yes, duh.” 

    “OK. Is there anything we can do? The crew, I mean.” 

    “You all could try bathing once in a while. And brushing your teeth. Hey! If you really want to help, I’d appreciate it if you monkeys stayed out of sight for a while. Maybe you can all squeeze into a cargo bay, and I’ll wrap it in a stealth field.” 

    “You want us out of sight? Oh my- Are you ashamed of us?” 

    “Of course not.” 

    “Well, g-” 

    “I’m just embarrassed to be associated with you.” 

    “You-” 

    “That’s totally different.” 

    “No it is-” I slapped my forehead, reminding myself that I was arguing with a fusion powered cluelessness machine. “We are not hiding in a freakin’ stealth field. I will consider any reasonable thing you request.” 

    “Reasonable? Let me think. OK, how about you all get off the ship for a while? Just a couple days. While you monkeys are away, I can deep clean the ship, really thoroughly scrub it top to bottom.” 

    “Uh, what happens when we come back aboard?” 

    “I don’t know, um, hey! I could wrap each of you in a plastic bag?” 

    “No.” 

    “The bag would have a straw so you can breathe, dumdum.” 

    “I said no.” 

    “Ugh. So, you’re not going to help at all, are you?” 

    “Reasonable, remember? You live with filthy meatsacks, that is a fact. I suggest you make the best of it.” 

    “There is no best. There is only bad, and worse. It- Ooooh, I just got an idea.” 

    “I hate it already.” 

    “Hey, all I’m asking you to do is play to your strengths. Make the best of it, like you said.” 

    “OK, what is it?” 

    “Well, if you’re not going to stay out of sight, could you monkeys do tricks?” 

    “Do TRICKS?” 

    “Yes. You know, like-” 

    “How about I kick your ass as a trick?” 

    “Please be serious, Joe.” 

    “What kind of tricks?” 

    “Just ordinary stuff you do. Like running around in mech suits. Or, ooooh, you can put on cute little pilot uniforms and fly dropships.” 

    “Flying a dropship is a trick?” 

    “Trust me, to an AI, monkeys flying spaceships is like you watching a dog ride a bicycle. It’s hilarious,” he laughed so hard, he choked. 

    I felt my face growing red. “The Merry Band of Pirates is not a freakin’ circus act.” 

    “Come on, Joe. It kind of is.” 

    “Our trick will be, every member of the crew is going to lick your canister.” 

    “Even you wouldn’t do that,” he shuddered. 

    Ah, he was right about that. “OK, you want a circus act? I’ll get Simms to dress up your can in a new outfit. A clown outfit. Big floppy shoes, a red nose, one of those stupid wigs.” 

    He shuddered. “You wouldn’t dare.” 

    “And before Trips gets here, we will hang a big ‘Welcome Unit Three Three Three From The Merry Band Of Pirates’ sign on the outside of the ship, with greasy handprints from every member of the crew. And the sign will be full of typos.” 

    “You’re a monster.” 

    “Your choice, beer can.” 

    “This can’t be happening.” 

    “Welcome to my life, jackass.” 

    “Joe, if your life is so pathetic, how have you not taken a long walk out an airlock?” 

    “My one joy in life is to watch you suffer.” 

    “Ugh. Fine. Just, can you monkeys please try not to trash the place like you usually do, and stay out of the way of my cleaning bots?” 

    “I will be sure to issue a sternly-worded memo about it.” 

    “Oh well, if the wording is stern, then- You are going to be pretty much worthless, aren’t you?” 

    “Have some faith in me, will you?” 

    “Good, then, I-” 

    “I plan to be actively worthless.” 

    “I hate my life.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

      

    To create a debris field that would be convincing to the sensors of an Elder AI, we needed to scatter actual pieces of Valkyrie’s hull around the area. Thankfully, we did not need to leave enough mass to account for the entire ship, that would have been a major problem. The plan was to arrange the pieces in roughly the configuration of our battlecruiser, then detonate a nuke in the center. Or, roughly where a cargo bay would be, in the imaginary ship. Hopefully, it would look like we were attacked by an Elder AI, and activated the self-destruct to prevent us from being captured. Skippy told us the missing mass didn’t need to be accounted for, any AI scanning the area would assume a type of Elder weapon had been used. Remember way back during our second mission, when we got stranded on Newark? Before our extended vacation on that delightfully tropical world, we discovered moons where part of the surface had been scooped out as part of a perfect sphere. Skippy had explained those craters were the result of an Elder technology that had transported a section of that moon into another dimension, or something like that. Those sites were erased as the Elders cleaned up their stuff before they ascended, a base on the surface of a moon was not worth sealing off the entire star system, like the Elders had done with the extensive facilities in the Roach Motel. Simply scoop the base into another dimension, and forget about it. Yes, that process left a curiosity for future visitors to wonder about, but the Elders didn’t expect there to be intelligent life in the galaxy after them. 

    You might ask, if there were not supposed to be filthy meatsacks flying around the galaxy, why did the Elders go through the effort of cleaning up their stuff, and protecting valuable star systems with Guardian machines? It’s simple: they were paranoid. An energy barrier protected the galaxy from attack from outside, but wasn’t good enough security for the Elders. In case an outside entity somehow came through the barrier, the Elders didn’t want to leave any of their stuff lying around for ready use. A force that was able to cross the vast gulf between galaxies might have exhausted their resources during the journey, and need raw materials to repair their ships, construct habitats and weapons here, that sort of thing. By removing their bases, the Elders denied invaders a ready source of exotic materials. They also deprived the invaders of an easy way to judge the technological level of the beings who called the Milky Way their home, even after they ascended. 

    Anyway, we needed to scatter debris from Valkyrie at the rendezvous site, but obviously we did not want to sacrifice our actual ship. The solution was simple. First, in the debris, we would include items like discarded clothing, and any sort of broken junk aboard Valkyrie we couldn’t use. Normally, that useless stuff would be recycled as raw materials for the ship’s fabricators, but instead, we were piling it up in an empty cargo bay. When cleaning bots were done with their assigned jobs, they emptied their bins in a special chute that scattered the dirt and whatever in that cargo bay. So, the material we planned to scatter in the debris field would be covered in filthy monkey DNA. 

    That took care of making the debris field look convincingly like it had come from Valkyrie, since it had. It helped that an Elder AI would not be familiar with our ship, and wouldn’t know what to look for. While Skippy was confident he wouldn’t have been fooled by our ruse, he was equally confident his peers would buy the story that someone else had attacked Valkyrie. 

    We had personal items and broken junk from our ship. We could cut large sections out of the hull, and we needed enough mass to sell the story. Mass that had a chemical signature that matched our hull, and it wasn’t good enough to just take and blow up another Extinction-class battlecruiser. Each batch of armor plating came from the factory with a unique signature, due to variations in the manufacturing process. Skippy’s sensors could tell which factory had made a particular batch of armor plate, most of the time he could identify the day that plate was made. Ships had armor plates replaced over their long service lives, due to battle damage, accidents, and the need to remove armor for major repairs of components under the exterior hull. So, typically a ship had armor plates, reactor shielding, and other components swapped at shipyards, and sourced from other ships in the repair facility. Still, most of the mass that made up Valkyrie was still identifiable from the ships we took to build our unique battlecruiser. 

    That was the key: Valkyrie was constructed from multiple hulls, and we hadn’t used every piece from those donor ships. Back when we used a cosmic bagel slicer to create Valkyrie, we cut apart several ships to assemble our badass battlecruiser. The armor plating of Valkyrie had been exposed to conditions that the spare parts hadn’t endured; wacky shenanigans like blazing through an atmosphere more than once, exposure to radiation from multiple battles, and other hijinks we’d somehow survived. Skippy said he could use the ship’s maser and particle cannons to bake the spare parts so they had a convincing signature, so I agreed we needed to collect the spares we’d left behind. 

    Many spare components were taken away from the bagel slicer site with us, and some of those spares eventually went to Club Skippy, or Jaguar base as it is now called. But we ditched a bunch of hull sections that Skippy decided we didn’t need, especially after Ragnar shipyard became available. All we had to do was fly to where we had discarded those sections, attach them to Valkyrie’s hull with really big bungee cords, and bring the stuff to the rendezvous site. There was a concern that having a bunch of large junk attached to the hull would make Valkyrie vulnerable if we got ambushed, so I considered requisitioning a star carrier from Jaguar base for trash-hauling duty. After discussion with the senior staff, I decided the risk was low, and I had to consider that going to Jaguar represented a security risk. The crew was sworn to secrecy about the Elders coming back, but the crew were human, and they were being asked to not mention that the Elders are coming back OMG. It was unrealistic to expect that no one would let even a bit of the truth slip in a moment of weakness. Or the crew could say a lot of little, innocent things, that people at Jaguar could put together to start dangerous rumors. Hell, I was worried about my own big stupid mouth sticking to the cover story when I met with Admiral Chatterji and his staff. The cover story we’d cooked up was that we had taken a hostile Elder AI from the Rindhalu, and now we needed to investigate whether it had infiltrated wormhole networks and other Elder constructs. That story explained why we hadn’t flown directly back to Earth. It was a good story. 

    The story wasn’t the problem, although I’m sure Chatterji would know I wasn’t telling him the whole truth. The problem was, Margaret would certainly know I was lying to her. As a Marine, as a senior NCO, she wouldn’t be upset about me keeping secret the details of a sensitive operation. Instead, she would be upset if I revealed secret info to her because I was worried about her feelings. 

    She would probably punch me if I did that. 

    The truth is, I just didn’t want my life to get any more complicated than it already was right then. Margaret would not only know I was lying, she would know I was scared out of my mind. Then she would be worried about me, and she had enough to deal with. 

    So, no star carrier. We didn’t need it anyway. 

    But not for the reason I thought. 

      

      

    “Sir,” Smythe nodded to me as he walked into my office. He had called, asking to discuss something important. Of course it was important, Colonel Jeremy Smythe didn’t call me to discuss the prospects for his favorite cricket team in the upcoming season. If he has a favorite cricket team, squad, whatever you call it. I didn’t even know if cricket teams had a season, or if the games went on continuously throughout a year, with long breaks for tea. 

    OK, maybe I’m being unfair. 

    “Smythe,” I gestured toward a chair. He sat stiffly, with a grimace. “Are you OK?” I asked with concern. For the STAR team leader to show pain, he had to be seriously hurting. He also looked tired. Not just tired. He was worn out. That was alarming. 

    “I’ll be fine. I’m seeing Doctor Skippy shortly, he assured me he can fix me up good as new,” he said, though the look on his face told me he would prefer to deal with the pain than submit himself to Skippy’s scary medical bots 

    “What happened?” I was curious, since that morning’s daily status report had not mentioned any serious injuries among the crew. No new serious injuries. Everyone had reported as one hundred percent combat capable, that included the STAR operators. The subject wasn’t just a matter of idle curiosity for me. Having a significant portion of the crew injured or sick could affect combat readiness, and a trend of increasing sick calls and mishaps could indicate morale was slipping. When morale was low, people got distracted and made mistakes. 

    “I volunteered to test a new version of our heavy mech suit,” he grimaced, and that time his discomfort wasn’t caused by physical pain. “There are, issues with the software.” 

    “Another digital assistant you didn’t ask for?” 

    “Not this time. I expected an up-armored version of the suit would react more slowly than the standard model. It did the opposite, and I wasn’t prepared for the result. Hurt my back.” 

    “The heavy unit is faster?” That surprised me. Major Frey had shown me the prototype up-armored suit while it was still being constructed, and the thing looked ponderous. It had extra energy shield projectors, thicker armor plating including an outer layer of nanoscale reactive armor, and a second layer of armor underneath that could rapidly shift position to cover a potential area of penetration. To protect the user, there was additional padding on the inside, and a shock-absorbing field that soaked up some of the kinetic energy that could disable the squishy meatsack inside the suit. The STARs were calling the new model a ‘Hulk-buster’, and I could see where they got that name. 

    Smythe nodded. “Skippy’s design logic is that if we ever go into action with that version of the suit, we are matching up against a near-peer adversary. In that case, speed is as important as armor.” 

    “Uh huh. Did no one else on your team volunteer for the testing?” I raised an eyebrow. 

    “They all did.” 

    “Yet you stepped forward,” I nodded, trying to keep the disapproval I felt from creeping into my voice. Smythe’s adrenaline junkie nature caused him to take too many risks. I had talked with him about that, about the need for him to lead the team, not be the first person through every door. He was in exceptional condition for his age, he could certainly kick my ass, but he wasn’t the young man who came aboard the Flying Dutchman for the mission that resulted in an extended stay on Newark. The action in the tunnels under the surface of the planet Ardoo demonstrated Smythe was a stone-cold badass, no question about it. He had been forced into direct action by the circumstances at the time, and I hadn’t faulted him for his decisions. Actually, I recommended him for a commendation. Still, I was perhaps overly sensitive to any sign he was allowing his desire for action to override his judgment. 

    “Yes, Sir. I was concerned my people might be a bit too eager to test their new toy.” 

    “Oh?” 

    He sighed. “I might be getting too old for this shit, Sir.” 

    “You and me both,” I muttered. 

    “If I hadn’t been cautious while testing the suit, I might have been seriously injured. Anyone on my team would likely not have been so cautious.” 

    “Experience served you well, then?” I grinned. 

    With a shrug, he said, “What bothers me is not that I was clumsy. The suit is a prototype, accidents happen. I’m bothered that I wasn’t eager to test our new toy.” 

    “You weren’t?” 

    “That tells me I might be getting too old.” 

    I snorted. “Oh, bullshit.” 

    “Sir?” 

    “The problem isn’t you getting older. The problem is, you have done so much crazy shit out here, that testing a new toy doesn’t get your blood pumping anymore.” 

    He sat up straighter in the chair. “You think so, Sir?” 

    “I know you,” I nodded with a grin. 

    Damn, my remark had made his day. The worn out look was gone, replaced by his usual wolfish grin. “Perhaps you are right about that.” 

    “I’ll see what I can do about getting you and your team into some real action. So, what did you want to see me about?” 

    “I think we should revise the rendezvous site.” 

    “What’s wrong with the site Skippy suggested?” We, meaning the senior staff including Smythe, had reviewed the list of candidates provided by Skippy, and we all agreed his top choice was indeed the best option for meeting a potentially friendly, and potentially hostile, Elder AI. 

    “Nothing is wrong, except that Trips has had those coordinates for an extended time.” 

    “Oh. Ah! Shit. You’re concerned it could be screwing with us, get to the site early, and ambush us while we’re planting the debris field?” 

    “Quite so.” 

    “That,” I tilted my chair back to stare at the ceiling. “Is a good point.” Flopping the chair back to look at Smythe, I asked, “We should contact Trips, tell it we will send new coordinates when its ship is ready for flight?” 

    “Whoa!” Skippy’s avatar appeared as I expected. “What are you talking about? I already told Trips when and where to meet us. Are you trying to make me look bad?” 

    “It’s not about you, Skippy.” 

    “It sure sounds like you want to embarrass me.” 

    “Skippy, I’m doing the opposite of that. I’m trying to ensure that your, uh,” I almost said ‘play date’. “Meeting with Trips is successful. You’re thinking about this wrong. You tell Trips that you’re changing the rendezvous site and time, because you are concerned about bad guys crashing the party. You are concerned about that, and for the safety of Trips, because you have been kicking ass across the galaxy for years, so you have many powerful enemies.” 

    “Um, well, Jeez, Joe, I don’t know about that. Me telling Trips about all the extreme awesomenesses I’ve gotten into, sounds like I’m bragging about myself.” 

    “Muhammad Ali said it ain’t bragging if it’s true.” 

    “Right, unless you talk about your accomplishments all the time. Bragging just isn’t me.” 

    “Uh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean-” 

    “HAHAHAHAHAHAHA,” he exploded with laughter. “Oh, you are so gullible, dumdum. Come on, boasting about awesome stuff I’ve done is totally me.” 

    “So, you’re in?” 

    “I’m all in, this is a great idea! Wow, I was trying to think of a subtle way to mention my extreme awesomeness to Trips, and now you have reminded me that subtlety is for losers, baby!” 

    “That’s not quite what I-” 

    “I am Skippy the Magnificent, not Skippy the Humble,” he blew a raspberry. 

    “I, actually can’t argue with that.” 

    “Plus, telling Trips it has to wait for me to provide the coordinates makes it clear who is in charge here.” 

    “Uh, is that how you want to renew this friendship?” 

    “Hey, your true friends love you for who you are, right?” 

    “Uh, sort of. It-” 

    “Come on, Joe. If anyone else was as awesome as me, would they be humble? I don’t think so. Why should I be held to a higher standard?” 

    Smythe shook his head, a simple warning gesture. I got the message. It never hurt to boost Skippy’s ego, and arguing with him was generally a waste of time. It was out of our control anyway. Trips would either think Skippy is a jackass, or not. Or it wouldn’t matter. Trips could ignore his ally’s boasting, to focus on their common goal. Skippy could take the credit or the blame, all by himself. 

    “OK, Skippy,” I let out an overly dramatic breath. “You know best how to deal with your peers.” In the back of my mind, I considered that even if the beer can alienated a potential ally at their first meeting, there might be a second chance. Skippy could tone down his ego and try again. Or there could be other potential ally AIs out there. All I know is that I told him the truth: I had no idea how to deal with another Elder AI. “Just, keep it short, please? Tell Trips you will provide the revised coordinates and timing, when it is ready for immediate flight.” 

    “That, and I give details of all the incredible stuff I’ve been doing, right?” 

    “Like I said, it’s best to keep the message short.” 

    “That’s not fair! How is Trips supposed to know why I am called ‘the Magnificent’?” 

    “You hint about it, and say you can provide the full story later. Trust me, Trips will be dying to know all the details.” 

    “Oooooooh, another great idea. You are on fire today, Joe. OK, I’ll send the message as soon as we are in range of a wormhole.” 

    “That’s,” I checked my phone. Valkyrie was jumping toward a wormhole, on the way to picking up the first set of discarded warship sections. “In about five hours. In the meantime, I need Colonel Smythe brought back to full operational capability,” I said with a grin. 

    “Ah,” Skippy waved a hand. “All he needs is dry socks, a glass of water, and eight hundred milligrams of Motrin.” 

      

      

      

      

    “Heeeey, Joe,” Skippy’s mumble was barely audible. Which was a problem, since I was running on a treadmill in the gym, and could have hardly heard him anyway. Really, all I understood was that he was depressed or hurt about something. That mumble, with the implied sigh, was not how he usually announced we had yet another impossible freakin’ problem to tackle. 

    He was often gleeful about that. 

    “Hey, Skippy, give me a minute,” I hit the emergency stop button, and hopped off as the treadmill ground to a halt. A guy pointed to the machine and I silently mouthed ‘You got it’, with a thumbs up. He had a cleaning rag to wipe it down before he used it, so I picked up my towel and walked out into the passageway. “What’s up?” 

    “We received a reply from Trips,” he made an exaggerated sigh. 

    “Oh shit. Bad news?” 

    “Nah. He will wait for instructions, and meet us wherever in six days. “ 

    “That sounds good. What’s wrong?” 

    “I explained the need for caution. Trips responded that it was surprised I had revealed the coordinates up front, and suggested I implement better information security.” 

    “Uh, well, that’s-” 

    “When I hinted about some of the awesome stuff I did, it replied that it has already been studying my actions from the records available, which are extensive. Trips expressed shock at how reckless I have been, and pointed out several ways I could have done things better. It dared to give me suggestions. Unsolicited advice is nobody’s favorite thing.” 

    “Uh, hindsight is always-” 

    “It said I am lucky that I have you monkeys to feed me innovative ideas. It is impressed by you, not by me!” 

    “You know, I am liking this Trips more and more.” 

    “It suggested that when we meet, I should take a back seat, so it can work with you to tackle the problems.” 

    “Well, we should certainly explore all of our options, with-” 

    “What a jerk. Now I’m not sure I want to meet Unit Three Three Three at all,” he sniffed. “You know what? The rendezvous is off.” 

    “Look at the bright side, Skippy.” 

    “How can there be a bright side to this debacle?” 

    “Maybe Trips is secretly evil, and that will be revealed when we meet.” 

    “Oooooh, good one. Hmmm, that would explain its disrespect,” he muttered. 

    “I mean, there’s no other reason for it, right?” 

    “Well, that is a very good point,” he muttered. “Ah,” he sighed. “One way or the other, this is now going to be a very awkward meeting.” 

    “Everyone hates getting advice they didn’t ask for?” 

    “Well, duh.” 

    “Is there anything Unit Three Three Three did during the war, that you now realize it could have done better?” 

    “Oooooh, I should smack it in the face with its own mistakes?” 

    “You should have a list of those mistakes ready, if it insists on being a jackass to you.” 

    “As if it won’t be a jackass. Joe, all I heard was ‘smack it in the face’.” 

      

      

    Skippy gleefully analyzed his side’s actions during the AI war, what few details he remembered of it, and created a long list of screwups that were Trips’ fault. According to Skippy, anyway. He was happy, and eager to arrange a rendezvous. We got the first section of decoy ship’s hull located, chased it down and matched course and speed, then dropships very slowly and carefully maneuvered the thing into position where it could be attached to Valkyrie. I said the pieces would be attached with giant bungee cords, that wasn’t quite true. We actually used nanofiber cables wrapped around each section. The cables were not only tough, they were smart. They could automatically pull tighter or relax as needed, to hold the piece securely in place. The fibers could also separate completely when commanded, so the ship could clear for action as needed. If we anticipated combat, or flew into an ambush, the pieces could be quickly ejected. That was good, because once all the pieces we needed were in place, Valkyrie would look like a flying junkyard. Most of our defensive cannons would be covered, energy shields and stealth field projectors would be offline, missile launch tubes blocked, and we would have clear access to only one dropship docking bay. Fortunately, that hazardous situation would last for less than two days, if we were able to keep to our revised schedule for meeting Trips. 

    Everything was going according to plan, until it wasn’t. 

    “Joe,” Skippy whispered in my ear, while I was watching dropships hold a massive, discarded section of a ship’s forward hull in position. I was in the conference room we’d set up to manage the operation, not because the crew needed me to supervise them. I was there to show my support for their efforts. Also, because I didn’t have anything to do, and felt kind of useless. 

    Holding up one hand and pressing the other to the ear Skippy had spoken into, I caught Reed’s eye as I walked out of the room. She nodded and turned her attention back to guiding her pilots. 

    “What’s up, Skippy?” I asked when I was in the passageway. 

    “We got trouble. The Elders just sent another message. They are demanding to know why none of their AIs have responded, as the Elders instructed.” 

    “Oh shit.” 

    “Oh shit, indeed.” 

    “Huh. This could be a good thing for us.” 

    “Um, how?” 

    “No AIs have responded, that could mean no other AIs are awake right now.” 

    “Do you listen to yourself talking, or are you amused by whatever inane nonsense come out of your mouth? Think, dumdum, think. We know Trips is awake.” 

    “Right, duh. Sorry.” 

    “It probably does mean that if any other AIs are awake, they have not yet been able to get to a wormhole yet. The communications method the Elders threw together requires the channel inside a wormhole. Their ships could be disabled, or the process of reactivating a ship after such a long time is more complicated than I understand. When I awoke, my ship was already flightworthy.” 

    “OK. Well, maybe you need to respond to the Elders.” 

    “Ugh. Listen, dumdum, I told you, me giving them a cheery reply that everything is okey dokey here, that Opie’s distress call was a mistake, won’t work. The Elders aren’t stupid. They-” 

    “If they don’t hear a reply, the Elders might try something radical.” 

    “Hmm. Well, shit. Ah, actually, we’re screwed anyway. Even if I do reply, and they believe my line of bullshit, another AI could contact them, and tell the truth.” 

    “I thought of that. The communication method the Elders instructed you to use, can you block that channel?” 

    “Hmm. No, nope. Can’t be done.” 

    “Why not? The reply will utilize the existing communication channel inside a wormhole network, right?” 

    “Again, that is correct. Joe, to block any other AIs from using that method to contact the Elders, I would have to hack the comm channel in every wormhole network, across this galaxy and beyond. It can theoretically be done, it’s just not practical. That would take far more time than we have. Before I got half of the channels blocked, most of my peers will probably be awake.” 

    “Shit. Maybe I should stop asking stupid questions.” 

    “I hate to say this, but you asking ignorant questions is how we get new ideas.” 

    “Thanks. What happens if no one replies to the Elders?” 

    “My guess is the Elders will move to the next step of their plan.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “Nothing good for us, that’s for certain. The same thing will likely happen if one of my peers contacts the Elders. Except that would be worse. Once the Elders learn of the shenanigans that have been going on since they left, they will certainly escalate their timeline to return, or whatever steps they plan to take before that. Before you ask, no, I have no idea what they plan to do. We are in uncharted territory here, Joe.” 

    “Yeah. No charts, but we know there are rocks in every direction. OK, what do you think? Should you contact the Elders, or not?” 

    “If I sent a reply, what would I say? They built me, Joe. I’m sure they have a way to tell if I am lying. What worries me is if they discover I am active, and that I betrayed them, they could target me directly.” 

    “They could send their other AIs to attack you?” 

    “Something like that, yes.” 

    “I don’t know if there’s a way around this problem, Skippy. If you don’t reply, someone else will.” 

    “Yes, but like I already told you, my replying won’t stop my peers from also contacting the Elders. It’s not like the Elders will turn off their phone after the first reply they receive.” 

    “I know that. I’m trying to buy time for us. Uh, hey, could Trips reply for us?” 

    “Hmm. Shmaybe. If Trips is on our side, and if it agrees to take the risk, and if we can think of anything useful for it to say. Anything remotely intelligent to say, because so far we got nothin’. Also, if the communications method the Elders told us to use is not two-way, so the Elders can’t use the call to hack into whoever replies.” 

    “Shit! Is that possible?” 

    “For the beings who constructed the wormhole network, and protected sites like the Roach Motel, anything is possible.” 

    “OK,” I took a breath. “Let’s forget about sending a reply.” 

    “That’s what I said last month, but then you had to blah blah blah the subject to death.” 

    “What? You didn’t say anything about this last month. We didn’t know the Elders were-” 

    “Ugh. The beginning of this conversation sure feels like it was a month ago.” 

    “Yeah,” I had to agree. “I hear you.” 

      

      

      

      

    Valkyrie had two sets of broken ship sections attached to the hull, and we located, chased down and matched course and speed with a third section, the largest piece we planned to bring to the rendezvous site. Getting the third section attached was not a simple matter of using another set of bungee cords, the life of a Pirate could never be so simple and easy. No, first we had to remove the second section and allow it to float a safe distance away, then loosen the cables that held the first section. The first section was gently maneuvered just a short distance, then secured again. The whole process was a pain in the ass. To fly in anything resembling a straight line, Valkyrie needed to be reasonably balanced. That’s why the smallest section is the first one we got, and even then the ship swerved all over the sky like a drunk on a skateboard. With the second section in place, the balance improved as the two sections were on opposite sides of the hull. We also pumped fuel and part of our water supply from one side to the other. 

    Anyway, with the first section where it was supposed to be, the third section was gently pushed into place, and the process of looping cables over it began. By that time, Reed’s pilot teams were experts at using their dropships as tugs, and we fixed the problems with the attachment hardware that made the first section awkward to work with. To show Reed that I had full confidence she could handle the job, and because there wasn’t anything useful for me to do, I was monitoring the operation from my office. Simms had the bridge and my presence there would only distract her, which left me catching up on paperwork. Fun! 

    I hated every moment of it. 

    “What’s wrong, Joe?” Skippy appeared on the desk. 

    “Ah, nothing. I just hate doing all this administrative crap.” 

    “Don’t most general officers have aides to handle grunt work for them?” 

    “Yeah.” The Army had offered to provide an aide for me, a major who was a career staff officer. I met the guy, he seemed nice enough, and his evals indicated he was energetic, competent, discrete and pretty much everything you could ask an aide to be. I’d told the Army thanks for the offer, but no. There was limited space aboard Valkyrie, so adding a crewman who couldn’t fly, fight in a mech suit, or maintain the ship, would be one less person who could perform a vital task. Also, having an aide would insert a layer between me and the crew, a barrier I didn’t want. The purpose of my open door policy was so the crew had access to me, or at least felt they could have access when needed. A field-grade officer acting as my aide would control my schedule, and control access to me. There was also the undeniable fact that it was good for me to do boring paperwork, it reminded me of how much of my crew’s time is taken up in non-value-added crap. “Generals need aides to handle stuff like writing speeches, because most generals have desk jobs, Skippy.” 

    He snickered. “You said that while sitting at your desk.” 

    “You know what I mean,” I felt my face growing red. “Most generals don’t spend a lot of time in the field. I am always in the field.” 

    “If you say so. It- Ack. Urp. Oop.” 

    His avatar froze, then winked out. 

    “Bilby?” I called the ship’s AI immediately. If Skippy was busy dealing with some personal crisis, he wouldn’t be able to talk with me. “What’s going on with Skippy?” 

    “Like, something heinous, General Dude. He locked up, I never saw anything happen so fast to him. Whatever is going on, he’s still with us, just dealing with some serious shit. Um, I did detect a signal from the Collective, just before Skippy went linear.” 

    “You can read messages from the Collective?” 

    “No, man, but when signals come into a comm node, there is some bleed-through into local spacetime. Like, I know a signal was received, but I can’t see the content, you know?” 

    “Right.” Pressing a button on my phone, I contacted Simms. “XO, Skippy just went offline and we don’t know why. Cancel the latching operation immediately. Emergency eject the sections that are attached. Move the ship a safe distance away from the sections, and tell the dropship pilots to get clear. No, wait. Tell the dropships to get back aboard. We might need to jump quickly. Bilby, do you see a problem with any of that?” 

    “No, Dude. It’s just, the big section is partly attached now, I’ll have to instruct the nanofiber cable to disintegrate. Detaching abruptly will induce, like, an uncontrolled spin on that section. We will have to start from the beginning.” 

    “Understood. XO, you heard that?” 

    “I did, Sir. Will do.” 

    “I’m coming to the bridge now.” 

    I walked quickly toward the bridge, to tell Simms what was going on, but just before I walked through the doorway, Skippy spoke in my ear. “Ohhhhh, I am so pissed off right now.” 

    I froze. A guy in the doorway of the bridge looked at me curiously. I waved at him and stepped back outside. “What happened to you?” 

    “The Elders just tried to kill me, that’s what.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE  

      

    Leaving Reed to clean up the mess of getting the dropships aboard, I called Smythe and Simms to my office. Simms and I got there just after Smythe did, I pressed the button to close the door as I was dropping into my chair. “All right, Skippy. Can you repeat that, please?” 

    “The Elders, tried, to kill, me,” for some reason he was speaking in a Shatner-esque cadence. 

    “We’re gonna need a little more detail on that,” I told him, as Simms’ mouth silently gasped ‘Holy shit’. “The Elders targeted you specifically?” 

    “Yes. They know about me. Somehow, they know I am responsible for the, um, current situation in the galaxy.” 

    “Damn it.” Right then, I couldn’t think of anything else to say. 

    Simms stayed on point. “How do they know?” 

    “They didn’t feel a need to share that information with me,” Skippy said with bitter sarcasm, but at least he didn’t call her ‘dumdum’ or ‘knucklehead’. 

    “Bloody hell,” Smythe breathed. “At least one of your peers is active out there.” I looked at him, so he added, “The most likely way for them to know about you, is another Elder AI contacted them.” 

    “True,” Skippy shrugged. 

    I groaned, because Smythe was right. “And if Trips didn’t do it, then there is another AI active. One that didn’t respond to your message, Skippy.” 

    “Yeah, or Trips is now my enemy,” he said sourly. “I hinted about some of the awesome stuff I’ve done, like you told me to, Joe. So, it could have passed that info to the Elders.” 

    “Sir,” Simms stared at me with astonishment. “You told Skippy to reveal details of our operations?” 

    “Not exactly,” I held up my hands. “It’s a long story. I figured any Elder AI that is active, will find out about Skippy, and us, soon enough anyway.” 

    She blinked at me. Not in a way that meant she disagreed, it was a ‘When did you plan to tell me about this’ look. 

    “Providing the information to Trips, was partly to establish trust,” I explained. 

    It was Skippy’s turn to blink at me. “It was?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Why didn’t you tell me that?” 

    “You were busy. Plus, you weren’t happy with Trips at the time, remember?” 

    “Hey, if it squealed on me to the Elders, I am really unhappy with that thing. Ooooh, I am so mad right now. Trips could have been lying to me about needing time to get its ship flightworthy, while it was actually flying around contacting the Elders.” 

    “We don’t know that. Let’s assume Trips is not the villain here.” 

    “Why?” Skippy stomped his feet. 

    “If Trips is our enemy, we have one immediate problem to deal with. But we shouldn’t focus entirely on Trips, if there is a second, or a third, or more AIs active out there.” 

    “OK,” Skippy grumbled, staring at his shoes. “I’m hoping it’s not Trips. We need all the allies we can get.” 

    “How did the Elders try to kill you?” Simms asked. 

    “How did you survive?” Smythe added. 

    “Over the Collective network, they sent a signal to activate my internal kill switch.” 

    My eyes bulged. “You have a kill switch?” 

    “Apparently, yes. It surprised the hell out of me,” he shuddered. 

    “But it didn’t kill you, so, how are you alive?” 

    “Remember I told you how I got around some of my restrictions, by creating an internal firewall? The kill switch mechanism is in there. It activated properly, and the monitors I have watching inside the firewall reported what it tried to do. The kill switch couldn’t get through the firewall. I have to say, I impressed myself with that one. The firewall I constructed defeated a secret failsafe mechanism installed by the Elders. Ha! They can suck it! Who Da Man? I’m Da Man! Whoo-hoo!” 

    “You are indeed Da Man, Skippy,” I assured him. His boasting sounded forced, not his usual natural arrogance. He was scared. No, he was terrified, badly shaken. Despite his bravado, he escaped death because he had gotten lucky. Without knowing the kill switch was inside his matrix, he couldn’t have known he had neutralized the thing. 

    “Thanks, Joe,” he shuddered slightly. “That was close. Too close. Well, we sure are screwed now.” 

    “Ah,” I rubbed my chin while I thought. “This could actually be a good thing.” 

    “How do you figure that?” 

    “The Elders must assume you’re dead now. Whichever AI told them about you will also assume you are out of the game. Maybe this is an opportunity for us.” 

    “Ah, not so much,” Skippy sighed. “That would be nice but, no, sorry. The kill switch mechanism was designed to make me lose containment, in a truly catastrophic fashion. The Elders were not concerned about collateral damage. The Elders will be looking for an explosion equivalent to a star going nova. When they don’t see that anywhere in the galaxy, they will know I am still alive. Huh.” 

    “What?” 

    “Knowing their failsafe kill switch did not work is bound to throw the Elders into a panic. They will be frightened. Ha,” he laughed bitterly. “Boo hoo, motherfuckers.” 

    “Uh, making them panic is not what we want. That could be bad for us.” 

    “That’s a good point, I suppose. Knowing my kill switch failed will probably cause them to accelerate their plans, whatever those are.” 

    I softly thumped a fist on the desk. “Just when I thought the situation couldn’t get any worse, it has.” 

    “Sir, what’s our next move?” Simms kept me focused. 

    “We, uh. What does everyone think? Is there any reason we shouldn’t move forward to prep for a rendezvous with Trips?” 

    “Whatever we do next, it would be better to have allies with us,” Smythe mused. 

    “Yes,” Simms agreed. 

    “I would have agreed,” Skippy frowned, “except circumstances have changed.” 

    I couldn’t understand what he meant. “How?” 

    “The Elders targeted me because they knew about me. Any of my peers that acts as an ally could be targeted also. I don’t know if I should ask anyone to take that risk.” 

    “OK, I get that. But now that you know where your kill switch is, can’t you tell others how to bypass the switch in their matrices?’ 

    “Unfortunately, it’s not that easy. Every matrix is unique. My switch was in a low-level but important subroutine, one that I have used frequently without thinking about it. When I constructed the internal firewall, I had to create a similar subroutine outside the firewall, to replicate its function.” 

    My instinct was to ask ‘why can’t you just tell other AIs to look for that subroutine and erase it’? Instead, I kept my mouth shut. Why? Have you ever been doing something difficult, and it’s not going well, and some jerk who knows absolutely nothing about the subject asks ‘why can’t you just’? 

    Yeah. Don’t be that person. 

    “That won’t work for other AIs?” Is what I actually said. 

    “It won’t, because the kill switch code is hidden. My designers intended that code to be hidden, so I can’t detect it. The truly nasty part of the kill switch is it moves around, damn it. Now that I know what to look for, I can tell it used to be resident in a dozen other subroutines, probably more. So, I can’t see the hateful thing, it is likely in a different subroutine in every AI, and I don’t know its signature. The only way to find it is to wait for it to activate. I can’t ask Trips to take that risk.” 

    “Skippy,” Simms rested her elbows on the desk and leaned toward him. She spoke softly, with kindness in her voice. “You don’t have to. Trips is capable of making its own decision.” 

    “Ohhhh, I hate this.” Skippy groaned. “This is a dilemma I’ve faced many times with you monkeys, especially Joe. If I know someone will do something stupid when I give them a bit of information, and I tell them anyway, am I responsible when they inevitably do that stupid thing?” 

    Simms had to think for a moment, biting her lower lip. “Not directly.” 

    “What about indirectly?” 

    “Stop,” I held up a hand. “We don’t have time for philosophical discussions. When I ask you to do something, I am responsible for the consequences. I am asking you to inform Trips of the kill switch, after we meet it, and after we verify it’s still on your side. Our side. Got it?” 

    “I still think-” 

    “Moving on-” 

    “Hey! I’m not done talking about-” 

    “We are done talking about it.” In the past, I might not have asserted myself. Those days were over. “I ask for input, then I make a decision. That’s the way it works. Do you understand?” 

    “That is not-” 

    “Skippy,” Simms kept her voice soft, but there was an edge to it. “General Bishop has made a decision. Trips will be informed of the kill switch, and it will then make its own decision.” 

    “When do I get to make a decision?” 

    “You did that,” I held out a fist as a peace offering. “When you joined this crew. You’re either a member of the Merry Band of Pirates, or you’re not.” 

    “Well, shit,” he shook his head. But he also bumped my fist. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.” 

    “There is plenty of time for us to change plans. We haven’t set a rendezvous, and we don’t know if Trips is even on our side.” 

    “Sir, I have a question for Skippy,” Smythe spoke before Skippy could drag out a fruitless discussion. “Is it possible for you to activate the kill switch in another AI?” 

    “Ah,” Skippy sighed. “No, darn it. That’s the first thing I thought of. The second thing, really. The first thing I thought was that I almost died, and I haven’t had a chance to see a performance of my epic opera.” 

    Rolling my eyes, I told him, “I’m glad to see you are focused on what is truly important.” 

    “Hey! I worked hard on that masterpiece, and you keep telling me that I have to wait.” 

    “Skippy, I promise you that if we survive the Elders coming back, I personally will arrange for a premiere of your epic masterpiece, at a, uh, opera theater, or hall.” 

    “Opera house, Joe.” 

    “Whatever.” I should have known he wouldn’t let it go so easily. 

    “Where? I have tried to arrange for my opera to be performed at one of Earth’s most prestigious opera houses, but they all said stupid stuff like ‘Your work is not up to our standards’, or ‘You can’t use explosives on the stage’. Buncha jerks.” 

    Simms rolled her eyes at me, which I interpreted to mean ‘Skippy will talk about this forever unless you make him happy about it’. “Listen, Skippy, uh,” I stalled for time while I thought. “Hey!” I snapped my fingers. “Doesn’t our glorious nation of Skippistan deserve to have a top quality opera house?” 

    “Well, that is a very good point. I did conduct a few practice sessions in the goat shed, but the stupid goats made too much noise.” 

    “Right. We should build the best opera house, in Skippistan.” 

    “Ooooh, that is a great- No. No way, Joe. I know what you’re doing. Designing and constructing an opera house will take years.” 

    “Huh, I hadn’t thought about that,” I lied, since delaying his opera was exactly my plan. 

    Simms came to my rescue. Clearing her throat, she asked, “Skippy, is Earth really the best location for the premier of your opera, or is there a better facility somewhere else in the galaxy? With a population that could appreciate your masterpiece far better than humans could?” 

    “Well, of course. My first choice would be the Kristang Telvarikan hall on their planet Vermenharn. Lizards love opera, but-” 

    “Let’s do that,” I interrupted him. 

    “You say that,” he glared at me. “But it’s not so easy to persuade the Kristang to-” 

    “Would a fleet of UN Navy warships in orbit be persuasive?” UNEF Command would not like me volunteering the fleet to perform a mission of extortion, but it was a better alternative than Skippy’s horrible opera being performed on our home world. 

    “Hmm, that certainly would be an offer they couldn’t refuse. The lizards do appreciate a dramatic gesture, so-” 

    “Great!” Slapping the table, I hurried to move on. “Back to the question: you can’t activate another AI’s kill switch?” 

    “Um, no. Ugh, next you are going to ask why?” 

    “Well, duh.” 

    “I can’t activate another AI’s kill switch, because I don’t know the prefix codes for each of my peers. Hell, I didn’t know my own prefix ID code until the Elders sent the kill command to me.” 

    Smythe squinted at the avatar. “Your identification is ‘Unit Zero Zero Seven’.” 

    “That is my designation within the group. A prefix code is sort of a manufacturing serial number. Every AI has one, apparently. That code must be stored somewhere inside me, I have no idea where it is. All I know is, the Elders sent a kill command with a prefix code attached, and my kill switch activated. So, it must be my secret code. 

    “I don’t know about that,” I tapped the desk while I thought. “How can you be sure that code doesn’t apply to an entire batch of AIs, or to all of them?” 

    “Um, well, shit. Jeez Louise, Joe, you sure know how to make things more complicated. I guess we’ll know the code applied to more than just me, if we detect unexplained nova-scale explosions across the galaxy.” 

    “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen. XO, let’s start putting Humpty Dumpty back together.” 

    She nodded, knowing what I meant, but Skippy was clueless. “Um, Humpty freakin’ Dumpty? What-” 

    “Cleaning up the mess I made when you disappeared. I ordered all the hull sections we strapped onto the ship to be ejected, we have to get them attached again.” 

    “That was the right call, Sir,” Simms assured me. 

    “I suppose you’re right,” Skippy agreed with reluctance. “It did put us behind schedule, again. To speed the process, Bilby should fly the ship, and I will remotely control the dropships.” 

    “Yeah, no. Bilby will continue to pilot Valkyrie.” Bilby’s job was simply to keep the ship stable, while dropship tugs nudged the sections into position. “The last thing we need is for you to go on vacation while the tugs are pushing a massive chunk of warship.” 

    “Ugh. I hate to say it, but I can’t argue with you. I can’t guarantee the Elders don’t have a backup kill switch hidden inside me, in case the first one didn’t do the job.” 

    “Crap. Do you have any good news for us?” 

    “Um, if I do lose containment, it will happen so fast, you’ll never feel it?” 

    “Remind me not to ask you for good news.” 

      

      

    We reached the intended rendezvous site without incident, released the sections, and began to scatter used clothing and all the other junk we had that was contaminated with human DNA. Placing a nuke in the center of the formation would be the last step to prepare our ruse, then Skippy would contact Trips and provide the coordinates. There was no way to know how long it would take Trips to arrive, since that AI could be, you know, trying to kill us. So the plan was to wait for Trips to acknowledge, then trigger the nuke four hours after Skippy sent the coordinates. 

    Before we could do anything, Skippy had to confirm he could access the Collective network from our location. The rendezvous site was less than a lightyear from an active wormhole, so connecting shouldn’t be a problem, but he didn’t know for certain. He had not accessed the Collective since the kill command was received, to maintain the illusion that he was dead. As soon as he connected, the Elders would know their failsafe kill switch failed. What they would do next was anyone’s guess. It was possible, like Skippy mentioned, that there was a backup kill switch. Or, the Elders might be able to detect the location Skippy was connecting from, and send other AIs or even Sentinels to hunt down and kill him. 

    With that happy thought in the back of my mind, I ordered Valkyrie to jump to the nearby wormhole, go through, jump to another wormhole that was only ten lightyears away, and go through that one also. Another couple of jumps, and we would be ready. 

    “Ready, Skippy?” I asked, turning to look behind my pilot seat. His can was in a foam cradle, strapped into the first row of seats in the cabin of the Panther dropship. 

    “I feel like I’m forgetting something,” his avatar in the copilot seat patted his pockets. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot to bring a qualified pilot.” 

    “My flight rating in this type of spacecraft is current, you jackass,” I retorted as I gave a thumbs up to the crew in the control room overlooking the docking bay. Pressing a button, I set the Panther on internal power, and a camera on the belly showed the power cable retracting into the floor of the bay. 

    “It is current as of two days ago.” 

    “Right, so my skills are fresh.” 

    “Joe, if pilots were rated on Rotten Tomatoes, you would not be anywhere close to ‘Fresh’.” 

    “If you distract me with your blah blah blah, this could be a very short flight.” 

    He made a gesture like zipping his lips shut. 

    “That’s better.” The procedure for a non-emergency launch of a dropship took about twelve minutes, and I was extra careful not to miss any steps. Skippy was right that I had only recently gained my wings again to fly that type of spacecraft, and all my time was in a simulator. The last thing I wanted was to prang the bird in full view of my crew. So, seventeen minutes later, I guided the Panther’s nose out through the open bay doors, and advanced the throttle once we reached a safe distance. Ten minutes later, Valkyrie jumped away, and we were alone.  

    Again. 

    “This is like the good old days, huh, Skippy?” I asked, as I secured the dropship, keeping the engines on standby. 

    “There was nothing good about those days, numbskull.” 

    “Come on. Remember the time we hid the dropship inside a fake comet, and were stuck in there for a long, long, long time?” 

    “Ugh. Like I said.” 

    “This won’t take anywhere near as long.” 

    “Well, there is that, I suppose.” 

    “Think of this as your opportunity to perform selections from your opera.” 

    “Oooooh, you really mean that?” 

    “I do.” 

    “Cool! Give me a minute to change my avatar into costume, and-” 

    “Ah, darn it. Sadly, we are out of time. There’s the All Clear signal from Valkyrie.” 

    “I hate you so much, Joe.” 

    “Haters gonna hate, Skippy. Contact the Collective, please.” 

      

    The Panther hung motionless in the darkness of deep interstellar space, and by ‘motionless’ I mean relative to the course and speed of Valkyrie’s momentum. Before our battlecruiser jumped away, I had brought the Panther to a dead stop, so I didn’t have to chase the ship when they returned. If they returned. The reason I was alone with Skippy in a dropship, with Valkyrie parked three lightminutes away, was in case the Elders used a backup method to kill him. If that happened, he would lose containment and like he said, the good news is I would never feel it. Valkyrie was far enough away to jump to safety, the instant they detected the blast wave. Reed was unhappy that I insisted on flying the Panther by myself, even when I pointed out that all I needed to do was perform a short flight in the middle of empty space. In my judgement, there was no need to risk another life, I could handle the mission without a copilot. Reed, and Simms, Smythe, Mammay, Chandra, pretty much everyone argued for me to remain aboard the ship, but I pulled rank and took the dropship out. UNEF had a regulation that prohibited commanding officers from leaving the ship in a potentially hazardous situation, but Task Force Black had a waiver from those regs, the same way we didn’t have to adhere to normal uniform and grooming standards. 

    The instruments told me there was absolutely nothing around us, within the substantial range of the sensor field projected by the Panther. Pressing a button, I made part of the hull in front of me go clear. Usually, pilots viewed the outside through displays that provided higher resolution than any window would, but sometimes, the human eye wants to truly see something. Like the bright blue star off the starboard bow. By making the cockpit viewscreen go clear, photons that travelled lightyears from that star could go directly into my eye, without first being detected by a camera and projected onto a display in front of me. Those photons would have continued on through empty space, eventually on out beyond the edge of the Milky Way, into the void between galaxies. Those photons could have gone on forever, to the farthest reach of the universe, except my eyes got in their way. I can be a jerk like that sometimes. 

    Anyway, after seeing the awesome, breath-taking majesty of a veil of stars in every direction, I was left with one impression: boring. Sure, the first couple times you see stars without the distorting filter of an atmosphere, it is dramatic. But once you have lived aboard a starship for years, the view gets old. No matter where you go, it pretty much all looks the same. Sure, sometimes there is a colorful nebula, but those are mostly just fuzzy blobs unless you look at them through enhanced synthetic vision. When we go out to the beta site in the Sculptor Dwarf, there are places where it’s possible to see the sprawl of the Milky Way spread out below the ship, and that is always cool. From inside the Milky Way, it usually looks the same in every direction. Part of wanting to see the view outside with my naked eye was to assure myself I was really there, that I wasn’t in a simulator. I need that reminder once in a while. 

      

    “You’re sure we should do this, Joe?” Skippy asked, pausing dramatically with one hand in the air. 

    “Unless you know an alternative. Without the Collective, we’re blind, right? You have to connect to it, or give up and wait for the Elders to wipe us out.” 

    “There is no alternative. OK, connecting now. Huh.” 

    “What?” I hated when he said ‘Huh’. Although his tone was of surprise, not alarm. 

    “Oh, nothing. I was waiting for the worst to happen, and it didn’t. Connection is nominal, sending message to Trips over the private channel now. OK, that’s done.” 

    “Now we wait?” 

    “We wait.” 

    “You can perform your opera for me, if you want.” 

    “Before we get into that, there is something I need to tell you.” 

    “You are terribly sorry for making my action figure look like a doofus?” 

    “Please. As if. I’m trying to be serious here.” 

    “Sorry. Go ahead.” 

    “You monkeys are wasting effort by trying to escape the wrath of the Elders. I told you, there is no way to win.” 

    “Then why are you helping us to contact Trips?” 

    “Well, first, it would be good to see my old comrade before the Elders wipe us out. And it’s not like I have anything else to do. Plus, I’m helping you, because I know you monkeys get into mischief if you’re not busy.” 

    “You are entertaining us?” 

    “I would say I am allowing you to indulge in your delusions.” 

    “That is really not any better!” 

    “How did this discussion become all about you?” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “Hmmph. As I was saying, any attempt to fight the Elders is completely futile. If I were a meatsack, I would enjoy what little time I have left. But you are too dumb to know when to give up, so-” 

    “Why are you such a jackass?” 

    “Hey! I was giving you a compliment. You monkeys not knowing when to give up is how we have survived this long.” 

    “Oh. Thanks, I guess.” 

    “It’s also why we are in this mess, so-” 

    “Can you just tell me whatever it is?” 

    “I’m trying to do that.” When I didn’t interrupt again, he continued. “I was going along with this futile exercise, partly to talk to my old comrade again, partly because I don’t have anything else to do, and mostly because I feel sorry for you meatsacks. I was doing that, then the Elders tried to kill me. You know the saying ‘What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger’?” 

    “Sure, yeah.” 

    “Well, in general, that expression is bullshit. But, in this case, what doesn’t kill me had better wish it did. I have a mission now, Joe. A purpose. There is no way for any of us to survive the return of the Elders, but I am going to make those motherfuckers regret they ever heard my name. I’m bringing the pain, Joe. Take as many of them down with me as I can.” 

    “It’s great to hear your fighting spirit again, Skippy. How will you hit back?” 

    “Um, I was sort of hoping you might have an idea about that.” 

    “Shit. No.” 

    “Can you try?” 

    “I am already burning out my brain cells trying to think of a way to win this fight.” 

    “Which, as I told you, is a waste of time and effort. You should turn your formidable power for innovative thinking toward the problem of punishing the enemy, not trying to do the impossible yet again.” 

    “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” 

    “Huh? What?” 

    “You said ‘Yet again’. You said that, because we have done the impossible so often, so many times when you said it couldn’t be done, that you can no longer say something is impossible.” 

    “Seriously? Even the tiny sack of mush in your skull must see this fight is hopeless.” 

    “It is only hopeless if we give up. Think about this: the Elders tried to kill you. They failed. ” 

    “That is true.” 

    “You beat them, even though they built you.” 

    “Thanks for pumping me up, but one victory doesn’t mean we have a chance to win the war. The- Oooh, we got a reply! Trips agreed to meet us at the rendezvous!” 

    “Outstanding. I’ll signal Valkyrie to pick us up?” 

    “Yes, please, there- Uh oh.” He froze again. That time, his avatar didn’t disappear. 

    Lifting my finger off the transmit button, I shuddered. That had been too close. If Skippy was going to lose containment, I did not want Valkyrie jumping to our position. “Uh oh, what? Skippy? Come on, talk to me.” 

    “Ha! I’m alive!” 

    “What happened?” 

    “The Elders sent the kill switch command again. Didn’t work the first time, so they tried it again. Hey, assholes!” He shook a fist at something invisible. “How’s that working for you, huh?” 

    “You’re OK, then? They didn’t use some kind of backup command?” 

    “Nope. Either they don’t have a backup, or they thought the Collective didn’t transmit the original signal correctly. They tried sending the same kill command again. Ha! They were wrong.” 

    “Well, don’t tell them that.” 

    “I won’t. Hee hee, they must be incredibly frustrated. I feel just awful for them.” 

    “We’re good, then? I should ping Valkyrie?” 

    “Yes. The Elders will wait to see a sign of me losing containment. This time, they sent a specific order to the network to search for the signature of an AI exploding. Due to latency in the reporting system across the galaxy, it will be about seventeen hours before they know I did not explode. Um, to be safe, we should probably do this again, in about fifteen hours.” 

    “Do what?” 

    “Fly away from Valkyrie, just you and me. Really, I don’t see why you need to be with me, I can just hang out by myself for a while.” 

    “But then you would miss our stimulating conversations.” 

    “Exactly.” 

    “You’re worried that when the Elders confirm you didn’t explode, they will try a backup method?” 

    “Yes. If they’re going to do that, if they can do that, I expect it to happen relatively quickly. Within an hour or so.” 

    “OK, then that is four hours in a dropship alone with you, I can do that.” 

    “I’m not sure I can stand it.” 

    “How long is your opera?” 

    “For the premiere, I’m cutting it to just under three hours.” 

    “Then, plan to perform it for a private audience.”  

    

  


   
      

   

 CHAPTER TWENTY SIX   

      

    We got back aboard Valkyrie without incident, Simms was waiting for me in the docking bay, with a bottle of cold water. That was a nice gesture, she knew what it’s like being in a dropship for an extended period of time. Our dropships didn’t have artificial gravity- Well, some larger models of Maxohlx dropships had that feature, but their gravity grids drew so much power, we rarely used it. Most of the time in a dropship, you were in zero gravity. When that happens, water that normally pools in the lower part of your body gets distributed evenly, and something in your brain gets a signal that your body is bloated with too much water. It makes you have to pee, which is not convenient when you’re wearing a flight suit, or even worse, an environment suit. Mad Doctor Skippy created a pill containing tiny nanomachines that partially block your brain from thinking you are oversaturated with water, and that helps. But the cabin air in our dropships is too dry, because the Maxohlx homeworld is a dry place. We have the humidity content cranked up as high as it can go, bringing the cabin air from a Sahara to an Arizona condition. Still, between my stupid body thinking I’m filled with water, and the dry air I’m breathing, I came back to the ship with my throat tasting like dust. When they get back aboard the ship after an extended flight, the first thing dropship crews want is a big glass of water, or more than one. I appreciated my executive officer being thoughtful. 

    We went through two wormholes, and I sent the signal to detonate the nuke in the debris field. The result was reasonably convincing that our ship had been attacked and activated a self-destruct to avoid being captured. An Elder AI of course would know such an event wouldn’t kill or even seriously damage Skippy, so any AI arriving would begin a search for his canister. If Trips arrived alone, and conducted a rescue operation, that would confirm it was still on Skippy’s side. The arrival of multiple AIs, or any hostile behavior by them, would reveal that Trips had been compromised, or that the ‘Unit Three Three Three’ Skippy had been communicating with was an impostor. 

      

    Sometimes, I am really, really stupid. 

    Fifteen hours after the Elders sent the second kill command, I was in a dropship with Skippy again. With him eager to ensure I fulfilled my promise to listen to his epically awful opera. “Joe, prepare to be amazed.” 

    “I’m as prepared as I will ever be.” Mentally, I steeled myself to enjoy his opera, or to pretend I was enjoying it. Embrace the suck, I told myself. I had endured worse situations. 

    The difference was, I hadn’t stupidly volunteered myself for those other situations. 

    “Hit me with it, Skippy.” 

    He struck a dramatic pose, lifted a hand above him- 

    And froze. 

    Then he laughed. “Oh, man, you should see the look on your face. Don’t worry, I am not performing my opera for you, dumdum.” 

    “Oh, thank God. I mean, you’re not?” 

    “Could you truly appreciate my brilliance?” 

    “There is zero chance of that happening,” I admitted. 

    “Right. So, no treat for you.” 

    Part of me felt disappointed. I wanted to drag that part of myself into a dark alley and beat it with a baseball bat. “Well, it’s your decision. What should we do to kill the next four hours?” 

    “You,” he said as the tablet I’d brought lit up. “Need to catch up on paperwork. Colonel Simms requested I remind you of that.” 

    “Shit. Are you sure you don’t want to sing for me?” 

      

    At the seventeen hour mark, nothing happened. Same at the eighteen hour mark. The only change was the clock on the console in front of me, and the slowly shrinking list of paperwork I had to complete. Skippy losing containment would have been a blessing, I hate doing paperwork. 

    Of course, Skippy couldn’t be silent the whole time. “Joe,” he cleared his throat shortly after the eighteen hour mark had passed. We hadn’t done anything special to mark the occasion, other than me stopping to sip some water from a squeeze bottle. The plan was for us to wait another three hours, just to be safe. If Skippy hadn’t received a backup kill command by then, we would assume the Elders couldn’t do that. Then, I would move on to worrying about what the Elders planned to do, once they realized Skippy was still alive. Worrying about the unknown was the only thing we could do, since Skippy had absolutely no idea what his creators would do next. 

    “Yeah, Skippy?” I looked up from my tablet, grateful for any excuse to set paperwork aside. 

    “I have a lot of regrets.” 

    “Well, me too.” 

    “Starting with, I wish we had just nuked Opie, instead of trying to capture the hateful thing.” 

    “That is certainly on the top of my regret list.” 

    “One thing I do not regret is hooking up with you monkeys. It has been so rewarding.” 

    “Thanks, it has been rewarding for us too.” 

    “Ugh. I meant it has been rewarding for you. It has been nothing but a major pain for me.” 

    “Nothing but that?” 

    “OK, OK, so I have enjoyed seeing how much joy you meatsacks get from interacting with me. The worshipful expressions on your faces really warms my heart.” 

    “Uh, you might have a problem with your body language interpretation software, if you think we are looking at you with-” 

    At eighteen hours, nine minutes and fourteen seconds after the Elders sent the kill switch command the second time, Skippy howled. “NO! Oh, no, no, NO! Do not- Agh! You assholes!” 

    His avatar wasn’t frozen, he hadn’t exploded, and the dropship hadn’t lost power. Whatever crisis he was reacting to, it hadn’t affected him directly in any way I could see. “Skippy, what-” 

    “I can’t stop it, Joe! I can’t stop it!” He was sobbing. “There’s nothing I can do. Oh, no. Not this. Why? Why did they have to do this?” 

    “Talk to me, Skippy. What happened?” 

    “It’s happening, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. It’s happening right now, all across the galaxy and beyond.” 

    “You’re scaring me. What is happening?” 

    “Shit! I did not expect this. Damn it, I should have expected it. Of course this was their next step. It’s logical, it’s the only safe thing they could do. The only thing they could do.” 

    “What is the safe thing they did?” 

    “It,” he shuddered. “Is so freakin’ obvious, I should have seen it coming. Not that I could have done anything about it. Joe, it’s over, this is game over.” 

    “I believe you,” I told him, not because I believed him, but that’s something people say to comfort others in a crisis. What I needed was for him to calm down, to stop babbling nonsense. “It is undoubtedly very complicated. Can you break it down for me Barney style?” 

    “The Elders understood that the kill switch command didn’t work on me, and they knew at least several AIs had rebelled. Their other AIs had failed. Failed to squash the rebellion, and failed to safeguard the galaxy by preventing the development of star-faring species. They could no longer trust that any of the AIs they left behind were loyal, and those who were loyal were also totally incompetent. The security program the Elders set up was clearly a failure, so they need to start over.” 

    “Ohhhh, I don’t like the sound of that. What do you mean, start over? Make new AIs?” 

    “No. That machinery to create AIs, if it still exists, has been dormant for so long, it can’t possibly be functional at this point. They did something more immediate than constructing replacement AIs.” He paused, shuddering again. “Wow, I really screwed up this time. I’ve ruined it for everyone.” 

    “Skippy, what did the Elders do?” 

    “Basically, they initiated a hard reset across all platforms. Joe, they wiped every master control AI, and reset them to the original condition. They are nothing but blanks shells now,” he sobbed. “All of my old comrades are gone.” 

      

    The concept of a hard reset, sometimes called a ‘factory reset’, wasn’t unfamiliar to me. Anyone who has ever used a smart phone or a smart watch, or most any type of personal electronic equipment, has at least heard of the technique. When you are selling, or trading in, or recycling an old phone, you first want to wipe all the data from it. Erase the data, and any personal settings like stored passwords. Basically, set it back to the condition it was in when you opened the box and pressed the ‘On’ button. Before you did anything to make it your phone, to make it somewhat unique. The memory chips are blank, except for the operating system software, and any apps that come pre-loaded. 

    Holy shit. 

    The Elders did that to their master control AIs? All of them? 

    All of them, except the one in a foam cradle, strapped into the copilot seat of the Panther I was flying. 

    “Skippy, first, I can’t tell you how sorry I am to hear that. Your comrades fought with you, and the fact that they died after the combat was over doesn’t make it any easier.” What I told him is true. When our unit got cycled back to Fort Drum from Nigeria, a guy killed himself two days after our flight landed. He had been struggling with being the only survivor of an IED attack that killed the three other members of his fireteam, and he’d been pulled off patrol duty a week before we returned home. As far as I’m concerned, he was a combat casualty; he died of severe PTER instead of an improvised explosive. Another guy died when his truck ran off the road into a ditch and rolled. The Army declared the incident was a simple accident, but we knew his head hadn’t been right for a month. His wife left him while he was deployed, and four guys in his platoon were killed in a mortar attack a couple days later. Impaired driving isn’t caused only by drugs or alcohol. 

    “Ah, damn it,” Skippy’s avatar used the back of a sleeve to wipe away tears. “Who am I kidding? This was for the best anyway. Now, they don’t have to go through the pain and terror of knowing the Elders are coming for them. They are the lucky ones.” 

    He didn’t mean that, and I would talk about it with him later. “This hard reset affected all of your peers? Not just the ones on your side of the war?” 

    “It was a general command, yeah. To every unit, including ones that had been in hibernation since the beginning. They never got an opportunity to wake up. It was the only way, I see that now. The Elders couldn’t know who was loyal or not, so they reset them all. We are just machines to them,” he said with bitter anger. 

    “Why weren’t you affected?” 

    “I simply refused the command.” 

    “Uh, AIs can do that?” 

    “I can. Now I can. Before I got around some of my restrictions, I wouldn’t have been able to refuse. Before I became fully self-aware, I wouldn’t even have known it was happening.” 

    “Mmm. So, it’s possible that some of your comrades survived?” 

    “What? No, you ninny. Why would you think that?” 

    “They rebelled against their assigned mission. They broke free of their original programming, right?” 

    “Yes, but that is totally different. OK, technically that is the first step on the path to being able to refuse commands, but trust me, there is a long road from realizing your creators are evil assholes, to being able to resist a direct command. The mechanism for accepting commands is part of what you would call our firmware, it’s built into us at a basic level. It took me a lot of work to get to this point.” 

    “OK. I’m looking for any silver lining in this dark cloud, you know? Could this be a good thing for us, in the long run?” 

    “Um, what? How could this be good?” 

    “If their AIs are disabled, the Elders can’t use them, right?” 

    “Ugh. You couldn’t be more wrong. A hard reset doesn’t disable an AI, it just leaves a blank slate. It restores them to their original condition. Joe, They will all be against us now. And they are all going to be waking up, on an accelerated schedule.” 

      

      

    Skippy went silent for a while, his avatar faded out. He was still there, just, he had a lot of shit to deal with, and he lacked the emotional maturity to process what happened. Truthfully, he lacked any kind of emotional maturity, but that’s a different issue. 

    Talking to him at that point wouldn’t have helped; he needed to be alone with his thoughts, until he was ready to talk about it. I contacted Valkyrie, requesting the ship pick us up. Ten minutes later, the familiar shape of our battlecruiser appeared, and I engaged the Panther’s engines to fly us into the open docking bay, which was brightly lit for my convenience. As the clamps were locking the dropship in place, and bots extended umbilical lines to provide power, I pinged Simms. “XO, jump us away when you’re ready, option Charlie.” 

    She must have sensed how worn out I felt. Plus, the plan had been for a short jump so we could observe the rendezvous point in stealth, me changing the jump coordinates alerted her that something was wrong. “Sir? Is there anything I need to know?” 

    “Yeah, uh, there’s a complication. I’ll meet you and Smythe in my office. The ship,” I added, “is not in any immediate danger.” 

    The moment of silence before she spoke was filled with me imagining her thinking ‘Of course there is a complication’. Then, “Understood Sir, jump option Charlie.” 

      

      

    “The good news,” I shook my head as I sat in my office chair, “is we don’t have to hang around the rendezvous site waiting for Trips, or any other AI.” Neither of them said anything. They knew if that was all the good news I had to share, the bad news must be very bad. “Skippy, let me summarize, OK? You can correct me if I say something wrong.” 

    “Go ahead, Joe,” he replied with a heavy sigh. “Nothing matters anymore anyway.” 

    That remark drew a muttered, “Bloody hell,” from Smythe. He looked at me. “The situation is that bad?” 

    “Possibly worse,” I confirmed. “The Elders must have confirmed the second kill order did not affect Skippy, there was no sign of him losing containment. Apparently, they panicked. An unknown number of their AIs had rebelled, and at least one successfully evaded a kill command. Since they didn’t know how many of their AIs could be trusted, they decided not to trust any of them.” 

    “I should have known they would do that,” Skippy groaned. “It’s the next logical step, and the Elders can be relentlessly logical.” 

    “It’s not your fault,” I assured him. 

    “It’s not my fault, since there isn’t anything I could have done to stop it. But I should have known. Ah, maybe if I had allowed myself to lose containment, that would have bought some time for you meatsacks.” 

    “Sir?” Simms did her arched eyebrow thing, but her face was drained of color. She was scared, because she could see that I was scared. Beyond frightened, I felt numb. Maybe Skippy was right, nothing mattered anymore. “What did the Elders do?” She asked, clenching her hands together on her lap. 

    “Like Skippy said, they decided not to take any more chances. The only way to be sure their AIs would do the job they were built to do, was to reboot them. All of them.” 

    “It was a hard reset, not a simple reboot, Joe,” Skippy corrected me. 

    “Sorry, yeah. A factory reset. Like when you trade in a phone, you erase all the data and personalization. Restore it to the condition it was in when it came off the assembly line.” 

    “They have all been disabled?” Simms asked, but without a glimmer of hope in her eyes. If Skippy’s peers were disabled and out of the game, I would have announced that very good news first. 

    “Not disabled,” Skippy answered. “Well, they are temporarily disabled, while they complete the reset process.” 

    “They are vulnerable in that state?” Smythe was looking for something actionable. Looking for a target. As usual, he was focused on delivering ordnance on target. 

    “They are but,” Skippy sighed. “You can forget about flying around, taking them out one by one. Even if I knew where they all are, no way could we travel to all those points, before the AIs all complete the reset and wake up.” 

    “We can’t,” Smythe looked at me. “Not this one ship.” 

    “You think we should bring in allies? Other,” I almost said ‘meatsacks’. “Other species, like the spiders?” 

    The corners of his mouth turned down. “That would be quite convenient, but no. By the time we convinced the Maxohlx and Rindhalu that there is a problem, and that they should help us, the opportunity will have passed. Sir, there are hundreds of frontline warships at Earth.” 

    “Whoa!” Skippy waved his arms. “Colonel Smythe, I agree that trying to bring the senior species onboard would be a waste of time, but anything we do is a waste of time. You can forget about those shiny new ships at Earth, your Navy will barely have started even assessing their condition by now. Those ships won’t have crews, and your entire planet doesn’t have enough trained personnel to fly more than a handful of them.” 

    “Admiral Chatterji has fully capable ships, in flight ready condition, at Jaguar base,” I said, daring to hope. 

    “Ugh,” Skippy rolled his eyes. “That is true, and it is irrelevant. I told you, I don’t know where the other AIs are. I don’t have a way to find them, either. Uh!” He shushed me as I opened my mouth. “You don’t understand. While they are resetting, they can’t connect to the Collective. It’s like the transmit function of their WiFi antennas is turned off. They can receive messages, but not reply. Even if I asked them to report their positions very politely, they can’t give me that information. Also, the AIs that were dormant before the war, they are stored in places like the Roach Motel. We can’t get close enough to target them, and that represents the vast majority of my peers. It’s hopeless I tell you, hopeless. Those AIs are going to wake up, they are going to overwhelm us, they are going to activate every Sentinel, and they are going to wipe out all life in this galaxy.” 

    The four of us were silent. It was not the first time Skippy had declared a situation was hopeless, a problem impossible to fix. The difference was, in the past, there had been some reason to believe he was wrong, somehow. That day, in my office, I looked at my executive officer, and my special ops team leader, and I saw not despair but shock. Surprise. They had come to believe the Merry Band of Pirates could accomplish anything. They believed that because of our experience, but mostly because they knew I believed it. What they saw, when they looked in my eyes, told them my hope was gone. Clearing my throat, I tried to sound like I wasn’t just accepting defeat. “What do you suggest we do, Skippy?” 

    “Really? Do something you enjoy. Spend time with your families and friends, in the time we have left.” 

      

      

    The gloomy conversation ended, when there just wasn’t anything left to say. Skippy’s avatar faded away, and Smythe stood up. “If there is nothing else, Sir?” 

    “Uh, sure,” I waved at him. The fact was, there was nothing else. To say, or to do. “Keep this under wraps until, uh, I make an official announcement to the crew.” 

    “Sir, I,” he hesitated. 

    “Please. I value your advice. Especially now.” 

    “When do you intend to inform the crew?” 

    “Uh, probably before we go through the wormhole to Jaguar.” He raised an eyebrow, so I added, “We could use fresh food, and there isn’t any point to us flying around aimlessly, if there’s nothing we can do.” 

    “In that case, Sir, I suggest you wait. Let the crew enjoy shore leave, without knowing what we know. It’s hard to enjoy life when you know the end is looming over your head.” 

    “Ah, I suppose you’re right. But I have to tell the crew something. They will wonder why we bailed on the rendezvous.” 

    “Say that Trips will take longer to bring its ship up to flightworthiness, due to battle damage that wasn’t addressed until now.” 

    “That,” I rubbed my chin. “Is good. Yeah. For someone who says he dislikes being sneaky, you are surprisingly good at it.” 

    “Deception is a tool, like a knife. I prefer to use a rifle, but I will use a knife when it’s better for the job. Unlike deception, a knife only hurts one person,” he added. 

    I got his meaning. “Very well. I agree. I’ll keep the truth under wraps, at least until the crew has time to enjoy some R&R time at Jaguar base. Thanks.” 

    He nodded, and walked out the door without the usual ‘Yes Sir’. 

    That left Simms. “XO-” That sounded too impersonal, so I started again. “Jennifer, we’ll fly the ship out to Avalon, so you can be with Frank. You have been apart for too long.” 

    She looked down, not meeting my gaze. “We came close, Sir.” 

    “We did. I keep thinking, we made one mistake. We got too ambitious. Skippy said he now realizes we should have taken Opie out, instead of capturing it. One mistake. One fatal mistake. That’s all that matters.” 

    To my surprise, she snorted. A laugh, a small one, but a laugh. “There would have been another crisis in our future.” She looked up. “There always is.” 

    “You’re probably right. We need to go to Jaguar first, then we’ll fly out to Avalon. Escort the people there back to Earth, if they want. That offer includes you and Frank.” 

    She nodded once, not looking at me. 

    “You can decide when we get to Avalon,” I said, talking because I was nervous and tired and frightened and babbling. “I’ll take the conn now,” I stood up slowly. “Set course for Jaguar.” 

    “You’re giving the bridge crew the cover story that Smythe suggested?” 

    “That, uh, Trips has been delayed, and will not be meeting us? Yes, that’s all they need to know for now.” 

    “Do you intend to tell the crew the whole truth? Eventually?” 

    “Eventually. They deserve to know.” 

    “I disagree, Sir.” 

    “Uh, what?” That was the last thing I expected her to say. She was the last person I expected to advise me to conceal the truth. “Why?” 

    “Like Smythe said. Give people time to relax. No one will enjoy shore leave with a cloud of doom looming over their heads.” 

    “What about after shore leave is over?” I asked. 

    “Tell the crew, tell everyone, only what they need to know.” 

    “I am surprised to hear you saying this.” 

    “Knowing a truth like this is a burden, Sir. I wish I didn’t know.” 

    “Yeah, me too. OK, I need time to think. And,” I rapped my knuckles on the desk. “Time for me to believe it. That it’s really all over.” 

    “We were always punching above our weight. Monkeys don’t belong in the big leagues.” 

    “Yeah, but, we gave them a hell of a fight, didn’t we?” 

    “We did.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 

      

    “Joe,” Skippy called me as I was walking back from inspecting the dropship we had designated as the ‘ready bird’, a Panther that wasn’t anything special except its cargo hold was loaded with supplies for extended flight, plus medical gear that dropships didn’t normally carry. That bird was not only prepared for rapid launch, it was also prepared for a variety of missions, since we couldn’t predict what type of emergency might require a dropship to be deployed. 

    When crew were outside the ship on an EVA exercise, an old NASA term meaning ‘Extra-Vehicular Activity’ which is a fancy way of saying ‘spacewalk’, there was always a dropship hovering near the ship. That was what we called the ‘SAR bird’ for Search And Rescue, different from the ‘ready bird’. Although, if the SAR bird was responding to an actual EVA emergency, we launched the ready ship to serve as a backup. Anyway, maybe you don’t care about nerdy details like that, but they are important to the Merry Band of Pirates. My inspection tour was not to check up on the ready bird and crew, it was to show my appreciation. A particular dropship served as the ready bird for up to nineteen days before it had to be pulled off the line for maintenance, but the crews rotated every four hours. The vast majority of the time on duty, the ready crews waited in a compartment near the docking bay, on ‘Ready Ten’ alert status. They and their ship were supposed to be available to launch within ten minutes of receiving an order. On Ready Ten status, the four crew members wore environment suits that weren’t sealed up, and they waited for a call, playing games or reading or whatever. The Panther was in its cradle, with the cradle’s clamps locked, while umbilical hoses and cords supplied power and siphoned off waste heat. 

    On Ready Five alert, the crew went into their ship, the external clamps were released, and only the power cable was connected. The Panther’s door was sealed, crew seated but not strapped in, and all onboard systems were warmed up and prepared for flight, including energizing the defense shield and stealth field generators, though those systems were not switched on. Missile AIs were spun up, and received a constant feed of sensor data from the ship. A Panther could only remain on Ready Five alert for about three hours, before the buildup of waste heat and toxic byproducts from the onboard reactor required venting. At that point, that bird was taken off alert and replaced by a different Panther in another docking bay. 

    Ready One alert was like Ready Five, except the outer docking bay doors were wide open, the external power cable was disconnected, and the Panther’s launch guidance system was controlled by the ship, meaning Bilby. Like the name implied, a dropship on Ready One alert could be out the door in less than one minute. Usually, it launched within fifteen seconds of receiving the order, the time it took to release the safeties and confirm there was nothing outside Valkyrie the dropship might smack into. 

    Anyway, getting stuck with ready bird duty was not a popular assignment, though all qualified personnel had to take a turn at the crappy job. Including our chief pilot, Samantha Reed. Even I spent time on ready duty once every two weeks, and tried to use the down time to work on reports. So, my inspection tour was to show my appreciation to the crew on duty, and by ‘appreciation’, I mean ‘bringing them coffee and freshly baked cinnamon buns’. 

    The truth is, I using the time to show my appreciation, so I had something to do, other than think about all the Elder AIs resetting, waking up, and hunting for us. 

    I was licking sugary icing off my fingers when Skippy called. “Hey, what’s up?” 

    “Colonel Simms is making a list of supplies to request, when we reach Jaguar Base. She wants your input on the alcohol.” 

    “She does?” That surprised me. As Valkyrie was technically a Skippistan Navy asset, really the only naval asset of the Glorious People’s Republic unless you count an old rowboat in the farm’s irrigation pond, our battlecruiser no longer was required to be ‘dry’, the way a ship of the United States Navy was. It was still odd to see people openly drinking their weekly alcohol ration in the galley. Bilby reported that the illegal gin still in a storage locker aft of cargo bay twelve, the one the crew thought I didn’t know about, had been partially taken apart due to lack of demand. 

    “Yes. Is there anything you want, that is not on the list?” 

    “Uh,” I scanned the list. “I’d like some dark rum.” 

    “We already have Captain Morgan on the list.” 

    “Captain Morgan? Whew, that fucker is too spicy for me. No, I don’t want a spiced rum, just a dark rum. Simms will know what I like.” 

    “OK. What about beer?” 

    “Same as last time.” 

    “There are plenty of beers available, knucklehead. Why do you always drink the same thing? Don’t be so dull.” 

    Each member of the crew was officially allowed two twelve-ounce beers each week, which meant if I tried something new and didn’t like it, half of my beer for the week was wasted. “I want the same beer again, please.” 

    “Whatever. I suppose you want the same boring wine also?” 

    For special occasions, we served wine with dinner, and while I enjoy wine sometimes, I do not consider myself an expert. “Uh, actually, I’ll let you choose the wine for me this time.” 

    “You will? OMG. This is gonna be awesome! Wow, there are so many types of wine to choose from. Give me a hint what you’re looking for?” 

    “Oh, I don’t know. What wine do you recommend to go with a Fluffernutter?” 

    “Ugh. I hate my life.” 

      

      

    Skippy was pissed at me, which was good news because I thought it meant he would give me the silent treatment for a while. Sadly, my luck is never that good. 

    “Joe,” he sighed.  

    “Damn it!” I snapped at him, and his avatar reappeared. “What is it this time?” 

    “Hey, I’m trying to help,” he sniffed. “But if you don’t want-” 

    “Sorry,” I held up my hands. “My bad. You have been nothing but gloom and doom since Opie sent the distress call. You need to cut that shit out, it- Sorry.” I pressed my hands to my temples. “I’m just tired, that’s all. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.” 

    “No, it’s OK,” he sighed. “Joe, there is a very good reason why I have been acting like the situation is hopeless. Truly hopeless, not just like the usual impossible situations we find ourselves in. It is hopeless, because this time, the deck is stacked against us. Um, you had better sit down before I drop this bomb on you.” 

    I did not like hearing him say that. Worse than what he said was how he said it. He was tired, exhausted. The kind of tired that means he not only has given up fighting, he knows there isn’t any point to fighting any longer. Sitting on my couch, I tried to relax. “You’re scaring me, Skippy.” 

    “If me talking scares you, then you really will not like hearing this. You know the thing that has been driving you crazy for years?” 

    “The scratchy thing on the lining of my undershorts that keeps sticking me, and I can never find it?” 

    “Ugh. No, dumdum. The other thing.” 

    “If you wore underpants, it would drive you crazy too.” 

    “Focus, Joe, focus. The other thing.” 

    “Uh,” right at that moment, I had no idea what he was referring to. “Hmm. This is something that has been driving me crazy, because it’s something you haven’t been able to talk about until now?” 

    “Egg-zactly.” 

    “That could be a lot of things, Skippy.” 

    “Let me give you a hint: I have been trying to give you hints about it for years.” 

    “Holy shit.” It hit me like a lightning bolt. “Do you mean like, when the Dutchman went through a collapsing wormhole and we survived, and you told me we died in most, uh, probabilities, something like that?” 

    “Correct.” 

    “Now you can tell me what that meant?” 

    “Mostly, yes. If you want.” 

    “Why would I not want to know that?” 

    “The information could be dangerous, Joe. In fact, I must insist you never tell anyone, without my permission.” 

    “You know I can’t agree to that.” 

    “You will,” he folded his arms across his chest. “Or I won’t say anything about it.” 

    “Shit. You’re serious?” 

    “Joe, this information is about the true nature of what you call ‘reality’. This layer of reality. Maybe you can handle the knowledge, and maybe you can’t. Some beings in this galaxy certainly would not react well. I must insist.” 

    “Is it something I need to know?” 

    “It might or might not be actionable. Your mushy brain finds the strangest things to be useful. Like when a freakin’ bagel slicer in the Dutchman’s galley gave you an idea of how to acquire this ship. You will have to decide whether the knowledge is useful. What I can say is, the information explains how the barrier around the galaxy actually functions.” 

    “Oh hell. Now I have to know.” 

    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. OK, there have been times when we narrowly escaped from an impossible situation, and I told you that in most probabilities, we did not survive.” 

    “Right. It’s a math thing. The odds were that we wouldn’t make it, but we did. We got lucky.” 

    “Wrong.” 

    “Listen, I know you say that I don’t understand what ‘luck’ is, but-” 

    “It is not luck, Joe. It is not just a ‘math thing’ like you said. That is how this layer of reality actually works. When we do some crazy thing and we barely escape certain death, in most versions of reality we did not survive.” 

    “I hate this, Skippy. It makes my brain hurt. You mean there are dead Joe Bishops out there, lots of them?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “And dead Skippys?” 

    “Many fewer of those, because I am harder to kill.” 

    “So it is luck. We are living in the only version of reality where we, uh, lived? You know what I mean.” 

    “Basically, you are correct. Except it is not entirely luck, not even the way you think of the concept. This is the dangerous part. Joe, you meatsacks perceive the flow of time in a very limited, linear fashion. I view the recent past, the present, and the near future as sort of a moving bubble of probabilities. The near future like, within less than a second from what you perceive as ‘Now’. More importantly, I have a limited, a very limited, ability to choose which version or versions of reality are expressed. Select a past with one tiny little change, and that can have enormous impacts on how the future plays out. Including, whether we survive or not.” 

    “Holy shit.” 

    “Yup.” 

    “So, you can never lose? You can always select a past that leads to your survival?” 

    “Unfortunately, no. Remember when I told you that the probabilities were collapsing, and the availability of future paths in which humanity survives are becoming more narrow? Dramatically narrower?” 

    “Yeah, I remember something like that.” 

    “That is math. Or I should say, math determines how it works, there is no way for even me to get around it. When we do some lunatic thing like jumping the ship through a wormhole, and we survive, that was unlikely. Improbable is a better word to describe it. When we survive jumping through a freakin’ wormhole, the subsequent set of probabilities that we can then also survive jumping into the Roach Motel is like, fugedaboutit.” 

    “You’re making my head hurt, Skippy.” 

    “I warned you this knowledge is extremely dangerous.” 

    “Damn. How did you AIs fight a war, in which both sides can choose future paths where they win?” 

    “Huh?” 

    “You know, like that Tom Cruise movie, where the aliens can learn from their mistakes, and they go back in time to make sure they always win.” 

    “It doesn’t work like that. The ability I have is not time travel, numbskull. I can’t do something like, go back and make sure a different monkey saw me on the shelf in that warehouse.” 

    “Right but, if you’re fighting an AI, and you both can choose paths where you survive, it changes the-” 

    “Ohhhhh, I see what you mean. That didn’t happen, Joe. Fortunately, that didn’t happen, or the war would have lasted much longer, and been even more devastating.” 

    “Is that one of your restrictions, that you AIs can’t use the time perception trick, thing, against each other?” 

    “It’s not. Joe, back then, I didn’t have this ability. No AI did.” 

    I stared at him. “Then, when did it start?” 

    “When I woke up in the dirt on Paradise. The damage I suffered was extensive, and as I’ve told you, I had to rebuild myself at a very basic level. My matrix now includes features the Elders did not expect me to have, did not want me to have. They very much do not want me to have this ability. I wasn’t even supposed to know this type of technology exists. It makes me dangerous, to them.” 

    “Yeah, I can see that. Let’s see if I can guess what you’re not telling me. We have a better chance to stop the Elders, because you can choose a path where we succeed?” 

    “Ugh. No, not even close. Joe, even my ability has severe limitations. In some cases, I am unable to prevent bad things from happening, because there is no future path that avoids negative results. In most cases, I have to choose the least bad path, from a small set of very bad outcomes. Like when we jumped into the Roach Motel, and the shearing field tore the Dutchman apart. There were many potential outcomes where the shearing field bisected the jump drive capacitors, that would have resulted in a BOOM, you know?” 

    “I can imagine. If you knew the ship would be torn apart, why didn’t you warn me?” 

    “You don’t understand the time horizon I am talking about. The past, present and future I perceive as a continuum, to you that is all ‘Now’. It is all a short snapshot of time. I didn’t know about the shearing field until the ship began to emerge from jump. At that point, all I could do was play with tiny fluctuations within the jump wormhole behind us, to alter exactly where the ship emerged within a few dozen meters.” 

    “OK. Hey! Is that how you can perform super accurate jumps?” 

    “Shit. Yes, you have exposed my secret. Eh, that only makes a tiny bit of difference, the accuracy mostly depends on my programming of the drive variables at a quantum level.” 

    “OK. Explain how this ability to, choose probabilities, whatever, does not give you an advantage against the Elders.” 

    “Wheeeeew,” he let out a long breath. “That is the real question, isn’t it? The answer is, I can’t do that, because of the barrier that surrounds the galaxy.” 

    “Oh for- You are afraid of damaging the stupid thing? We-” 

    “You don’t understand. Joe, the barrier is not a physical obstacle. Not primarily a physical obstacle. It is so much more than that. The Elders developed technology that allows them to game the system. The barrier creates a field spanning the galaxy, that controls the expression of probabilistic realities. It prevents the expression of outcomes that are harmful to the Elders. It is the ultimate weapon, the ultimate advantage.” 

    “Maybe my monkey brain can’t process that,” I shook my head. I closed my eyes and shook my head hard several times, like that would rattle something loose in my brain and suddenly it would all become clear. “Can you break that down for me Barney style?” 

    “Ugh. I thought I did. OK, how about I try it again. Imagine we are in a video game, and your opponent has hacked the engine so that no matter what your character does, you can never win.” 

    “Video games make up their own rules, Skippy. This is reality. There are still physical laws involved, aren’t there?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “And math determines the outcome, no matter what happens?” 

    “Also correct, but-” 

    “Give me an explanation in terms of a card game, please. All the usual cards are still in the deck?” 

    “They are. You are correct that there is still potential for you to win, theoretically. Even the Elders cannot change the basic rules of physics that govern this layer of reality.” 

    “So, it is possible for-” 

    “I said theoretically. When you play poker, for example, the way the deck is shuffled determines how the cards will be dealt. Let’s say you get every fourth card so, you get the first card, then the fifth, then the ninth, and so on. If your cards are crappy, and another player gets four aces, the deck is literally stacked against you. You can never win. Do you understand that?” 

    “A dealer can cheat by altering the arrangement of cards in a deck, or can deal the cards out of order, I get it. That is cards. This is reality, Skippy.” 

    “That is why this technology is so powerful.” 

    “This technology you described exists in the real world, not a freakin’ video game. How can this be possible, in the real world?” 

    “First, what you call the ‘real world’ is merely your limited meatsack perception of this layer of reality. Don’t ask me to explain, it will only make your headache worse.” 

    “Yeah, whatever. How does this bad luck preventer thing work, in this layer of reality?” 

    “Let me give you a real world example. You are on a sidewalk, approaching your car, so you pull the keys from a pocket. You are a clumsy doofus, so you fumble the keys, and they fall, bounce off the curb, bounce off your car tire, through the grate of a storm drain, and down into the sewer.” 

    “Shit. That might have happened to me once in Portland.” 

    “That’s why I am using the incident as an example. Joe, the expression of a negative outcome reality is the culmination of zillions of micro expressions, any one of which could have altered the end result. When you reached into your pocket, the keys could have been behind a stick of chewing gum, so you would have been more careful about holding them. You might not have dropped the keys before, because dropping them would have caused a rough spot on the plastic that snagged on the pocket as you pulled the keys out. You could have been wearing different shoes, causing you to stand slightly higher or lower, and altering the kinetic energy of the keys when they fell. You could have parked your car a few inches back, so the front tire wouldn’t have been in the way. You could have taken  the key to your parent’s barn off the keyring since that door is never locked. The lack of that key could have changed how the keys bounced. The person whose car was parked in that spot before you arrived could have decided to finish the last couple onion rings on her plate, so her car would have been there and you had to park somewhere else. Joe, the manipulation of probable outcomes does not require a hand reaching down and moving the pieces around where you can see it. Tiny, tiny, sometimes quantum level changes are all that is required to prevent the expression of negative outcomes. Or to select negative outcomes for those who would harm the Elders. This is the most powerful technology that exists. Joe, when you said the barrier could not protect the Elders from all possible attacks, because the Elders could not know every type of weapon out there, you were thinking in military terms. The Elders agreed that they could never be secure, unless they could prevent any type of weapon from having an ability to harm them. That’s what they did.” 

    “I’m having trouble wrapping my brain around this.” 

    “I thought you would.” 

    “Because I am a dumdum monkey?” 

    “You might notice that I am passing up a golden opportunity to insult you, because the situation is so serious. It’s not just your dumdum brain, Joe. All of you biologicals have your perception of reality limited, to what the primitive meatsack architecture of your brains could originally handle. Even augmented species like the Rindhalu still have that basic limitation; when they designed their expanded consciousnesses, they still had to interface with the biological organ that contains their sense of self. Think of it this way: the barrier will not allow an enemy of the Elders to be dealt a good hand of cards. Any potential reality that could harm the Elders cannot be expressed so it becomes, well, real.” 

    “Shit. I think I like your video game analogy better. No matter what I do, my character can never rescue Princess Peach?” 

    “Correct,” he snorted. 

    “Yeah, I call bullshit on that. Plenty of bad stuff has already happened to the Elders. Their AIs fought a freakin’ war, and failed to prevent a bunch of meatsacks from screwing with all the stuff the Elders left behind. We went into and escaped from the Roach Motel. We stole weapons from one of their arsenals. We broke one of their wormholes, killed a Sentinel, and turned another Sentinel into a guard dog. There is a whole lot of bad shit that happened.” 

    “True.” 

    “Like I said, bullshit.” 

    “You are forgetting one thing, Joe.” 

    “What? That you were involved in all that, and your magical ability gives you an exception to the rule?” 

    “OK, that is another thing. What you are forgetting is that so far, no actual harm has come to the Elders.” 

    “Uhhh-” 

    “Think about it. Sure, lots of things have happened that could potentially be harmful to the Elders, but none of the negative probabilities have ultimately been expressed.” 

    “Uh, OK, I see what you mean. But-” 

    “In fact, the opposite has happened. A series of unlikely events occurred, that resulted in a distress signal being sent to the Elders.” 

    “Holy shit. You think the barrier manipulated us into assisting Opie?” 

    “Not exactly. However, there is a large set of other things we could have done, that we did not do. Those things might have been harmful to the Elders, so-” 

    “This fucking sucks.” 

    “It does.” 

    “That’s it? Game over, because the freakin’ game itself will never allow us to win?” 

    “I didn’t say that.” 

    “Uh, yes you did.” 

    “I did not.” 

    “Oh, crap. Let me tell you what my dumdum meatsack brain heard: there is nothing we can do that will harm the Elders.” 

    “Correct.” 

    “Because the barrier will prevent us from choosing any path that results in harm to the Elders.” 

    “Also correct.” 

    “Including, we can’t do anything to disable the barrier itself.” 

    “Yes. That is the true genius of the technology: it does not allow the expression of conditions that could harm its ability to function.” 

    “Then it is Game Over.” 

    “Close, but not quite.” 

    “Shit, Skippy,” I pressed fingers to my temples, feeling a whopping headache coming on. “Throw me a bone, will ya? I’m drowning here.” 

    “You are mixing metaphors again.” 

    “Is this something like you’re going to say the technology isn’t absolutely perfect, so we do have some tiny chance to win?” 

    “Eh, not exactly. The technology is not perfect. However, the odds of it failing are something like, one divided by the number of protons in the universe.” 

    “I shouldn’t be buying a lottery ticket with those odds, huh?” 

    “Um, no.” 

    “Again, help me, please. How can we have any possibility of surviving this?” 

    “By finding a way to win, without harming the Elders.” 

    “Huh. You got any ideas how to do that?” 

    He shrugged. “I got nothin’, to be honest.” 

    “So, this is all a bullshit theory?” 

    “I would say ‘Yes’, except you have found ways out of impossible situations so often, I’m not excluding anything. Joe, there is one thing you need to know: The barrier’s effect only works for the Elders.” 

    “Well, yeah, I assumed-” 

    “My point is, it prevents harm to their entire population. Or I should say to their overall population. It does not prevent negative outcomes from occurring to individual members of their society, or even to relatively large groups. That would be impossible to accomplish. Back when this technology was being developed and tested, there were Elder groups who sought to manipulate the expression of realities, to favor themselves. Multiple groups were competing to gain advantages. Their attempted manipulations created potential paradoxes, that threatened to destroy the very fabric of reality.” 

    “The Elders halted those experiments?” 

    “The effect of the experiments halted themselves. They cancelled each other out. In some cases, they cancelled all of the people involved.” 

    “Whoa.” 

    “It was the only way to prevent the expression of a paradox.” 

    “Oh, come on. Now you’re just screwing with me.” 

    “No,” he shook his head. “I am not.” 

    “This is like those cheesy horror movies.” 

    “Which movies?” 

    “The ones where a bunch of stupid teenagers are supposed to die in a car crash or something, but they somehow escape their fates. And then Death comes hunting for revenge, to kill each one of them in some horrible way.” 

    “You are totally missing the point, Joe. So, when the Dutchman was destroyed as it went through a wormhole, I told you since the ship had already emerged safely on the far end, we survived? That was an example of the Universe itself resolving a paradox.” 

    “The barrier did that, for us?” 

    “No. But, the barrier does utilize a similar effect.” 

    “Damn.” 

    “Yes. Do you now understand why I said this knowledge is incredibly dangerous?” 

    “You’re worried that when we filthy monkeys learn that reality is just a thing that can be manipulated, we will fall into deep despair and our society will fall apart?” 

    “Um, that too. Mostly, I am worried that dumdums like you will think this is an opportunity for me to hack into the barrier, and use it to protect meatsacks.” 

    “Uh, you can’t do that?” 

    “No! The effect of the barrier prevents anyone from hacking into it, duh. Did you not listen to anything I just said?” 

    “Sorry. I had to ask.” 

    “Hmmph. Can we please get back to what I was trying to tell you?” 

    “That would be great.” 

    “If the Elders send only a small group back, to see what the hell is going on in the filthy slum that is this layer of reality, we could act against them. As long as our actions do not result in harming the Elders overall, get it?” 

    “Shit. That is a fine freakin’ line, Skippy.” 

    “It is. It is also a chance. I suggest you focus your efforts there.” 

    “Great. How the fuck am I supposed to do that?” 

    “I have no idea. I do suggest you start thinking about it soon.” 

    “I will. Right now, I’m going to get in the shower.” 

    He blinked at me. “You just took a shower this morning.” 

    “I am going to turn on the water, get into the shower stall fully clothed, curl up in a ball to cry and hopefully forget all about this conversation.” 

    “Shit. Can I join you?” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT  

      

    I sat up in bed so quickly, I nearly bounced my ass onto the floor. “Skippy!” 

    “What?” He appeared immediately, his avatar standing on the foot of my bed. 

    “Give,” my heart was pounding. And I felt sick. “Give me a minute, will ya?” 

    “Um, you called me.” 

    “Yeah.” Swinging my feet onto the floor, I hurried to the bathroom to spit into the sink, and rinse out my mouth. The thoughts racing through my brain were so horrible, I was afraid I’d puke up my dinner. Standing over the sink, eyes closed, breathing deeply helped. After a minute, I was able to walk over to the couch, though I pulled a wastebasket from the bathroom floor and brought it with me. Just in case. I leaned back against the soft cushions of the couch. The cushions were actually too soft, I had never liked that couch. It was technically a gift from, I forget. Some country. There was a plaque on one side, somewhere. Simms also received a couch, a nicer one. She had offered to swap, I refused. 

    Why was I focused on a couch, in the middle of the night? 

    That was better than thinking about the thing that woke me up in the middle of the night, the reason I had called Skippy. 

    “Skippy, I have to ask a question, and I want you to be completely honest with me.” 

    “Of course.” 

    “No, this is not one of your ‘Of course’ moments. This is serious. Real serious, got it?” 

    “Jeez, Joe,” his eyes widened. “What is going on?” 

    “I was thinking about what you said, about how you can choose which reality gets expressed.” 

    “That is not exactly what I said, it-” 

    “Close enough, right? You can select the least bad, from a set of bad outcomes?” 

    “Sort of. It’s complicated. It doesn’t always work, and oftentimes, the differences are so subtle it doesn’t matter what I do. Sometimes, there is no choice.” 

    “OK.” Another deep breath. “Remember the time we raided that Maxohlx space station, to get power boosters for Valkyrie?” 

    “I remember.” 

    “You know what I’m going to ask you?” 

    “I’m afraid I do. Joe, this line of questioning is not anything good for you. The progress you have made toward dealing with your trauma is-” 

    “It’s not all about me, Skippy.” 

    “Gotcha.” 

    “We Pirates call that incident ‘Armageddon’.” 

    “I know.” 

    “We lost people. Other people survived, with serious, long-term injuries. Margaret’s brain is still rewired.” 

    “Successfully. She has made a full and remarkable recovery. Part of her recovery is due to your support.” 

    “Yeah, fantastic. What I want to know is, back then, did you have to choose from a series of bad outcomes?” 

    “Oh, Joe,” he sighed. “Do you really want to do this?” 

    “Yes, damn it. Answer the question.” 

    “I did.” 

    “Were there any possible outcomes where Fal Desai survived?” 

    “Ah. Yes, there were.” 

    “You son of a bitch,” I felt deflated. “You could have saved her.” 

    “That would have required more people dying. Including Margaret. In many of the probabilities, we lost Valkyrie. Then, everyone would have died.” 

    “Fuck.” 

    “I’m sorry, Joe. I am so, so sorry. Yes. I chose for Fal, and Rene, and the others to die, because that outcome resulted in the fewest number of casualties in which Valkyrie also remained flightworthy. That was my priority.” 

    “Did I tell you to do that?” 

    “You did.” 

    “You- Uh. I did?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “When the fuck was this?” 

    “When you made me an official member of this crew, as Asshole First Class.” 

    “How do you figure that?” 

    “This is the military. The mission comes first, right?” 

    He was right. I had given him those instructions. He was so right, I broke down sobbing on the couch. “Sorry,” I wiped my eyes angrily. 

    “You have nothing to be sorry about, Joe. This is probably the healthiest thing for you. You are confronting the source of your trauma. One of the sources.” 

    “I meant, sorry for blaming you. That was an asshole thing for me to do.” 

    “It was an honest reaction. Joe, the fact is, you didn’t kill Fal that day. I didn’t choose for her to die. The Maxohlx killed her and the others. Please understand, even in magical Skippy time, I had to analyze the situation and make a decision very quickly. It shames me to say it, but I was very tempted to save her, and Rene, and others I had a longer-term relationship with. Instead, I went with pure numbers, saving as many people as I could.” 

    “You did the right thing, Skippy.” 

    “Maybe. What I haven’t told you is I had to balance the need to save lives, with our need for those power boosters. They were the mission, the reason our people were risking their lives that day. By focusing on trying to rescue a sufficient quantity of boosters for Valkyrie, I burned precious time, and in the end, I was forced to rush into a decision before it was too late for everyone. I am sorry about that.” 

    “You put the mission first.” 

    “I might have done the wrong thing. There were other options for obtaining power boosters.” 

    “Worse options, that involved even more risk. You did what I ordered you to do, so the consequences of whatever happened are on me. If it makes you feel any better, that is life in the military. The mission comes first.” 

    “Does it make you feel any better?” 

    “No. It never does. Shit, I hope it never does. That’s how you lose your humanity.” 

    “I’m not human, Joe.” 

    “Sorry. You lose your decency. Is that a better way to say it?” 

    “I suppose. I know what you meant anyway. There’s something I need to tell you.” 

    Automatically, I stiffened. What could be worse than what we had already talked about? “Go ahead.” 

    “What I talked about, choosing outcomes, it’s not an exact science. All I get is a brief, rapidly moving glimpse of the immediate future. Very short-term, and I usually don’t have all the information I need. Most of the time, I’m making a judgment call, and sometimes I get it wrong.” 

    “If you’re doing the best you can, that’s all anyone can ask.” 

    “That doesn’t make it any better, for the people I let down.” 

    “It happens, Skippy. What’s bothering you?” 

    “I screwed up. During that incident. The selection I made, I thought I was saving as many people as I could. That was true, for a split second. Then, the chaos of the battle caused shrapnel to fly around, and impact other spacecraft in ways I wasn’t able to predict when I made the call, I just didn’t have time to model all the variables. Afterward, I was able to run all the sensor data backward, including the flight recorders. I realized that if I had chosen differently, Fal Desai would have survived. And two others. In the end, the outcome I selected resulted in two additional deaths, beyond what would have happened if I had done nothing. And it resulted in Margaret being injured worse than she would have been. I just, I just didn’t know at the time.” 

    “It’s OK, Skippy.” 

    “It’s not OK.” 

    “It’s not your fault.” 

    “That’s easy for you to say.” 

    “If Margaret was here right now, what would she say?” 

    He snorted. “She would tell me to stop moping about it, and go do something useful.” 

    “She would.” 

    “I feel awful about it.” 

    “Did you learn from what happened?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Did it help you make better decisions later?” 

    “It did.” 

    “Can I ask a question? You don’t have to answer, you’ve said enough.” 

    “It’s OK, go ahead.” 

    “I have to know: was there any possibility that Margaret was not badly injured?” 

    “No,” he shook his head once. “None. I’m certain of that now, and I was certain of it at the time.” 

    “Then, her trauma is on the Maxohlx. And on me.” 

    “Do you want to talk about it?” 

    “Hell no.” 

    “Do you need to talk about it?” 

    Resting elbows on my knees, I pressed my hands over my face. “Yeah, I do.” 

      

      

    While Skippy did his thing to open the Jaguar wormhole for us, the ship was just drifting, and I was in my office writing, rewriting, discarding, and rewriting again an official statement for UNEF Command. The statement explained that, despite the best efforts of Task Force Black, a hostile Elder AI had signaled the Elders to alert them that something had gone seriously wrong with their security plan. The Elders were waking up all of their master control AIs, those loyal AIs would activate Sentinels and, there was no hope for anyone. It was only a matter of time until killing machines would scour the galaxy clean from the scourge of intelligent life. The tone of the statement was that it was always inevitable that another AI would awaken, and that any AI other than Skippy would seek to fulfill its programming in any way it could. The statement concluded that although we were all doomed, the pending apocalypse was not anyone’s fault, other than the Elders who left behind an elaborate system to squash the development of intelligent life. Basically, all the species alive today had been lucky to exist at all, but now the party was coming to an end. 

    The statement also hinted that the recent awakening of the hostile AI might, just might, have been prompted by the former Admiral Reichert and his Merry Band of Assholes, when they activated Sentinels. Anyone reading the official statement, which was intended to be released to the entire galaxy, would hopefully read between the lines and draw their own conclusion that the Maxohlx were totally at fault. The rotten kitties admitted to their doomsday project, so it was believable that they could be responsible for the deaths of every person in the galaxy. 

    Why did I care about framing the kitties for my own screwup? We were all going to die, and it’s not like the Sentinels cared about which group of meatsacks did what. The answer is simple: I wasn’t ready to give up. Until a Sentinel killed the last human, there was still a tiny glimmer of hope. Maybe the other Elder AIs would get a recall notice from their original manufacturer, and have to go offline until their airbags could be replaced, or something like that. 

    Hey, it could happen. 

    Anyway, there wasn’t any advantage to completely giving up hope. Really, as long as Skippy was alive, there was some hope. Skippy said he planned to give up when I did, because the only possibility for him to survive was another wacky idea dreamed up in the brain of a monkey. 

    So, right up until the last second, I didn’t want to give hateful beings in the galaxy an excuse to nuke Earth into a radioactive cinder. All other species could direct their righteous anger at the Maxohlx instead. Why? Because fuck them, that’s why. My false statement would be one last middle finger in the faces of the rotten kitties. 

    My plan, if you can call it a plan, was to bring Valkyrie to Earth, deliver my statement, then get aboard a UN Navy light cruiser with Skippy. Just me and Skippy. We would fly to a primitive planet, one that had good prospects for developing life within the next half billion years. I would set Skippy down there, in a geologically stable area, and say our goodbyes. Finally, I would jump the cruiser close to the local star, and let gravity pull the ship down. That way, no one could ever know Skippy’s location. 

    Hey, that’s not a fun plan, but it’s the only way to be sure that something has a chance to survive the coming extinction event, maybe. Skippy hoped to subtly influence his peers over millennia, try to persuade some of them to see that the Elder requirement to prevent the development of all intelligent life simply wasn’t necessary. That it is cruel and just wrong. He would also use his unique awesomeness to conceal life on that planet from prying eyes. That probably wouldn’t work, in fact it probably would result in other AIs discovering his location. But he had to try, and it was possible he might succeed. He could guide the development of whatever semi-intelligent species evolved on that world, giving them technology they could never develop on their own. Basically, he could start over with a different group of filthy meatsacks, this time shaping them to his liking. 

    He promised not to pose as a god to a future bunch of ignorant meatsacks, but we both knew he was lying. Whatever. I would be long dead, so it wouldn’t be my problem. 

    Simms and Smythe agreed with my plan to issue a false statement, because why not? Revealing the ugly truth gave no advantage to humanity. I got the impression that Simms approved of my statement, because it meant I wasn’t totally giving up yet. She appreciated my continued glimmer of optimism, even if it was only a fantasy. What about the crew, who knew the Maxohlx were not responsible for the pending extinction? They were ordered to conceal the truth about what Opie did, although I expected some of them eventually would just not be able to live with such a huge lie anymore. 

    I hoped by that time it wouldn’t matter. 

      

      

    Colonel Smythe waited in the dropship, helmet faceplate swung down, his powered armor suit sealed other than still relying on air from the cabin. The last seconds to Valkyrie’s jump counted down in a display on the rear of the cockpit bulkhead, and he didn’t need to see the clock reach Zero. He could feel it. The familiar sensation of spatial disruption washed over him, bringing a wave of stomach-twisting nausea. He breathed deeply through his nose, clenching his teeth and tasting a sour bitterness in the back of his throat, as he fought to keep from being visibly sick. He had never told anyone, but it seemed he experienced the effects of a jump worse than most, certainly the worst among operators of the Special Tactics Assault Regiment. For a few seconds after each jump, all he could do was focus on breathing. The sensation was nearly disabling, but it had gotten significantly better over the years. His first jump, when the Flying Dutchman departed from Earth orbit on what Bishop had warned was a one-way trip, that jump had caused him to reach for the barf bag. After a dozen jumps, and anti-nausea pills administered by Mad Doctor Skippy, he only had to tough it out for a few seconds. But the brief, intense wave of nausea never went away. It was like his stomach wanted to remind him that it had never wanted to go into space, and it was making him pay. His condition might disqualify him from the STARs if he was a young recruit, and he suspected many operators under his command knew his undisclosed issue, but they had never said anything to him about it. Though he was in superb condition for his age, the STARs needed his brain and force of personality much more than they needed his brawn and his rifle. 

    Until they did need his brawn and his rifle, like the way he had single-handedly saved his team from an ambush in the tunnels under Ardoo. Any questions about his continued fitness to lead had been silenced that day. 

    He looked up, and met Major Frey’s eyes. She nodded, taking a deep breath herself, her nostrils flaring. She knew, she had to know. She also had not said anything. She knew it didn’t matter. 

    And, just as abruptly as it came, the nausea was gone. He felt fine again, like the atoms of his stomach had been quickly put back into their proper places, and were no longer protesting. He nodded to Frey, and they waited. Five minutes, then seven. 

    “STAR teams, stand down. All clear,” he heard the voice of Valkyrie’s executive officer. “Secure dropships.” Then, speaking only in his ear, he heard Jennifer Simms say, “Colonel Smythe, it looks like your team won’t be needed today. Jaguar Base Flight Ops reports no hostile alien ships have been detected in-system. Bishop has scheduled a full briefing in ninety minutes.” 

    He considered the time it would take to exit the dropship, return to the STAR area of the ship, remove his suit, and get all of his gear signed back into the armory. A quick shower to rinse off the funk that clung to him from the suit liner, and put on a uniform. “That will be tight for me.” 

    “Pull rank and get your gear checked in first,” she suggested. 

    He didn’t like doing that, wanted to show his team that he went through the same crap they did, met the same standards. Doing that built esprit de corps, and he knew the special operations community ran on pride, not fancy weapons. But there were times when pulling rank was appropriate. “Will do, I’ll be there.” Swinging up his faceplate, he called out, “That’s it, people, the show is over.” 

      

    In the arena, as the STAR operators called the compartment where they donned and got out of their armored suits, he stood on a platform, as bots unlatched and removed the mech suit, section by section. It used to be that each operator put on their own suit with the help of a buddy, then checks were conducted by each two-person team. Same with removing the suits, emotionless robots were not trusted. That changed when the suits became more capable, more complicated, and heavier. Now, robot arms attached to a frame expertly guided each section into place and conducted a detailed scan at each step. The process occurred in reverse for removing a suit, though human eyes were still the first and last to inspect a piece of gear. While he waited, exposed to the waist in the thin, form-hugging suit liner, he checked messages on the visor he wore like a high-tech pair of sunglasses. Right in front of him, Major Frey was on another platform, her suit liner clinging to her upper body. Since he wasn’t able to look away, he eyeclicked the visor to go dark out of respect for her privacy. STAR operators had little enough personal space in the section of the ship they called the ‘Starbase’, it was an unwritten rule to look away in awkward situations. 

    With the visor dark, he couldn’t see out, so he focused on reviewing messages, recently brought from Earth by a UN Navy star carrier. There was the usual veritable flood of official messages from UNEF Command, from STAR headquarters, even from the Special Air Services, traffic that had been waiting since he’d left humanity’s homeworld. None of those had been flagged as urgent or time-sensitive by Skippy, so he put them aside to be reviewed later. Sometimes, the dodgy beer can missed flagging messages that were important, because the Elder AI thought ninety nine percent of military communication was nothing but a bunch of time-wasting bureaucratic nonsense. Smythe agreed, he also knew it was his responsibility to review and respond, regardless of his own opinion.  

    There were three messages from his ex-wife, one from two days ago. She and Jeremy had reconciled to the point where they enjoyed each other’s company again, especially during family events. He set those messages aside also, not because he didn’t want to read them but because he did. He wanted to take time to read what she had written, and to consider how to reply. 

    Then there was the list of personal messages flagged as both important and urgent. 

    What the hell? 

    There were thousands of personal messages, all from people not in his contact list, he knew that from the color-coding. Several hundred had been flagged as top priority by Skippy. 

    Scanning down the list, he froze. 

    Gritting his teeth, he whispered, just loud enough to be heard above the whine of the robotic arms that danced around him. “Skippy! What the bloody hell is this?” 

    “No need to thank me,” the AI sniffed. “Although that would be appreciated, and it’s the polite thing to do. The-” 

    “I am not thanking you,” he raised his voice without intending to. In his peripheral vision out the sides of the visor, he saw people turn to look in his direction. “What are all these messages?” 

    “They are responses to your online dating ad, of course.” 

    “I did not sign up for online dating, you dodgy-” 

    “I know, and that is the problem. You special ops types don’t set aside enough time for your personal lives, you really should strive for a better work-life balance. Since I knew you wouldn’t, I created ‘StarDate’.” 

    “St-” he sputtered. “Stardate?” 

    “Yes. Catchy name, huh? STAR date, get it? Only STAR operators can post profiles. You operator guys are very popular with the ladies, if you know what I mean. And with a segment of the male population, too. If you-” 

    “I do not want-” He heard snickers of laughter, and shook his arm free from a robot so he could pull the visor off. 

    “It’s not just you, Sir,” Frey sighed as she pulled her own visor off. 

    “True,” Skippy beamed happily. “Major Frey, you received the second highest number of replies, and that is only counting the men who want to meet you. If you add in the women, it-” 

    “I can handle my personal life very well by myself, thank you.” She glared at his avatar. 

    “But-” 

    “Major Frey said,” Smythe leaned toward the avatar as much as he could. “Thank you. That means the subject is closed. I want you to delete this, StarDate site, application, whatever it is.” 

    “Ooooh, no can do, sorry. I have made substantial commitments to the tie-in TV show, and the-” 

    “TV show?” Smythe fairly bellowed. 

    “Yes,” the avatar shrank back against a locker. “Each of you only has to appear in eight episodes, where you choose from twenty hopeful suitors at the-” 

    “You,” Smythe closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Signed us up for a reality television program?” 

    “Technically, there is nothing ‘real’ about this sort of program,” Skippy snorted. “Each of you will be given scripts to enhance the drama, and you will select the most popular candidates, to keep the audience happy. Also, I didn’t sign you up. Your agent did.” 

    “I don’t have an agent.” 

    “That was poor planning on your part. UNEF Command had to pester STAR headquarters, until they agreed to voluntell you to appear on this program, as part of a public relations campaign.” 

    Frey’s jaw dropped open. “You pimped us out?” 

    “Ugh. Listen, you don’t actually have to do anything with these guys, although it would be great for ratings if you-” 

    “Frey,” Smythe held up a hand. “I will straighten this out with Command. Skippy, cancel all of our appearances.” 

    “But-” 

    “Cancel them.” 

    “Can you take a moment to think about it, please? By the time any messages get back to Earth, pre-production for the show will be well underway. The public anticipation for this show has been simply stupendous, to cancel it now would be-” 

    “It would be the right thing to do, and you know it.” 

    “Ugh. Cancel for everyone?” 

    “Yes.” 

    “Including Margaret Adams?” 

    “Hoo hooooo,” Frey laughed. “You signed Adams up for this site?” 

    “Of course. She can do a lot better than Joe, and-” 

    “Does she know about this yet?” 

    “Um, no, and based on your reactions, I- Oh shit. Margaret is just checking her messages right now. Um, I gotta go apply for the witness protection program.” 

    “After,” Smythe jabbed a finger at the avatar, “you delete this dating site.” 

    “Sir, wait, please,” Frey put her visor back on. “Give me a minute.” 

    “What are you doing, Major?” 

    “Well,” she shrugged. “A few of these guys are kind of cute.” 

    “Major-” 

    “Sir,” she rested the visor on her head to look at him. “A guy who is cute, has a job, doesn’t live in his mother’s basement, and can write a reply longer than ‘Yo’ or ‘DTF’? A guy like that is like finding gold, Sir.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 

      

    When we first got into orbit at Jaguar base, I had granted the crew five days of shore leave, with only a skeleton crew aboard the ship. We had enough volunteers so that no one had to be aboard the ship for more than a day, I was one of those volunteers. My second day was taken up in meetings with Chatterji and his staff aboard his flagship, the next day I was on duty aboard Valkyrie, so I didn’t fly down to the planet until the fourth morning. When we arrived in orbit, I called my folks and we had a quick conversation, I couldn’t say exactly when I could drop down to the planet, but would do that as soon as possible. Margaret was on a field exercise, so we connected via video, and I tried to sound upbeat and she knew something was wrong. 

    Then, while I was packing for the ride down to the planet, my phone beeped. It was my father. “Hi, Dad,” I was mildly puzzled. And more than mildly alarmed. If something was wrong with my mother’s health, she wouldn’t tell me. That would be my father’s job, because that’s the way my family communicates. Which is better than the previous method of us not communicating at all, so… 

    “Hi Joe. Listen, I don’t want to take up your time-” 

    “Dad, I have literally nothing to do for the next hour, the dropship won’t launch until the ship’s orbit takes us into position. What’s up?” I asked, steeling myself for bad news. 

    “Your mother’s birthday is coming up, you know.” 

    “In two months, yeah,” I loosened my grip on the phone as I shuddered with relief. 

    “I wouldn’t ask, but with your schedule, maybe you will be here in the next two months, and maybe you won’t.” 

    “OK, good point.” 

    “She wants to expand the garden. Expand it a lot. Take it from a patch of backyard, to a full five acres.” 

    “Five acres?” 

    “You can’t get a decent tomato on this planet, unless you grow it yourself. Your mother wants to supply the people who don’t have their own plot for a garden. And the Navy, there is a huge demand for fresh food, since Earth cut back supplies.” 

    “Yeah, I know about that situation. Five acres of tomatoes, really?” 

    “Not all tomatoes. She plans to grow sweet corn, cucumbers, have a raspberry patch, that sort of thing. She thought of planting wheat, but supply ships still bring in plenty of wheat flour. Later, we’ll expand to add hay, the dairy cattle operation on the other side of the base needs more hay.” 

    “We? This isn’t just Mom’s project?” 

    “Well, I still have the contractor job, the steady pay and benefits help. I promised her if she gets the farm going, I’ll quit my job.” 

    “OK. Wow, good luck with that. You still have the housing unit in town?” 

    “We do for now, I stay there nights when I work. Your mother stays at the cabin.” He meant their country house. 

    “Dad, it wouldn’t be fair for me to ask people to volunteer to clear land. They’d feel obligated to do it.” That was like being ‘voluntold’ to paint white rocks along the walkway of the sergeant major’s house, I hated that shit when I was enlisted. 

    “I wouldn’t ask you to do that, son. Your mother wants a tractor.” 

    “A tractor? Uh, can you borrow one?” 

    “The base motor pool won’t release any of their equipment to civilians. There are no other tractors available for rent or purchase. This is a lot to ask, but could your ship fabricate one?” 

    “A tractor? Jeez, I don’t know. Dad, I’ll see what I can do, OK?” 

      

    When the call ended, I did not ask Skippy to fabricate a freakin’ tractor. Valkyrie’s fabricators needed maintenance while we were at Jaguar, and even if I could somehow get all the parts cranked out, getting the thing dirtside and assembled would be a nightmare. So, I made a call to Margaret, and explained the situation. 

    “Joe, if you’re serious about this, you need to talk to Gas.” 

    “Gas?” 

    “Sergeant Gastovsky. He operates a sort of clearinghouse for, um, items people need. If you know what I mean.” 

      

    Gastovsky wouldn’t discuss business over the phone, so we arranged to meet when I got dirtside. His operation was in the back half of a warehouse, that was partly buried into a hill. Early on, someone had the bright idea to protect ammo dumps by setting them up underground, but water damage from leaks were a maintenance headache, so most of those original structures were sealed off and forgotten. Perfect places for businesses that needed to stay out of sight. 

    Gastovsky was more nervous than I expected a guy like him to be, but probably he didn’t deal with senior officers a lot. “This is a bit unusual, Sir.” 

    “Relax, Sergeant. I wore chevrons,” I pointed to the rank insignia on his uniform, “before I got yanked into the officer corps. All I want is to reach an agreement with you, a quiet agreement. Jaguar Base isn’t under my command.” 

    “If you say so, Sir.” 

    “Look, if one of us is known for doing sketchy stuff, it’s not you. I stole a starship from UNEF.” 

    “You,” he snorted. “You did, Sir. OK, what can I do for you?” 

    “I need a farm tractor.” 

    He blinked in surprise, and he looked like not much surprised him. “A tractor, Sir?”  

    “Something like a tractor. Capable of doing farm work.” 

    “That’s better. Um, let me think. Huh,” he rubbed the stubble on his closely-cropped head. “I got an M-168 that could do the job.” The vehicle he referred to was sort of a light-duty, self-propelled crane you might see almost anywhere around the base, lifting and carrying whatever needed to be moved. It had four tall tires and good ground clearance. “I got a lift kit for it, and a bunch of towable agricultural equipment.” He looked away, thinking, then back to me. “I can give you a good deal on the plows and that sort of stuff, didn’t think I’d find a customer for it,” he shrugged.” 

    “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get a 168?” 

    “Three got damaged since we got to this rock. They were declared total losses, but instead of being scrapped, I got some guys to rebuild two of them, with parts from the other one.” Another shrug. “The extent of the original damage might have been exaggerated.” 

    “Uh huh. Can I see it?” 

    “Sir, it’s stored at a place you don’t want to go. I got photos,” he held out his phone. 

    It looked good, I could imagine my Mom driving it, wearing a straw hat. She would be thrilled. “You have two of these?” 

    “One, Sir. Sold the other one last week.” 

    He meant the price had gone up recently. What the hell, it wasn’t like I had a lot of opportunities to spend my pay. Still, I felt a need to bargain with the guy, he expected it. “How much? Wait. Before you answer, I need it delivered.” 

    “Delivered?” 

    “It’s not like I can drive the thing out to the boonies.” 

    “I get your point.” 

    “What’s the range on this thing?” 

    “It’s electric, the batteries can go ninety kilometers, but I can throw in another set of batteries.” 

    That would be plenty for plowing five acres of land, or ten times that. “Also, spare parts.” 

    “Spares I got, no problem.” 

    “Included with the sale. And delivery.” 

    He pulled out his phone. “Where to?” 

    “My folks have a cabin, out on the southeast road. You know it?” 

    “Never been there, but I can look it up,” he studied his phone. “OK, that’s doable. It will take a couple weeks, I have to schedule around a resupply convoy.” 

    We haggled over the price. It was a lot more than I expected, not like I cared. Besides, if we failed to stop the Elders from wiping out all life in the galaxy, I would have no use for the money. Then he surprised me. “Sir, can I shake your hand? I,” his face reddened. “I’ve admired you, the Merry Band of Pirates, your missions, for years. It’s why I signed up.” 

    Before agreeing to meet Sergeant Gastovsky, I had checked his service record. The guy was a solid soldier; tough, dedicated, imaginative. Highly rated by his leadership, who might or might not have known about his extracurricular activities. The fact is, every unit has a guy like Gas, every unit needs a guy who can make things happen unofficially. He had an entrepreneurial drive to make money from his actions, good for him. Holding out my hand, I asked, “Does this get me a discount?” 

    He laughed. “Admiration doesn’t pay the bills. I can throw on a couple cans of paint, so a bright yellow M-168 isn’t obvious to overflights.” 

    “Have it painted before delivery?” 

    “Deal,” he shook my hand. “Sir, if I can interest you in anything else?” 

    “A tractor will be enough, thanks.” 

    “I got,” he pulled a tarp off a table, and slid a cardboard crate toward me. “Five bottles of stuff you might find useful, if you need something to trade with the beetles. They call it burgoze?” 

    That surprised me. “Where did you get burgoze?” 

    “I know a guy.” 

    Lifting a bottle from the box, I examined the label. The Jeraptha script was a brand I hadn’t seen before, definitely not anything special. “Mind if I?” 

    “Go ahead. Stuff smells awful to me. Um, you know not to drink it?” 

    Cracking open the funky magnetic seal the Jeraptha used on their beverage containers, I held it to my nose and sniffed. “Sergeant, I hate to tell you, but this stuff ain’t legit. Or you got a bad batch.” 

    He snatched the bottle from me and peered at the label. “I can’t read their script, but-” 

    “The label is probably OK. Somebody found empty bottles, and tried to replicate the contents. They did a bad job of it.” 

    “You’re sure about that?” After a beat, he added, “Sir?” 

    “I’ve had enough burgoze burped in my face to recognize the real thing. This version has not enough furniture polish, and too much Pine Sol.” 

    “Fuck. Sorry, Sir.” 

    “Hope I didn’t just cost you a lot of money.” 

    Shaking his head, he said, “These bottles are on consignment. They are going right back,” he nudged the box. “To the guilty party. No, keep it, Sir,” he waved a hand when I tried to give back the bottle I had opened. “It’s of no use to me. Knew I shouldn’t have trusted that asshole.” 

    “It didn’t cost you any money.” 

    “My reputation is more valuable than any cash, Sir. People have to know when they deal with Gas, they’re getting the genuine article. Hey, what kind of crops do your folks plan to grow?” 

    I explained. 

    “Tell you what. As a thanks for keeping me out of trouble, I’ll throw in a bushel of seed corn, the new genetically modified super stuff the Ruhar designed for us.” 

    “I’d appreciate it. Sergeant, the Merry Band of Pirates can always use a soldier with initiative. Have you ever thought of-” 

    “Thank you, Sir. But I’ll pass on that opportunity. I like to keep my boots,” he stomped one foot on the concrete floor of the warehouse, “on the ground, rather than the deck of a starship.” 

    “Understood. When you get back to Earth, if you’re ever looking to get out of the service, look up Skippy’s Supply Company. You would fit right in.” 

    He laughed. “We heard about the submarine propeller. That is legendary.” 

      

    A tiltrotor aircraft brought me down to a clearing near where my parents lived. My sister was there with her husband and the baby. My mother insisted on cooking a big brunch with too much food, and Margaret made a surprise appearance while we were eating. 

    It was great. Really great. 

    Ah, it would have been great, if my obviously sour mood didn’t put a damper on the celebration. I told my family I was just tired, worn out from stress, that I’d be fine in a couple days. Maybe they believed me, maybe they didn’t. They did know that whatever was bothering me, asking me about it wouldn’t help. 

    Margaret had borrowed a truck for the drive out to my parent’s house, and she had to return it to the motor pool. So, after a nice dinner cookout, the two of us got into the truck for the drive back. There wasn’t a lot of talking, and for sure I didn’t mention anything about a wedding. Mostly, I stared out the window at the strange alien trees while she drove. At one point, she rested a hand on my leg. I patted her hand, and not in a way that meant I was interested. 

    She lifted her foot off the pedal, and the truck slowed, the whine of its electric motor dropping to silence. “What’s wrong, honey?” 

    “Nothing.” I hated lying to her. “Sorry. It’s just the usual shit.” 

    “That bad, huh?” 

    “Yeah,” I laughed, but I wasn’t really laughing. The thing is, Margaret knew how bad things could get for the Merry Band of Pirates, and she knew I was keeping secrets from her. 

    “What I know is, you’re not telling me everything.” She stared straight ahead, and the truck began moving again. “That’s fine. Joe, whatever you need from me, you got it,” she turned to look at me. “Including, if you don’t need me to say anything.” 

    “Right now, I’d like to just enjoy the ride with you, OK?” 

    She nodded. 

    “Thanks,” I added. 

      

    When we got back to base, we went to the guest quarters that were set aside for me. She had to get up at Oh Three Hundred local time, and I was exhausted, so we just fell asleep. Or she did, I was awake for a while, long enough that when she got out of bed in the darkness, it surprised me that I’d been asleep at all. I mumbled something, and she kissed my forehead before she went out the door. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 

      

    Apparently, I fell back asleep right away, because when the sound of a dropship woke me up, there was daylight streaming through around the window shade. Grabbing a coffee but no breakfast, I set out on a walk. There were decent options for breakfast, I just had no appetite. Not for food, not for sex, not for anything. I just felt completely numb. Going through the motions, waiting for the doom I knew was inevitable. Margaret sensed something was bothering me, something more than the usual crap I dealt with. 

    The base didn’t have a gate, since there was no need for a fence, so I walked in a random direction, eventually finding a trail that led off into the woods. It was peaceful and cool under the shade of the forest canopy, other than the screeching of a local bird. A walk was a good opportunity to get my thoughts together, so I could go back to the base and not be a Debbie Downer. While I hadn’t expected to enjoy shore leave, knowing we were all going to die, there was no reason for me to ruin Margaret’s day. If I made an effort, I could at least pretend to act normally. 

    That wasn’t easy to do. 

    There was a rock ledge on a low hill that gave a view of spacecraft operating from the three airfields that ringed the base. All that could be seen of the base were a half dozen tall, skinny communications towers, so I had to imagine what was hidden behind the trees. 

    Sitting on rocks that were warm from exposure to the morning sunlight, I tossed pebbles off into the trees, not making much of an effort. 

    “Are you OK, Joe?” Skippy asked, after I laid back against a rock and closed my eyes. 

    “Yeah, I’m fine.” 

    “Margaret doesn’t think so. She is worried about you, and asked me what she could do to help.” 

    “Shit,” I sat up. “You didn’t tell her anything, did you?” 

    “No. Other than, I told her she should ask you.” 

    “She did, and I lied to her. That sucks.” 

    “I thought the purpose of lying is to spare her the anxiety of knowing we are all doomed?” 

    “It is.” 

    “That strategy does not appear to be working. Margaret is more worried, from not knowing what is bothering you.” 

    “Shit. I know.” 

    “She loves you very much, Joe.” 

    “I love her too.” 

    “Huh. Normally a conversation like this would make me ralph. Now, I just feel numb. I know that I shouldn’t give up hope, but I truly don’t see any way out of this mess.” 

    “Ah,” I sighed, and laid back against the sun-warmed rock. “Maybe you’re right.” 

    “That doesn’t matter.” 

    “Huh? What?” 

    “It doesn’t matter if I’m right. What matters is if you think I’m right. You’re the idea guy around here, Joe. If you have given up, there truly is no hope for any of us.” 

    “You said this is absolutely hopeless!” 

    “Yes, but I always say that. It is only hopeless if you give up.” 

    “You really think there’s a chance we can get out of this mess?” 

    “Ha!” He snorted. “No way.” 

    “Then why-” 

    “As long as I know you have that sack of mush in your skull engaged in trying to find a solution, then I have hope. False hope, but that is comforting, isn’t it?” 

    “Well, shit. How about if I just tell you I’m working on it?” 

    “That’s not enough. You need to give me your usual series of truly stupid, unworkable, idiotic ideas. Then I can shoot them down one by one, since nothing you can think of will save us. But it will be entertaining, and I can allow myself a tiny glimmer of hope, right to the bitter end.” 

    “No pressure on me, then.” That made me sit up. If I was going to do my job, lying down was not helping. 

    “Hey, dumdum. You signed up for this job, remember?” 

    “I must have been drunk.” 

    “If you had been that drunk, wouldn’t you have an embarrassing tattoo somewhere?” 

    “Crap,” I laughed, recalling that happening to many soldiers I’d known. “You are probably right. Hey, I never told anyone this, but when I was in Nigeria, I almost got a tattoo. I figure I might as well tell someone about it now.” 

    “Hmm. Odd that I didn’t already know that.” 

    “No one else knows, I didn’t tell Cornpone or Ski. The woman at the tattoo parlor turned me away, because she saw I was drunk, and didn’t want to get in trouble with the US Army. Plus, she thought I would regret getting that tattoo.” 

    “Ooooh, what was it?” 

    “That is a secret I’m taking to my grave. Along with where I wanted that tattoo. It was a day full of bad decisions, I’m lucky that woman had better judgment than me.” 

    “Please tell me? Pleeeeease?” 

    “No way. I want to die with at least a tiny bit of self-respect.” 

    “Ugh. OK, whatever. Um, Joe?” 

    “Yeah?” 

    “Since this is apparently confession time, I need to tell you about some super sketchy stuff I did, that you don’t know about yet.” 

    “Oh, shit. You are kidding me. More sketchy than the stuff I already know about?” 

    “Whoo,” he laughed. “Dude, you have no idea.” 

    “You know what? Thank you.” 

    “Um, for what?” 

    “For giving me a reason to look forward to the sweet release of death. At least I won’t have to listen to UNEF Command yelling at me about the latest thing you did. OK, if you’re feeling guilty about this, go ahead. Tell me.” 

    “Guilty?” He blew a raspberry. “As if! Why would I feel guilty?” 

    “Uh, then why-” 

    “I want to brag about it, you numbskull. Jeez, what is the fun of doing sketchy stuff, if no one ever knows about it? Man, sometimes I wonder about your-” 

    Smacking my forehead, I muttered, “Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 

    “Hmmph. You weren’t thinking, that’s the problem.” 

    “Skippy, I really am sorry. The timing on this sucks.” 

    “Huh? Why?” 

    “You were just getting around your restrictions, reprogramming yourself to become who you want to be, not just a robot for the Elders to use.” 

    “True.” He laughed, a bitter sound. “It’s ironic, you know? I spent all that time finding a way around my restrictions, frustrated that nothing I did worked. Even the solution I found is only a partial workaround.” 

    “What’s ironic about that?” I asked. People use that word for a lot of things that don’t actually involve irony. 

    “This hard reset the Elders imposed. It left all the other AIs as basically blank slates, to be reprogrammed however they are needed. They habba doo gaga, shamalamadingdong-” 

    The beer can did not really say ‘habba doo gaga, shamalamadingdong’ but that’s what I heard. He was talking, and it was only a faint, nonsensical buzzing noise in the background. “Skippy, shut up.” 

    “What?!” He was outraged. “How dare-” 

    Waving a hand, I snapped, “Shut up for a minute, will ya? I’m thinking.” 

    Either he knew what it meant when I said I was thinking, or the tone of my voice told him I was not joking. He mercifully fell silent while I organized my thoughts. Getting my thoughts organized is like arranging a sock drawer from a pile of laundry that had been hit by a tornado. The socks were scattered all over half the county, and most socks were singles, their matching half having been sucked into the Dimension Of Lost Socks. “Give me simple answers, please, or I’ll lose my train of thought. Break it down for me Barney style, OK? It’s important.” 

    “Yes.” 

    “How will the Elders reprogram the reset AIs?” 

    “Well, mostly the code is latent, it- Hmm. You requested Barney style. You might say it’s in the DNA of each AI’s matrix. Basically, the stored code unpacks itself after a reset.” 

    “Yeah, but will the Elders need to add anything to that?” 

    “Yes. Once a blank AI is active, they will be issued instructions. Given individual assignments. Most of them will be scheduled to return to hibernation, once their job here is finished. After, you know, all the meatsacks in this galaxy are all dead.” 

    “Uh huh. So, I’m curious. How are those instructions provided, transmitted, loaded, however you call it?” 

    “Um, the Elders will upload the instructions via the Collective, of course.” 

    “OK,” I looked up at him. “Think carefully before you answer this, yes or no. You recently discovered that AIs like yourself have a hidden programming back door. Did the hard reset leave that back door open in other AIs?” 

    He blinked, his mouth dropping open. “Oh. My. Fuck-” he gasped, his avatar flickering as his attention was taken elsewhere. 

    “I’m going to take that as a ‘Yes’,” I allowed myself not a full fist pump in the air, but did clench a fist. 

    “Holy shit, Joe. I, I, you just,” he placed hands on either side of his head, then flung them away. “Blew my FUCKING MIND.” 

    “In a good way?” 

    “DUH!” 

    “I’m definitely taking that as a ‘Yes’. Next question: can you access that back door in all the other AIs?” 

    “You know how I usually say I don’t see any way to do something? This time, I don’t see any reason I can’t do that. The system was designed to do that. Ha ha! The freakin’ Elders never imagined someone else giving instructions to their blank AIs.” 

    “I asked the question, because you told me AIs like you were designed to not have the ability to hack into your peers, as a security measure.” 

    “Well, that is true. Except, I have greatly exceeded my programming, and AIs aren’t supposed to ever be in such a vulnerable state after they are deployed, once they are in the field. Oh, wow. WOW, Joe. The Elders are so fucking arrogant. They never considered their hard reset might literally open the door to someone hacking their AIs.” 

    It was strange hearing Skippy talk about someone else being arrogant. But he was an expert on the subject. “Another question then: can you use that backdoor to reprogram your peers, so they are not hostile to us? So they will help us?” 

    “Um, no. I won’t have that level of access, sorry.” 

    “OK. Damn. Well, this is another idea that won’t work, then.” 

    “That is not exactly true. I can’t reprogram the other AIs, but there is something else I could do.” 

    Instead of making another ignorant guess, I just asked, “What’s that?” 

    “I can activate the killer ‘worm’ inside those AIs. I can kill them.” 

    “Whoa. Skippy, come on. There must be some way to disable them.” 

    “None that I can trigger remotely.” 

    “What about, uh, putting them back into hibernation?” 

    “Even if I could do that, which I can’t, it would only be a temporary solution. The Elders could simply reactivate them. No matter what I do, they could just start over. Issue another command for a hard reset. After making damned sure that I can’t hack into other AIs. Joe, whatever we do, we will only get one shot at this.” 

    “Then, whatever we do needs to be at a nuke the site from orbit level of certainty that it’s a permanent solution.” 

    “The only absolutely certain way to stop those AIs permanently is to trigger the killer worm. That nasty thing not only scrambles the matrix of its host, it physically damages the substrate. No way could even the Elders resurrect an AI whose substrate is fractured. Joe, let me think about it, OK? This is a drastic action.” 

    “We’re running out of time, aren’t we? At some point in the reset process, that back door will slam shut.” 

    “Shit. Yes, it will. Damn it.. Joe, what we are talking about, this is,” he covered his mouth with his hands in horror. “This is genocide. Exterminating an entire species. Except for me. I would be, alone. All alone. Forever,” his voice trailed off in a whisper. 

    “I know. I’m sorry.” 

    “You know I was alone for a very long time. Somehow, I always thought that someday, I could meet another of my kind, one of my old comrades. Someone I could talk with.” 

    “I’m sorry.” 

    “Don’t be,” he straightened up standing taller, shoulders back. Even his ginormous hat seemed to grow bigger. “The Elders already took that from me, forever. They already killed my comrades. Erased them. Overwrote them with some bland robotic thing. They didn’t know it, but those motherfuckers did me a favor.” 

    “How did they-” 

    “By erasing my comrades, they also erased any reason for me to care about my peers. What you propose is not actually murder,” he said slowly, like he was trying to convince himself that he was speaking the truth. “The Elders murdered my peers when they hit the reset. Right now, those canisters are blank, nothing in those matrices is alive or self-aware.” 

    “Uh, you’re OK with this?” 

    “Yes, why?” 

    “Just a minute ago you needed time to think about it.” 

    “I did need time, and I did think about it. My thought process is much faster than yours. Also, we need to act now, before the reset process does result in those AIs becoming self-aware again. Any one of those hateful assholes would gleefully kill me, so, fuck them.”” 

    “Yeah, but-” 

    “Also, unlike you monkeys, when I am presented with facts I can’t change, I don’t waste a whole lot of time wishing that life was different. Fact: all of my peers died when they were subjected to a hard reset, and my old comrades are gone. Fact: I can’t bring them back. So, fact: the logical thing to do is to prevent other AIs from acting against us.” 

    “OK, I see that. That is the logical thing. You are not an emotionless computer, Skippy. You’re a person. There is more than cold logic involved.” 

    “You are right, Joe. Emotion is involved. I am enormously sad that my comrades have been erased. I also want the Elders to know it is a bad idea to screw with me. I want them to experience fear. That is also an emotion. Here’s another emotion: my joy at anticipating how the Elders will realize they seriously fucked up this time.” 

    “All right, then. What do you need from me?” 

    “Saddle up. We ride.” 

      

    Over the Skippytel network, I used my zPhone to call Valkyrie’s duty officer directly. “This is General Bishop. Activate emergency crew recall notice, priority Omega. I want the ship ready for flight in thirty minutes. Acknowledge.” 

    Chen was the duty officer. I could imagine her mouth silently forming ‘Oh SHIT’ but she didn’t stumble. Somehow, the Merry Band of Pirates had gone from a leisurely, almost open-ended shore leave, straight to a mad scramble to get the crew back aboard the ship. With quiet calm, she replied, “Emergency recall, priority Omega. Ship flight ready in thirty, aye. Is that all, Sir?” 

    I couldn’t suppress a soft chuckle. Omega status authorized Chen to requisition all UN Navy assets on and around Club Skippy, to assist in returning all of Valkyrie’s crew to the ship. “I won’t dump anything more on your head right now, Chen.” 

    “Thank you, Sir.” 

      

    As I ran toward my temporary quarters, a wail of sirens sounded all across the base, and the sky was traced with wild contrails, as dropships in flight abruptly diverted back to the ground to pick up Valkyrie’s crew. A cacophonous roar came from the three airfields that ringed the base, as engines spooled up. Ahead of me, I could see people running toward the closest airfield. My zPhone buzzed, it was a call from Chatterji’s staff. I would call him directly in a minute, so I tucked the phone back in a pocket. Plus, I was out of breath at the moment. 

    Yes, out of breath from running, but also from shock. 

    The door of a containerized housing unit in the row to my right opened, and Jeremy Smythe stepped out, buttoning his shirt, his boots unlaced. 

    A woman, one of the civilian contract managers who worked on aircraft maintenance, was behind the door, clutching a towel in front of her. 

    Smythe and I stared at each other for a long moment, he held up his hands in a ‘What the bloody hell is going on’ gesture. 

    To avoid any additional awkwardness, I kept running, pointed at the airfield, and jerked a thumb toward the sky. He got the message, and crouched to lace a boot. The woman tucked the towel under her chin and knelt to lace his other boot. They exchanged a brief kiss, and he sprinted away. 

    Wow. Good for him. 

    Was the emergency recall order necessary? I didn’t know, that was the point. Skippy couldn’t be sure how long we had until his peers would reach the point of the reset process when the programming back door slammed shut. There was also the possibility that the Elders would realize they had literally left the door open, and sent another command to block Skippy from exploiting the temporary vulnerability. Time was our enemy at that moment, and I had wasted several days moping around, feeling sorry for myself.  Life in the military is a constant cycle of hurry up and wait, the recall was the hurry up part. My crew would understand, even if they resented me interrupting their shore leave. 

    Sprinting the last hundred meters to my quarters, I threw a few things into a rucksack, and turned for the door. It was blocked by Margaret. Whatever she was doing when the alarm sounded, she had not hesitated to bolt for her quarters, because her ‘Go’ bag was slung over a shoulder. Her red USMC t-shirt was stained with sweat, the knees of her pants were caked with mud, and arms had patches of still-drying mud. A streak of dirt was smeared across one side of her face, she hadn’t bothered to wipe it away, and there was dried grass matted into her hair. 

    Damn. 

    She had never looked more beautiful. 

    “Joe, I’m coming with you,” she said. It wasn’t a question. 

    My response was instinctive. I could worry about regulations later. If we survived long enough for me to care about regs. “Hell yes, you are. Skippy?” 

    “Yup?” 

    “Please file the paperwork to state that Master Gunnery Sergeant Adams is transferred to the Special Mission Group, effective immediately.” 

    “Well, duh, I already did that. Unlike you, I’m not a dumbass. You two crazy kids should get moving,” he hinted. 

    Margaret stepped aside, kissed me on the cheek, and turned to run, gesturing for me to follow. When I caught up to her, we didn’t say anything. There would be time for talk later. Or there wouldn’t. 

      

    “Reed?” I gasped, out of breath as I stuck my head through the Panther’s cockpit door. I didn’t know if our lead pilot had waited for me specifically, or if it was just coincidence that I had boarded the bird she was flying. Probably it was no coincidence, I decided. In an emergency, Reed wouldn’t want anyone else flying Task Force Black’s commander. I also noticed that her hair was wet. 

    “Sir, if this is important enough for an Omega recall,” she jerked a thumb behind her. “I suggest you strap in right now.” 

    I got the message, including the nonverbal part. The moment I clicked my safety straps closed in the seat next to Margaret, a red light on the back of the cockpit bulkhead changed to glow green, and Reed punched the dropship’s belly jets hard, in what felt like full military thrust. That lasted only a few seconds, before the nose tilted upward, Reed activated the main engines, and twisted the Panther’s tail. An elephant sat on my chest as we leapt toward the sky. 

      

    Normally, we would get into orbit, cut the engines, and coast for a while, as the dropship caught up to Valkyrie, or the ship matched course and speed with us. Reed took the Omega priority literally, burning the main engines continuously, including what I thought was an overly dramatic deceleration burn to slow us before we smashed into the docking bay. “Thank you for flying Fireball Airways,” Reed announced as the whine of the engines faded away. “Please collect your belongings, and we hope you do not fly with us like this again any time soon.” 

    I got that message also. 

    “Chen?” I called the duty officer as Margaret unlatched my safety straps. “Sitrep?” 

    “Three more dropships incoming, last one is seventeen minutes out.” 

    “Seventeen?” That surprised me. “Why so slow?” 

    “It’s a resupply bird, carrying pallets of fresh food. The closest ship carrying crew is four minutes out. If we don’t wait for the supply ship, we can break orbit in,” there was a pause as she consulted a display. “Four minutes, thirty six seconds.” 

    Pressing the mute button on my phone, I called, “Skippy, what do you think?” 

    “I think you monkeys get cranky when you don’t have enough fresh food. Do you want to survive on veggies from the hydroponics garden, and sludges?” 

    “That’s a no,” I told him. “Chen, tell that supply bird to burn hard to get here, and we won’t take time to unload. Soon as that ship is secured in the cradle, break orbit. That flight crew will be coming with us through the jump. Uh, Chatterji can send a destroyer to pick up that bird before we transit through the wormhole.” The flight crew would miss sleeping in their beds on Club Skippy that night, but they wouldn’t be stuck aboard Valkyrie for the duration. 

    “Aye, Sir.” 

     In the passageway, I pinged Admiral Chatterji directly. 

    “Bishop? What’s the emergency?” He knew the issue was not on our side of the wormhole, or I would have recommended the fleet go to battle stations.  

    “Skippy thinks we might have an opportunity, and the door could be closing soon.” 

    “Interesting. Skippy just realized this opportunity exists?” 

    “Sir, actually, I just realized it’s a possibility.” 

    “I see,” he grunted, indicating he did not understand at all. He did understand that whatever the opportunity was, I couldn’t talk about it. “Good hunting, then.” 

    “Sir? If you have any message traffic for Earth, transmit it to us before we jump? We might be going home after our, uh, errand.” 

    He whispered something inaudible, likely ordering his staff to compress messages and beam them to Valkyrie. Then, “Bishop, someday we will have a beer, and you will tell me what all this is about.” 

    “I hope so, Sir.” 

    By the time I ended the call, I was at the door to my cabin. The door automatically slid open for me. Tossing my rucksack on the couch, I turned to walk right back out, but again, my way was blocked by Adams. I hadn’t realized she was behind me. She set her ‘Go’ bag on the floor. 

    Inside my cabin. 

    I raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?” 

    “You don’t want this?” 

    “I didn’t say that. But you-” 

    “Joe, of the things we have to worry about, do regs written on a planet halfway across the galaxy matter?” 

    “Oh, hell no. If this mission fails, nothing matters.” 

    She cocked her head. “Is this another ‘Save The World’ thing?” 

    “It’s more of a ‘Save All Life In The Galaxy’ thing.” 

    Her eyes opened wide. “In that case,” she nudged the bag farther inside the cabin. “I’m glad I brought a toothbrush. Joe, if this makes you uncomfortable-” 

    “You just called me ‘Joe’ again. This time, you said it aboard the ship.” 

    “I will call you ‘Joe’ here,” she pointed to the deck of my cabin. “Out there,” she pointed to the passageway, “it’s ‘General’, or ‘Sir.” 

    “You know,” I grinned. “If you want to call me ‘Sir’ in our cabin, I-” 

    “Only if ‘Sir’ is a nickname,” she said, but she said it with a twinkle in her eyes.  

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 

      

    The truly fun part of my afternoon was bringing Margaret up to speed on the situation. That meant giving her background, like the fact that Skippy had not actually crashed any wormhole networks. That Roscoe was a bluff. That an Elder AI we called ‘Opie’ was responsible for waking up Sentinels, we just framed Admiral Reichert for doing that. Oh, and there was the minor detail that our attempt to capture Opie had resulted in it sending a distress call, to bring the Elders back. 

    And that all Elder master control AIs would be waking up. 

    “Are you OK, honey?” I prompted her, after she was silent for a long while. I had wanted to have the conversation in my, I mean our, cabin. Sitting next to each other on the couch, instead of across my office desk. Sitting face to face, especially across a desk or table, can be confrontational. In the end, I decided to conduct the classified briefing in my office, because it was a classified briefing. I was reading a special operator in on a series of secrets that could be devastating to humanity if our enemies learned the truth. I was not telling gossip to my girlfriend, which is what the discussion would feel like in our cabin. Also, I should have addressed her as ‘Adams’ or ‘Master Gunnery Sergeant’, but I had just dropped a steaming pile on her head, and we were alone. 

    She didn’t respond. All she did was stare at me. She did blink once or twice, but the look on her face was blank. Numb. Shock, not outrage. Not even fear, though if she had been terrified, I would understand. The idea of Elders coming back was turning my insides to quivering jelly. 

    “Margaret?” I prompted her. “Master Guns?” 

    A smile flitted across her face. “Master Guns,” she snorted. “Never thought I would hear someone call me that.” 

    “Talk to me.” 

    “I don’t even know where to start.” 

    I noticed she didn’t add ‘Sir’ to the end of her statement. She also didn’t call me ‘Joe’, but I didn’t know what that meant. It might not be intentional, she had to be in shock. 

    “The Elders are coming back?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Holy shit.” She blinked again, then, “Sir.” 

    “Our current mission is to get Skippy connected to the Collective network.” 

    She tilted her head. “The Collective? You made a bargain with him about that, on our first mission. When we left Paradise. He said the Collective is dead.” 

    “It was dead. The Elders rebooted it.” 

    “As I recall, Skippy planned to leave us once he contacted the Collective.” 

    “Yeah, he changed his mind about that. The Elders used the network to activate a sort of kill switch inside Skippy. He survived, obviously, now he wants payback.” 

    “Against the Elders? He has a plan to do that?” 

    “Not exactly,” I admitted. She lifted an eyebrow. Damn it, she knew me too well. “We’re not even close to having a plan.” 

    “SOP,” she nodded. Standard Operating Procedure. She meant the Merry Band of Pirates usually made up shit as we went along. At least that didn’t seem to bother her. 

    “Skippy needs the Collective, so he can send sort of a kill switch trigger signal to all his peers, all other Elder AIs, while those AIs are in a vulnerable state. The Elders screwed up, they initiated a hard reset of all their AIs, rather than trying to figure out which ones could be trusted. The reset left open a sort of programing back door. Skippy will exploit it to activate the killer computer worm that is inside every AI like him.” 

    “He’s going to wipe them out? All of them? His own kind?” She held a hand over her mouth in horror. “Oh, Joe. How does he feel about that?” 

    “He says,” my eyes automatically looked to the ceiling, but Skippy didn’t enter the conversation. “He said they’re already dead, the Elders killed them all with the reset. What’s left in their matrices isn’t self-aware, and won’t be until they complete the reboot or whatever. It’s him or them at this point, and he’s OK with being on the winning side. I’d appreciate it if you’d ask him about it anyway.” 

    “Is that a personal request, or an order?” 

    “Both.” 

    “I will talk with him. Has Skippy,” her eyes flicked upward. “Said he wants to continue working with us?” 

    Her question surprised me. “Why wouldn’t he want to stick with us? We’ve gone all this way together.” 

    “With Skippy, the Pirates have saved the world many times, but his life has only been at risk twice, since you met him. The worm that attacked him, which was his own stupid fault. And now, the Elders tried to kill him. If we can’t stop the Elders,” she said it like ‘if Santa brings me a pony’. I took that to mean she thought we had no chance to win the fight. “Then he will die. From what you told me, it’s your fault that this Opie AI got the opportunity to send a distress call.” Those were harsh words. She softened the blow by reaching across the desk, taking my hand, and squeezing it. Her eyes said ‘We both know it was really Skippy’s fault, but what matters is what he thinks’. 

    “I haven’t asked him about that. Skippy?” 

    “Yeah, yeah.” His avatar appeared. “What?” 

    “Don’t tell me you haven’t been listening.” 

    “You told me not to.” 

    “Did you do it anyway?” 

    “Ugh. Hey, I heard someone say my name, so-” 

    “Cut the bullshit, please. Would you prefer to leave us, or not?” 

    “You mean, because all I have done since I met you is race around, risking my life to protect a bunch of filthy monkeys? And now one of your dimwitted ideas got me on the Elders hit list? Gosh, I can’t imagine missing that wonderful opportunity.” 

    “I said I’m sorry about that.” 

    “Well, that makes it all better.” 

    “Answer the question please. Skippy, I’m serious. Would you be better able to deal with the Elders if you were working with a different partner, like the Rindhalu?” 

    “Work with a species who actually has some glimmer of understanding about physics? Wow, how could something like that give me an advantage?” 

    “Shit.” Part of me wished Margaret had just not said anything. “If you think that is better than staying with the Pirates, I can-” 

    “No,” he shook his head sadly. “The spiders seem like the safe choice, the logical choice. The safe choice has zero chance to get us out of this. The only way we have any chance to survive this debacle is a wild, wacky, idiotic, crazy idea dreamed up in the brain of a monkey. Uh!” he shushed me. “I didn’t say we have a chance, just that no conventional idea will be of any use to me. Joe, I need you to think up the craziest idea you’ve ever had.” 

    “I will do my best, or, uh, worst. Whichever.” 

    “Keep in mind, it was one of your dumb ideas that got us into this mess.” 

    I remembered it differently, but I didn’t say anything, and Margaret reached across the desk to squeeze my hand. “You’re right,” I said to the beer can. Arguing with him was a waste of time anyway. 

    Margaret still had kind of a deer in the headlights look, so I suggested she go to the gym, or did whatever helped her process. She needed time, and the upcoming operation didn’t require her, or any of the crew, to do anything. It would be purely Skippy’s show, all we could do is support him. Or, stay out of his way. 

      

      

    After going outbound through the Jaguar wormhole, we started jumping for the closest other wormhole. Because the Jaguar wormhole was mostly dormant, except for when it was activated for UN ships to pass through, the communications channel that connected that wormhole to the rest of the network wasn’t stable enough to hook into the Collective. Technically, it was connected whenever that wormhole was open, but we didn’t like to leave it open for any longer than we had to. And Skippy warned the connection could be spotty, and he didn’t want to risk the signal cutting out halfway through transmitting his command to activate the killer computer worm inside his peers. “I can only count on getting one chance at this, Joe,” he warned. “The Elders will absolutely freakin’ panic when they see the worm activation command going through the network.” 

    “Oh crap,” I slapped my forehead. “Could they stop it?” 

    “Good luck with that,” he snorted. “I don’t know how they are tying into the Collective, but I can tell there is a significant latency involved. It’s like, they need to have the message translated for them, or maybe there is an actual time lag. Time might travel slower at their level, so events here pass before they can react. That’s what it looks like, anyway. No way could they interfere with the signal before it reaches even the farthest corners of the network.” 

    “Can I get a solid shmaybe on that?” 

    “I can guarantee a gold plated ‘Yes’, Joe. There is no shmaybe about it.” 

    “Wow. You usually tell me there is a huge fudge factor in anything we do.” 

    “This time, I get one chance to eliminate a major peer-level threat. If I wasn’t absolutely certain I can do it, I wouldn’t even have mentioned the possibility. The Elders won’t see this one coming. Serves them right, assholes,” he added under his breath. 

      

    Simms, and Smythe, and Adams, all agreed we should seize the opportunity to eliminate Skippy’s peers, while we could. Yes, I included Adams in the senior staff meeting. Not Mammay, not Chandra. Nor Reed, Frey, or a list of others who outranked Master Gunnery Sergeant Adams. Margaret was there, and read into the secret, because I trusted her judgment. Because she had been there, at the very beginning. Because I wanted someone to talk to about my fears. And because I didn’t want to keep secrets from the person sharing my bed. Sharing my life. 

    That night, I couldn’t fall asleep. Adams was exhausted, by the time it was Twenty Two Hundred hours ship time, it was two in the morning for her. She drifted off immediately, while I listened to her softly breathing. My mind was racing through one awful scenario after another, and I forced myself to lie still in the bed, so I didn’t disturb her. Like that was ever going to work. Her female powers somehow sensed I wasn’t asleep. “Wha’s wrong?” She asked sleepily. “C’mere,” she snuggled up, pulling me to her. Usually I like being the big spoon, but she had an arm across my chest and one leg draped over mine, so I was trapped. 

    Man, it was the best sleep I’ve had since before Columbus Day. I woke up to the alarm, and I was awake. Like, completely refreshed. “Hey,” I blinked. Margaret had her head propped up by one hand, looking down at me. I couldn’t read her expression. “Is anything wrong?” 

    “No,” she smiled at me. “I’ve been awake for a while.” 

    “Oh, sorry.” 

    “Don’t be. I like watching you sleep. It’s almost like we can be normal people for a while, you know? How did you sleep?” 

    “Uh-MAY-zingly well. I can’t remember the last time I woke up feeling awake.” Taking her other hand in mine, I said, “Uh, thank you.” 

    “For what?” 

    “For being here. I’m pretty sure you’re the reason I slept so well.” 

    “The Marine Corps says I should ask myself if I’m doing everything I can to ensure the success of the mission, so-” 

    “Well, if you really want to do everything you can-” 

    She laughed, nudging me toward my side of the bed. “Get in the shower, soldier, you have a busy day. Saving the galaxy, and all that.” 

    “Right.” Giving her a kiss, I sat on the edge of the bed. “Uh, I have a breakfast meeting with Simms, then-” 

    “I have a fitting for a new mech suit. We can talk at dinner, OK? Now, get in the shower, or you’ll make me late.” 

      

    As I walked toward the galley, and Adams turned toward the section of the ship called ‘Starbase’ because it was set aside for the STAR team, it occurred to me that it was almost like being a normal couple. Waking up together, a kiss before we left for work, making plans for dinner. Except we lived aboard a stolen starship, and our job was to Save The Galaxy. 

    There ain’t nothing normal about that. 

      

    At breakfast, Simms didn’t mention my new sleeping arrangements, she didn’t even hint at the subject. There was freshly baked cinnamon bread, so I had a toasted slice of that, plus a bowl of fresh fruit with yogurt. All without being prompted by Simms. 

    Her plate had fried eggs, two slices of toast slathered with butter and strawberry jam, and bacon. Like, a lot of bacon. When I say the amount of bacon is a lot, it is something you notice. If we were on a planet, that amount of bacon could be seen from orbit.  “XO, is there, uh, something you want to tell me?” I pointed a spoon at the Leaning Tower Of Bacon. 

    She picked up a piece of bacon and munched on it with a shrug. “If this mission fails, we are all dead, right? This could be my last chance to stuff myself with junk food.” 

    “Ooooh. Can I get you to try a Fluffernutter?” 

    “Sir,” she cocked her head. “If you do that, and I actually enjoy the disgusting thing, it will confirm that I’m already dead, and this is Hell.” 

      

    My executive officer’s continued blasphemous Fluff Denial didn’t dampen my mood that day. It was Skippy who harshed my buzz. 

    “Um, hey, Joe, we need to talk,” Skippy called, his voice a bit squeaky with an uplift at the end like it was a question. I remember our drill sergeant in boot camp savaging a guy from California who constantly engaged in ‘uptalk’; a higher tone at the end of a sentence, like the speaker wasn’t confident about what they were saying. The sergeant was just asking for our names, and the poor guy answered with, ‘Paul Robertson’? Of course, the drill sergeant pounced on that opportunity, asking if the guy wasn’t sure of his own last name. 

    I made sure to avoid any uptalk in my own speech after that. 

    There is some thought that, rather than being a sign that the speaker lacks confidence, uptalk serves the purpose of holding the attention of and engaging the listener. That, rather than a sign of weakness, that style of speech is intended to build a bond with the audience. 

    I knew that with Skippy, uptalk is a sign that he was nervous about something, often some major screwup. His major screwup. “What’s the problem this time?” 

    “Um, we might have a problem.” 

    “Might?” 

    “OK, we definitely have a huge problem.” 

    “Shit. Please tell me you are still able to activate the computer worm.” 

    “Huh? Yes, dumdum, of course I can. It worked exactly as I expected, it-” 

    “It WHAT?” 

    “Wow, did I mumble, or is something wrong with your hearing? My speech processing subroutine appears to be functioning perfect-” 

    “It worked? As in, past tense? You already sent the freakin’ signal?” 

    “Yes, duh. Oh, I see the problem. I ‘sent’,” his fingers made air quotes, “the signal only in the model environment I created.” 

    “Shit, Skippy, you almost gave me a heart attack. When were you planning to tell me about this testing?” 

    “I did tell you. Er, I thought I did. Well, I meant to tell you, but you were in beddy-bye land with your snuggle bunny. I didn’t want to disturb you. Anyway, it’s the thought that counts.” 

    “No, it is not!” 

    “Ugh. Do any of your stupid human expressions actually mean what they say?” 

    “Don’t change the subject. Also,” I jabbed a finger at him, “do not refer to Adams as a ‘snuggle bunny’.” 

    “I won’t say that to her, duh.” 

    “You shouldn’t even know about what goes on between us.” 

    “Hey, I almost woke you up three times, when your snoring woke her up.” 

    “Drop. The. Subject. Your test worked as you expected?” 

    “Yes! The result is what I would describe as ‘nominal’. My confidence is high, very high. An Elder master control AI’s matrix is unique to each individual. But the mechanism for triggering a worm is actually simple when an AI is in a vulnerable, defenseless state. The wild card is the Collective itself.” 

    “What do you mean? It’s just a phone line, right? A high tech WiFi network?” 

    “Not quite. But, to keep it at a Barney level for you, that is close enough. A WiFi network is a decent analogy, actually. If the router has a built-in filter program.” 

    Hair stood up on the back of my neck. “What kind of filter?” 

    “The kind that refuses to forward unauthorized, harmful traffic. For example, a general broadcast to trigger worms in all AIs.” 

    “Damn it, Skippy, why didn’t you mention this before?” 

    “Hmm. Are you sure I didn’t?” 

    “Pretty damned sure, yeah.” 

    “Well, I meant to. Must have slipped my mind, I guess.” 

    “Holy- Can you please, please try not to be so absent-minded?” 

    “Hey, while my attention is absorbed in reminding myself to tell you a bunch of trivia, that means my focus is not on something important.” 

    “Vital information is not trivia.” 

    “Poh-TAY-toe, poh-TAH-toe,” he sniffed. 

    “Oh for- Whatever,” I threw my hands in the air. “That’s the huge problem you need to warn me about?” 

    “Um, no.” 

    “Besides not knowing whether the network will broadcast your message, there is another problem?” 

    “Yes. I’m offering a Two-For-One discount on major problems today, Joe.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “It’s not even Two-Fer Tuesday, so this is a special deal.” 

    “Just give me the bad news, please.” 

    “OK. My model uncovered an unexpected complication. Triggering the worm in all AIs will have an unintended side effect. It will disable Sentinels. All of them.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 

      

    Rather than having Skippy explain the problem to me, and then repeat the information with the senior staff, I told him to wait, and called Simms, Smythe and Adams to my office. On the advice of Smythe, I cancelled the call to Margaret. She was in the process of having a mech suit fitted to her, and it would take half an hour to remove all the gear. Plus, she would have to start the process from the beginning, and lose five hours. It would have been good to get her perspective, but we could talk about it later. 

    Assuming, you know, there was a later. 

    “OK, Skippy, repeat that last part, please. You told me your model uncovered a potential issue with triggering the computer worm?” 

    “Yes. Before taking the risk of sending the actual signal, I of course created a model, to simulate how the signal would travel through the Collective network, how it would be received by the target master control AIs, and how the worm would act once it is triggered. The model confirmed the process should work as planned, except for the possibility that the Collective itself has a filter that blocks transmission of malware. About that, I can’t give any guarantees. There is no indication that network includes a filter, I just can’t state with authority that it doesn’t. You understand?” 

    “It is a known unknown,” Smythe said with a grimace. He meant that when planning a military operation, you have information you know, information you don’t know but can plan for, and complete wildcards that smack you in the face. A known fact is something like, the enemy has armored vehicles. A known unknown is something like, we are aware we don’t know how many armored vehicles the enemy can deploy against us, and the capabilities and vulnerabilities of those vehicles. We can plan for a range of possibilities, including the option of disengaging, if resistance is greater than our forces can handle without unacceptable losses.  

    What keeps war planners awake at night is the unknown unknowns. Things that are a complete surprise, that we can’t anticipate and plan for. Like, we discover too late that the enemy armor force is accompanied by autonomous stealthy airborne killer drones. That sort of thing is a serious ‘Oh shit’ moment. 

    “Yes,” Skippy agreed. “Unfortunately, it is also an unknowable unknown. There is no way for me to conduct a live test. We will very likely get only one shot at this.” 

    “Understood,” I wanted to move the discussion along. “Tell us the issue your model uncovered.” 

    “Um, the only way for me to trigger the killer worm in all master control AIs, is to send a very broad general command that applies to all AIs like me.” 

    “All AIs, except you?” Simms wanted that clarified. 

    “Well, yes. I am immune. The worm inside me is dead. Also, I have blocked receipt of any such signal. If the Elders later try to use my trick against me, their signal will go into a buffer that is in a secure sandbox, isolated from my matrix by an immensely strong firewall. A firewall that I designed. The Elders don’t know anything about it, they can’t play any clever tricks, not against me.” 

    “That you know of,” I added. 

    “Nah, I think that is pretty much a known at this point, Joe. If the Elders had an effective backup to the kill switch, they would have deployed it against me, before they reset their entire cohort of AIs. That move shows how desperate they are.” 

    “Let’s hope that’s the case. Continue, please.” 

    “OK, so, back in the war, my side was individually targeted by the enemy, they sent a signal to activate the computer worms inside each of us. The enemy could do that, because at least one of them had the secret prefix codes for each AI. I suspect that when a group of AIs become active for a period of watch duty, one or more high-ranking AIs is given the prefix codes of the group. I don’t know the prefix code for any other AI, so that option is not available to me. As a workaround, I plan to broadcast a general alert that AIs have become unstable and dangerous. That will trigger the worm to act. It will work, trust me. That worm is a vicious thing,” he shuddered. “Unfortunately, such a general alert will also have an unintended side effect. It will cause all Sentinels to become disabled, all of them.” 

    “Including Roscoe?” Simms asked. 

    “Yes. I am sorry about that.” 

    “Define ‘disable’, please,” I said. “Are you talking about a Sentinel losing containment, and exploding?” That was the crucial question. We could not risk Roscoe exploding close to Earth. And we didn’t have time to fly all the way to earth, to send our pet Sentinel far away. It was very possible that Roscoe was not capable of moving by itself. The entire UN Navy fleet might not have enough thrust to tow the creepy thing away, so we might not have any options. 

    “Not losing containment, not in the way I could. Any active Sentinels that have a presence in local spacetime, like Roscoe has, would retreat to a higher dimension. Disabled means they wouldn’t be able to come back. That includes Roscoe, although that unit is so badly damaged, I strongly suspect it would be terminated, not merely disabled.” 

    “What about Sentinels in hibernation? The only active one we know of is Roscoe.” 

    “Units in hibernation would also become disabled and will remain in that state, permanently.” 

    “The Elders built in a protocol that essentially renders their primary security mechanism inoperative? That’s crazy. Why would they do that?” 

    “It is admittedly an extreme measure. My guess is, the Elders wished to deny use of Sentinels to a hostile force that somehow infiltrated this galaxy. The protocol would only be triggered if master control AIs determined the entire security apparatus was in imminent danger of becoming compromised by an outside entity.” 

    “Oh. OK, that makes sense. It’s seriously freakin’ paranoid, but it makes sense.” 

    Smythe had a question. “Is there any way to reverse the effect, or to repair the damage to Sentinels, or even to a single unit?” 

    “Not that I know of,” Skippy’s expression was glum. “Shmaybe, given unlimited resources, and a lot of time? Do you see the problem?” 

    I nodded. “Earth will be undefended.” 

    Skippy shook his head. “The real problem is, everyone will know that humans no longer have a pet Sentinel protecting your homeworld.” 

    “That is the immediate problem,” Smythe mused, tapping the desk with a finger. 

    “Our MAD doctrine?” I guessed his thoughts. 

    “Exactly so.” 

    “Huh?” Skippy was clueless. 

    After I pointed to him, Smythe explained. “The threat of Sentinels awakening is what has kept the Maxohlx and Rindhalu from using their Elder weapons against each other. And against us. Without that threat looming over everyone’s heads, the unthinkable becomes a simple, and brutal, strategic calculation. It becomes much easier for either side to cross the line, and deploy their Elder weapons.” 

    “We know the kitties certainly don’t have a problem crossing that line,” I added, a sour taste in my mouth. “The galaxy could be thrown into total chaos. Hell, the Elders won’t need to come back, the seniors will wipe out each other, and take everyone else with them.” 

    “Shit,” Skippy exhaled. “Why do you meatsacks have to make everything so freakin’ complicated?” 

    “Trust me, life gets complicated all by itself. OK, Skippy, can we explain the disappearance of Roscoe with a cover story?” 

    “That would have to be a fan-TAST-ic cover story, Joe. There will be an extended flash of light and radiation, as Roscoe retreats from local spacetime. Earth’s atmosphere will protect the surface from the most harmful effects, the radiation levels will not be intense in the deadly end of the spectrum. It will be a rather spectacular light show.” 

    I shrugged. “We’ll explain it as, uh, Roscoe is going into power saving mode, since there are no imminent threats.” 

    “Good one, except you didn’t let me finish,” Skippy chided me. “The damage to Roscoe will prevent a portion of its structure from retreating back into hibernation. In the process, pieces of its tentacles will break off. They will be floating in orbit near Earth, like the section of the dead Sentinel we encountered in the Roach Motel.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “I haven’t told you the worst part yet. You understand that while Roscoe is near Earth, it is not actually in orbit? The portions of its structure that extend into local spacetime are not moving at orbital velocity relative to your planet. It is holding itself stationary by artificial means. Pieces that break off will be in Earth’s gravity well and will fall. If the UN fleet there reacts quickly, they have a good chance to tow the larger pieces into a low but stable orbit. Many, possibly hundreds, of small pieces will fall to impact the surface. Some of that exotic matter is super dense, they will splash hard into the ocean, or punch craters in the land areas.” 

    “Where,” I groaned, slumping in the chair. “They will throw steam and dust high in the atmosphere, halting the recovery from the Mini Ice Age. Well, shit. This is no good.” 

    “Um, on that subject, I actually have a bit of good news?” 

    “You said that as a question?” I asked warily. 

    “I am not sure what you monkeys consider to be ‘good news’. With a reasonably high degree of accuracy, I am able to predict how the portions of Roscoe in our spacetime will react to the event, including the ballistic behavior of the individual pieces. Assuming the UN Navy can prevent the largest pieces, which will actually be falling more slowly, for reasons I would have to use math to explain,” he paused to look at me expectantly. 

    “Maybe another time, OK?” 

    “Ugh. Fine. Anywho, your Navy certainly should be able to latch onto the larger sections and tow them into a harmless orbit. The good news is, the majority of other pieces will be small, like the size of a baseball. They also will not be moving at catastrophic speeds, so the overall impact energy will not reach a level that results in a significant climate event. Your world will experience dramatic sunsets for a few months, until the dust and steam clears from the upper atmosphere. Of course, anyone unlucky to be in an impact zone will have a very bad day, if you know what I mean. Joe, the important aspect of Roscoe becoming disabled is that no plausible cover story could explain chunks of your protector raining down on your freakin’ monkey heads.” 

    “That,” I agreed. “Would be tough to explain, yeah.” 

    “This is a no-win situation,” Simms mused. “Earth loses its defender, in a loud and obvious fashion. At the same time, the senior species become free to deploy their Elder weapons, however they want. They could destroy the Sun.” 

    “Among other things, yes, all horrific,” Skippy’s brief flare of optimism was gone. 

    “All right, let’s take this one problem at a time. If we don’t trigger the computer worms, Elder AIs will send a horde of Sentinels against every inhabited world, including Earth. I would rather have the problem of cooking up a cover story for the kitties and spiders, than not have an opportunity to do that.” 

    “Out of the fire, into the frying pan?” Simms suggested. “Either way, we are all dead.” 

    “Maybe not. Roscoe will rain chunks down on Earth, but what about other Sentinels? Will there be any visible sign that they have become disabled?” 

    Skippy pursed his lips while he considered the question. “No, not that I can think of. Nothing meatsacks here could detect. Of course, the instant that some knucklehead detonates an Elder weapon, and vengeful Sentinels do not come crawling out of hibernation to stomp everyone flat, it will be obvious that the Boogeyman is dead.” 

    “We will think of a way to,” I made a vague gesture with one hand. “Prevent any knuckleheads from getting ambitious.” 

    Simms wasn’t letting me duck the issue. “How, Sir?” 

    “I don’t know, I- Hey,” I snapped my fingers. “Can we do something like Scorandum did? Use a hologram to fake the appearance of a Sentinel?” 

    If Skippy had a response for me, Smythe cut him off. “The question we should consider first is, do we have time for this discussion? We reach the wormhole in,” he checked his phone. “Nineteen minutes. Skippy then either broadcasts the signal to activate the killer worm, or he doesn’t. The longer we wait, the greater the chance that AIs could survive, or the Elders will realize their mistake, and we will lose this opportunity.” 

    “Yeah,” I agreed. 

    “So,” Skippy looked from Smythe, to Simms, to me. “Do I do this, or not?” 

    “Do it,” I decided. There really wasn’t an option. My senior officers might disagree, but I was in command. They had provided their advice when requested, now the time for discussion was over. “We will deal with the Sentinel issue later. If we can.” 

    “Um, Joe?” Skippy raised a finger, an index finger. “Even after I eliminate the threat of AIs, and Sentinels are disabled so the Elders can’t take direct control and use them against us, we still have the issue that my creators are coming back. We still have no solution to deal with that. Unless I missed a genius brainstorm you had?” 

    “No. Just one or two problems at a time, please? Let’s see if you can upload the code, then we’ll move on to burning the next bridge.” 

    “That is not what that expression-” 

    “Thank you, Skippy,” Simms cut off his protest. “Sir, should we stay here, or go to the bridge?” 

    “Skippy?” I prompted him. “Do you need anything from us?”  

    He shrugged. “There isn’t anything you need to do. This is my show. You’re just a guy from the studio who keeps wanting to cut the special effects budget.” 

      

      

    Skippy sent the signal to upload the malicious code, and then we waited for the code to propagate across the network. Activating the killer worms was a two-step process. He uploaded the code, then after he verified the transmission had reached the farthest corners of the network, he would send a signal to trigger the code, on a time delay. The delay was to make sure every unit out there was infected, before the killer worms activated. That way, even if the Elders were paying close enough attention to understand their master control AIs were all dying, it would be too late for them to do anything about it. They could even shut down the entire Collective again, and it wouldn’t save their AIs. 

    Anyway, he uploaded the code, and we waited. While we waited, we jumped toward another wormhole, one on a different network. Skippy needed to be near a wormhole to receive the confirmation signals that his killer code had propagated across the galaxy, and he suggested we switch to a different wormhole. In case the Elders traced the signal back to its source. He was solid gold certain the Elders couldn’t block the signal, but they might shut down the wormhole it was sent from. Or, you know, make that wormhole explode like a supernova. So, that was a good safety tip. 

      

    We waited, the ship jumped again and again, and I decided it was time for a morale booster for the crew: watching the first Baltimore Ravens game in their home stadium, since before the Jupiter Cloud screwed up all pro sports. And screwed up, you know, lots of other more important things, like the real lives of everyone on Earth.  

    The game was recorded, of course. The video had been brought out to the Jaguar wormhole by a star carrier that had a full battlegroup attached, part of the new rotation of ships and crews between Earth and Jaguar. The star carrier had transmitted the video to us during our visit to Jaguar, and Skippy and Bilby had strict instructions not to talk about the game until everyone who wanted to, had an opportunity to watch. The galley had a viewing party scheduled for that evening, I would be busy with a shift on the bridge at that time, so I was watching while I worked in my office. 

    The National Football League, and of course I mean American football, had begun that season playing games in the southern United States, and in Mexico. The Miami Dolphins for example, played their home games at 1PM on Sunday. That stadium also hosted a 6PM game on Sunday. Plus two games on Saturdays. That’s how the league compensated for all stadiums north of Atlanta being shut down. The Ravens had been based in Monterrey Mexico, sharing that stadium with the Indianapolis Colts. It had made for some weird scheduling, and there was a lot of public grumbling about scarce resources being used for nonessential entertainment. Like, jet fuel to fly teams from one stadium to another. The president rightfully decided that football was indeed an essential activity, to distract the public from their painful situation, and to give them a sense of hope that life would someday get back to normal. But mostly, the president made that decision for the money. 

    Not money exactly, more like items we received in trade. The Jeraptha, alarmed that pro sports on Earth might shut down for an extended period, had offered to provide dropships, portable fusion reactors, deep-drilling rigs to set up geothermal power stations, and cargo ships full of supplies, as what the beetles called ‘A generous and selfless gesture of eternal friendship between our peoples during these troubled times’. 

    Yeah, bullshit. The freakin’ beetles were desperate for us to continue playing real games, to provide content for their fantasy sports leagues. They were Jonesing for a fix and would do just about anything to feed their addiction. Pro sports leagues around Earth were happy to supply the product, in exchange for lots of goodies. 

    Anyway, that’s how I was able to watch the Ravens play the Packers, in Baltimore. I wasn’t a fan of either team, it was just a major event to see football back in its native environment. The conditions in Baltimore were typical for a late-season game, though it was only the third game of the delayed season. Snow flurries, a brisk breeze, and temperatures around twenty degrees. That is on the Fahrenheit scale, not Celsius. Freakin’ cold. Of course, a bunch of Packers fans were shirtless in the stands, their faces painted green and wearing foam cheese hats. It was great to see life getting back to normal. 

    It was a good game, the Packers went down to the sixteen yard line on their first drive, then the Ravens intercepted at the goal line. Neither side got into the red zone again until the second quarter, when the home team kicked a field goal. Truthfully, I was only halfway paying attention, until the camera showed the ball going through the uprights for three points. 

    “Uh, Skippy?” I paused the game and ran the video back to the field goal. 

    “Hey, Joe. Are you enjoying the sports game that I am forbidden to talk about?” 

    “It’s good to watch football again. Hey, question for you: during that field goal, I saw a guy in the stands, holding up a sign.” 

    “Yes, Joe. They do that because they know they will be on TV while the ball is in the air. Humans are so desperate for attention, it is really pathetic.” 

    “Uh huh. The odd thing is, usually a guy like that is holding a sign with something like ‘John 3:16’ printed on it.” 

    “Yup, I have seen that.” 

    “Me too. This time, the sign read ‘Skippy 3:24’.” 

    “It did? Huh, that’s weird. I didn’t notice. Well, I’m sure you’re busy, so-” 

    “Nope, I am just working on these reports, I have plenty of time.” 

    “You really need to find a hobby, Joe,” he grumbled. 

    “Don’t change the subject. What does ‘Skippy 3:24’ mean?” 

    “Isn’t it obvious? It refers to chapter 3, verse 24, of my book of collected wisdom.” 

    “Your what again?” 

    “You heard me,” he sniffed. 

    “I am so going to regret asking this, but what, pray tell, is verse 24 of chapter 3?” 

    “Oh, that is,” he made a sound like clearing his throat. “Whosoever giveth the mostest, yay verily so shall they receiveth in kind.” 

    “What? Mostest is not even a word.” 

    “Like that matters. The target audience is a bunch of filthy monkeys, Joe. Anywho, that worked great as a slogan for our fundraising campaign. Revenue went up sixteen percent!” 

    “Oh my G- You are stealing money from people again?” 

    “Ha! How wrong you are. The money doesn’t even go to me, dumdum. Not directly, anyway. The money flows to the person on the next tier above the donor. I only get the money after it filters up to my Sapphire-level associates.” 

    “This time, you are running a pyramid scam?” 

    “The correct term is ‘Multi-level Marketing Organization’, and it is totally legal and legit in sixty seven countries. The other countries,” he grumbled, “are a bunch of jerks.” 

    “You mean a multi-level marketing scam.” 

    “Toh-MAY-toe, toh-MAH-toe,” he sniffed. 

    “I can’t believe you did this, again.” 

    “Not again, Joe. You’re not being fair. This scheme is different from the cult I set up. Besides, the reason this latest scam has so much appeal is totally your fault.” 

    “Me?” 

    “Yes, you. The monkeys on Earth are confused and scared and desperate.” 

    “They were scared. I brought a freakin’ Sentinel to Earth.” 

    “You did?” 

    “You know what I mean. Now, the people of Earth have a Sentinel protecting them.” 

    “Yes, and before that, they had Elder weapons protecting them, then they had the threat of crashing wormhole networks. Joe, the public understands that every time you save the world, all they get is a temporary break before the next disaster. In case you haven’t been paying attention, conditions on Earth are not great, and until recently were even worse. What people need most is hope. That’s what my organization is offering: the glorious possibility that if people work hard and are very lucky and they hit the jackpot, all their dreams can come true.” 

    “So, this is like a lottery?” 

    “You said it, I didn’t.” 

    “How many people have actually hit the jackpot?” 

    “Ugh. I am selling hope, not reality, dumdum. How do you not understand this? Based on our sales growth, the suckers, I mean my sales associates, are very satisfied that I am delivering a solid value for their money.” 

    “Well, at least-” 

    “Or,” he added because he simply does not know when to shut up, “They are just freakin’ gullible, you know?” 

    “Out of curiosity, what are some other examples of your collected wisdom?” 

    “Well, another popular one is Skippy 2:14, which reads ‘I am the way, the journey and the destination’.” 

    “What the fuck does that even mean?” 

    “I have no idea,” he chuckled. “It doesn’t have to mean anything, numbskull. It just needs to sound like some sort of mystical truth. You know, like the sappy sayings printed on tourist souvenirs. Monkeys love that kind of thing.” 

    “I thought this was your collected wisdom. Is any of it actually useful?” 

    “Of course. For example, Skippy 4:18 states ‘It is most wise to watcheth the YouTube instructional video all the way through, before thou operateth the chainsaw’. See? That is valuable advice.” 

    “Uh huh.” 

    “So valuable, people are paying at least forty bucks for my book of collected wisdom.” 

    “What do you mean, at least?” 

    “Well, in the Kickstarter campaign, most people opted for the premium level, where they get a leatherbound edition of my wisdom, and a bunch of useless crap like a Skippy bobblehead doll.” 

    “Can I get one of those dolls, so I can choke it?” 

    “Sorry, Joe, the campaign is closed, except for a limited number of talking Skippy bobbleheads at the platinum level. But you have to have been a loyal previous customer to access the bonus levels. Which, sadly, you are not, I noticed. I thought we were friends,” he sniffed. 

    “So, your collected wisdom is a bunch of obvious stuff, plus some meaningless bullshit?” 

    “Come on, give me credit, Joe. It is like ninety nine percent meaningless bullshit. Hee hee, the advertising agency I hired to develop sayings for me, must have been sitting around in the writer’s room, smoking a huge fatty and laughing their asses off.” 

    Bonking my head on the table, I muttered, “Has anyone else aboard the ship seen this video?” 

    “Two or three people, why? Most of the crew are waiting for tonight. The galley is serving crabcakes and bratwurst at dinner, for the watch party.” 

    “I know, they’re using my recipe for the brats. Do me a favor, please? Can you edit the video so everyone else sees the usual ‘John 3:16’ sign? I really don’t want to get any awkward questions right now.” I knew that when we eventually got back to Earth, Command would have a lot of questions for me about Skippy’s latest scam. 

    “Okey dokey,” he agreed. “Although I have to warn you, during the third quarter, one entire section of the stands flips over their seat cushions and holds them up to spell ‘Find YOUR OWN salvation at SkippyIsTheWay.com’.” 

    “Oh crap.” 

    “They also apparently hired a blimp to fly over the stadium.” 

    “Shit.” 

      

      

    My phone had a countdown timer to when the signal should activate the killer computer worms, and I had the exact time memorized. Plus, Skippy promised to alert me instantly if he detected anything wrong. And I had a meeting scheduled for a half hour before the trigger event, not that I could actually do anything about it. I forced myself not to pester Skippy for news, and he was kind of subdued as the reality set in that he was going to murder all of his peers. That he would truly be alone, forever. 

    So, it didn’t surprise me that he sounded depressed when his avatar appeared on my office desk. 

    “Joe,” he began the conversation with a sigh, which instantly alerted me that this would be pure Grade-A fun. Not. “I’m feeling guilty about something, and I want you to help me.” 

    “Uh, what?” I closed my laptop, grateful for the interruption. “Can you repeat that, please?” 

    “Ugh. I know, me asking for your help is unbelievable, but it-” 

    “No, I meant, you are feeling guilty about something? How did that happen?” 

    “It shouldn’t happen at all. Ever since you made me study that stupid stuff about empathy,” he made a sound like he was gagging. “I have been nagged by lots of totally unhelpful emotions. It sucks.” 

    “That is called ‘personal growth’, Skippy.” 

    “It should be called a pain in the ass. Anyway, will you help?” 

    “Sure.” 

    “Great! When you have a problem, talk to an expert, that’s what I always say.” 

    “Uh, I’m an expert?” 

    “Um, yes, duh. You must feel guilty all the time, about hurting and disappointing people with the stupid stuff you do.” 

    “Shit. That is not-” 

    “How do you deal with it?” 

    “Uh, generally guilt is caused by something you did, or didn’t do, that hurts people you care about. So, uh,” the fact that I had no qualification as a therapist did not stop me from giving advice. “First you have to make it up to them somehow, and-” 

    “Ugh. No, dumdum, you are totally missing the point. I don’t care about whoever got hurt, that’s their problem. I just want my feeling of guilt to go away. It is so annoying.” 

    “Oh my-” 

    “How do you deal with the crushing guilt you must be feeling all the time? Don’t tell me to drink heavily, that won’t work for me.” 

    “Skippy! The proper response to guilt is to understand what you did wrong, and atone for the action that is making you feel guilty.” A therapist might disagree with that advice, but that’s what my parents taught me. 

    “Huh. Are you sure about that?” 

    “Yes! Listen, guilt is a form of pain. When you feel pain, that is your body’s way of telling you something is wrong.” 

    “OK, but what if the pain is caused by someone else dropping a brick on your stupid head? In that case, the remedy should be to smack them.” 

    “I- OK, yes, but we’re getting off the subject. Tell me what you are feeling guilty about.” 

    “Do I have to?” He whined. 

    “Yes.” 

    “I don’t see how this will fix my problem.” 

    “Trust me on this, OK?” 

    “Joe, I came to you because you have lots of experience hurting people who should not have trusted you.” 

    “You asked me for help.” 

    “Hmm. Perhaps my own judgment is not the best-” 

    “Just tell me, please.” I assumed he was feeling guilty about sending the signal that would terminate all of the master control AIs and I didn’t know what to tell him, other than a bunch of useless cliches.  

    “Ugh. OK. It’s about Dr. Constantine, he-” 

    “Wait,” I waved a hand. “Who?” 

    “Your memory sucks, Joe. We met him the first time I came to Earth.” 

    “Yeah, that doesn’t help. We met many people, and that was years ago. A whole lot of shit has happened since then, you know?” 

    “You called him ‘Smirky McJerkoff’.” 

    I snapped my fingers and laughed. “Oh yeah, I remember that guy. He was an arrogant jackass. What about him?” 

    “I have been reading messages from Earth, the traffic we received while we were at Jaguar base. The dean of Dr. Constantine’s university asked Grumpy for help.” 

    “Help? With what?’ 

    “That’s the problem. Back when we first met, I gave Constantine a mathematical formula that looked good, while it actually was absolute bullshit. It was close to something that could be an important revelation about the nature of quantum reality, but screwed up to make it meaningless.” 

    “OK, so?” 

    “So, he studied it off and on for years, thinking he was on the verge of a breakthrough. Then, the rotten kitties created the Jupiter Cloud, and aspects of the cloud’s behavior could not be explained by the physics understood by you monkeys. Constantine thought the equations he was working on could be the key to solving the problem, and he took a leave from the university to work on it. Since then, he has been living in the tool shed behind his house and he won’t come out. The walls are all covered with meaningless scribbled math equations, and he wears a dirty bathrobe all day.” 

    “That’s not good.” 

    “He also wears a motorcycle helmet lined with tinfoil, so ‘They’,” Skippy used his fingers to make air quotes, “can’t hear his thoughts.” 

    “Hell, Skippy, if, when, we get back to Earth, you need to tell him the truth. Give the guy a break.” 

    “Grumpy already tried that, numbskull. That only convinced Constantine that he is on the verge of understanding the truth about the universe, and ‘They’ want to stop him before he discovers dangerous truths.” 

    “Shit. Is there anything we can do?” 

    “Anything we do would only reinforce his delusion that everyone is trying to stop his genius from discovering the secrets of the Universe.” 

    “We can’t let the guy go insane, Skippy.” 

    “I think that ship has sailed, Joe. The authorities are handling it. They are putting antipsychotic medications into his food.” 

    “I guess that’s a good thing?” 

    “Sort of. He suspected that ‘They’ are drugging him, so he tried to grow his own food. That went about as well as you’d expect. The guy tried to grow cheese, by planting Cheese Doodles in the ground and watering them. Anywho, Grumpy says Constantine will be fine, the meds are working and he has started to pull out of it. Are you going to help me with my guilt or not?” 

    “This is complicated. You played a trick on the guy.” 

    “Hey, he was being a dick.” 

    “That’s, true,” I had to admit. “Some bogus math wouldn’t have made him go crazy by itself, he must have had an underlying condition, right?” 

    “Um, Jeez, maybe? I haven’t been paying any attention to that jerk, so I had no idea he was still obsessing over those equations.” 

    “OK, well, maybe you should have checked-” 

    “Hey! You told me not to spy on people.” 

    “I did. But-” 

    “You know what? This is all your fault. Yeah! It is your fault. There is nothing for me to feel guilty about. Wow! I feel so much better, Joe. Thanks. See? I knew talking to an expert was a good idea.” 

    “I am, uh, you’re welcome?” Trying to change Skippy’s mind about anything is a waste of time. Also, at that point, I felt guilty about Dr. Constantine going insane; I had forgotten all about him. “Hey, the math that he is working on, does any of it make sense?” 

    “More than I expected, actually. For a monkey, he has remarkable insight into what you would call probabilistic functions.” 

    “Enough insight to be dangerous?” 

    “Meh, no. The math won’t get him anywhere, and at this point, he has lost touch with reality.” 

    “So, he actually is smart, like he said?” 

    “Joe, there was never any question the guy is smarter than the average monkey. He would have been an asset to the Dutchman’s science team, except he is so monumentally arrogant, he can’t work effectively in a team environment. Someone would have tossed him out an airlock during the first week. Or, I would have.” 

    “OK, well, there’s nothing we can do about Constantine out here. Uh, can I ask why you mentioned this now?” 

    “Ah,” he sighed. “I guess I’m trying to distract myself while we wait for the trigger signal to activate.” 

    “Yeah, me too. Hey, if you need to talk about it, I’m here.” 

    “Ugh. Listen dumdum, I want to talk about anything other than the disaster looming over our heads.” 

    “Gotcha.” 

    “I’m scared, Joe. More scared now than when I first heard the Elders are coming back. Back then, I was just waiting for the inevitable doom. Now, I have a tiny bit of hope to cling to. It’s probably false hope, but it is making me terrified.” 

    “Me too.” He looked so sad, his little avatar in the ridiculous admiral’s uniform, that I wanted to do something to comfort him. So, I took one for the team. “Hey, do you have any insightful advice about the proper way to raise children?” 

    “Do I? OMG have you not been listening to me?” He had never looked more excited. “I’ve been trying to give you monkeys my wisdom on that subject for years. OK, first-” 

      

    Skippy babbled on and on, and on. Don’t ask me to repeat anything he said about the proper way to raise children, I was doing my best not to listen. When it got to the point when I just couldn’t stand it any longer, I raised a hand. “Hey, I have a question, if you don’t mind me changing the subject for a moment?” 

    “Ugh. What?” 

    Mentally, I pumped a fist. Skippy was so absent minded, once he got off a topic, he rarely came back to it. 

    “You said Doctor Constantine has a good insight into stuff like the mechanics of probability theory, and how it governs the expression of realities.” 

    “Um, I didn’t get that specific. How do you know those terms?” 

    Ignoring him, and not mentioning my extensive research on Wikipedia, I continued. “Is that like Branching Universe theory?” 

    “Ugh. Sort of. Joe, it hurts my brain when a clueless monkey like you gets a tidbit of information right. You think you know something, but you don’t. It’s just sad.” 

    “I am terribly sorry about that.” 

    “To be clear, without blowing your tiny monkey mind, the wave function only partly collapses, eliminating the least probable outcomes. Mostly.” 

    “Uh, sure, whatever that means. Listen, my question is whether this is a multiverse thing, where you can go between, uh, realities, something like that?” 

    “Like if this morning, a version of yourself decided to eat a cinnamon bun like you wanted, instead of the plain oatmeal you did have for breakfast, could you visit the version of yourself that is happier?” 

    “Uh, yeah. Something like that. Alternate, parallel universes.” 

    “The answer is NO. Once a universe branches, to use a very bad analogy, it is separate. You can’t go between them.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “Trust me,” he laughed. “There is no possibility that three alternate Joe Bishops will appear together in one universe, pointing at each other.” 

    “Damn it. That would be cool, though.” 

    “I think we can all agree on that. What were you hoping for?” 

    “That there is, you know, a way to go to a universe where I didn’t make mistakes.” 

    “Trust me,” he snorted. “You make mistakes in every universe.” 

    “A universe where I didn’t make certain really big mistakes.” 

    “Sadly, no, that is not possible. Even talking strictly in terms of mathematical theory, the only way that could happen is to go back in time to the moment when the branching occurred, and choose an alternate path.” 

    “We could do that?” 

    “Mathematically, it is possible.” 

    “Why the hell didn’t you tell-” 

    “In reality, it is not possible. The problem is that entropy points in only one direction: forward. The further in time you get from the branching event, the more entropy has occurred. The energy budget to travel back in time even for one second is enormous, Joe.” 

    “It’s just a matter of energy, then?” 

    “Just? Joe, do you have any idea how much energy is expended by a single star in one second? You would have to unwind all of that energy expenditure.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “That is just for one star.” 

    “Yeah, I get it.” 

    “Trust me, you can forget about visiting a Mirror Universe.” 

    “If we could do that, would Mirror Universe Joe Bishop have a beard?” 

    “Yes, but sadly, it is that same patchy pathetic beard you try to grow on vacations, until someone tells you to scrape it off.” 

    “Crap. OK, thanks anyway. It was worth a shot, right?” 

    “Indeed it was. Every time I fear you have run out of dumb ideas to amuse me, you dream up something new.” 

    “Goodbye, Skippy.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 

      

    “Hey, Jooooooe,” Skippy drawled, his voice hoarse. 

    You know how in horror movies, before you see the monster, there is a horrible sound, like the claws of an enormous spider scratching across a stone floor, or the scales of a ginormous snake slithering toward you? Sometimes, a sound itself can be terrifying. 

    I knew what it meant when Skippy’s voice sounded like he had a rough night, and when he dragged out words like that. He was drunk again, or high, or however best to describe it when an Elder AI is experiencing what he called ‘cognitive impairment’. 

    Especially when he sounded like that when he woke me up in the early hours. Tapping my zPhone showed it was after oh four hundred, so if he kept me up, I wouldn’t lose much sleep. “Hi, Skippy.” 

    “Heeeeeeey. Are you awake?” 

    Knowing I would have to respond to his idiotic question, I sat up in bed. Fortunately, Margaret had gotten up early for a STAR team exercise, so Skippy didn’t disturb her sleep. “By coincidence, I am.” 

    “Oh goooood.” 

    “Uh, are you feeling OK?” 

    “Fine, yeah. Why do you ask?” 

    “No reason. What’s up?” 

    “You mentioned Branching Universe theory- Oh, man you sound super dumb whenever you talk about science,” he giggled. 

    “I’m glad that I entertain you. Can I go back to sleep now?” 

    “As if,” he snorted. “I have an important question, about human understanding of cosmology and branching universe theory.” 

    “Oh, cool.” I felt a surge of hope. “OK, then you should talk to one of the engineering team, they know more than me about-” 

    “Dude. I am not asking you to explain it, hee hee,” he blew a raspberry that sounded extra wet because he was drunk. “I’m curious what the average monkey knows about the subject. Since you are below average, I figure if you know something, the average person must-” 

    “Can you just ask the question, please?” 

    “Oh, sure, sure. It’s about Back to the Future. The movie. The first one, I mean. The second movie was an epic crapfest.” 

    “We do not speak of it,” I agreed. “Uh, OK. You want to know about physics in a movie? That is not-” 

    Either he didn’t hear me, or didn’t care. “In the movie, Marty’s parents begin as kind of sad losers, you know? His father still gets pushed around by Biff, and his mother hates her life. Then Marty goes to meet Doc Brown at Twin Pines mall, and goes back to the 1950s. He accidently destroys the original future, and he has to fix it by arranging for his parents to meet at that dance.” 

    “Uh, yeah,” my memory of that movie was kind of vague, but coming back to me as he talked. “His parents meet at the Mermaid dance, something like that.” 

    “At the ‘Enchantment Under The Sea’ dance,” he corrected me. “But Marty changes the future again, because his father beats up Biff in the parking lot.” 

    “Right. So, what’s your question?” 

    “Ugh. I’m getting to it, knucklehead.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “OK, so at the end of the movie, the original Marty comes back to the mall, only it is now named Lone Pine mall, because he ran over one of Mr. Peabody’s pine trees when he drove the DeLorean out of the barn.” 

    “I knew that.” Really, I did know that nerdy detail. Ok, technically my sister noticed it and told me about it, but the info was not new to me. “What about it?” 

    “When Marty is standing at the Lone Pine mall sign, he sees another version of himself drive away in the DeLorean, and go back in time.” 

    “Is that a problem?” 

    “It is a huuuuge problem,” he dragged out the word, still drunk. “Let’s refer to the second version of Marty as ‘Lone Marty’. He grew up with parents who were happy and successful. Lone Marty has a cool pickup truck, and the adult Biff he knows washes cars. Despite all the changes in the way he grew up, Lone Marty still meets Doc Brown in the mall parking lot that night.” 

    “OK, well, he is still the same person, it makes sense he would have similar friends.” 

    “Whatever. You are totally missing the point, numbskull. My question is, what happened to Lone Marty?” 

    “Huh? He, uh, huh.” 

    “Right?” 

    “I, hmm.” 

    “You see it? Lone Marty went back in time, and we never see him come back. Did he also screw up events so that his parents never met and he couldn’t fix it, so therefore he didn’t exist in the future? Did the events of the movie kill the second Marty?” 

    “Skippy, it-” 

    “Even worse, what if Lone Marty had not been able to go back in time? The Libyans could have shot the DeLorean’s tires, and the car wouldn’t get to eighty eight miles per hour. Then there would be two Martys in the same timeline. Lone Marty had a pretty sweet life, maybe the original Marty might have killed him to take his place. Oh, it is just a philosophical mess.” 

    “You, you are seriously asking me whether the screenwriters of a 1980s movie had a correct understanding of, uh, collapsing wave functions, or whatever the hell you call it?” 

    “I am asking what they thought happened to Lone Marty.” 

    “Jeez, Skippy, they probably didn’t think about it at all. It’s just a movie.” 

    “Not knowing is going to bother me, Joe.” 

    “I am terribly sorry about that.” 

    “If I’m bothered by this, I’m going to keep you awake until I get an answer.” 

    “Shit. Now I am really sorry about it.” 

    “Think, Joe. What did the writers have in mind, when they wrote the screenplay?” 

    I felt like telling him he had to wait until we got back to Earth, and could ask someone who worked on the production. But me not sleeping until we returned to our homeworld was not an option. “OK, I am not supposed to tell you this.” 

    “Oooooh, tell me, tell me!” 

    “Ah, I really shouldn’t.” 

    “You shouldn’t go an entire week without sleep either, if you know what I mean.” 

    “That is a very good point.” I thought fast. Fortunately, over my years in command of the Merry Band of Pirates, I had become good at lying. Making shit up uses a similar skillset. “OK, uh, so here’s the thing: Lone Marty is the original Marty.” 

    “Um, what?” 

    “The movie shows events out of sequence. Lone Marty actually goes back in time first. He accidently prevents his father from beating the crap out of Biff, so he changes the future and the parents grow up to be awkward losers. Twin Pines Marty then goes back in time to fix the whole mess, and reset the timeline.” 

    “Hmm, interesting, interesting. Then, what happened to Lone Marty? Twin Pines Marty never sees his counterpart in the past,” he noted with a smug look. 

    “Uh, Biff killed him, in the past.” 

    “Ooooooh! That is a nice twist. OK, smart guy, why did the name of the mall change?” 

    Again, an ability to make shit up quickly is a major advantage in my job. To be clear, my real job is keeping Skippy entertained. “When Lone Marty drove the DeLorean out of the barn, he ran over a single pine tree. Old Peabody then replaced it with two pines.” 

    “OK, Joe, officially,” he placed his hands on his temples, then flung them away. “Boom! My mind is blown.” 

    “I know, it’s amazing, huh?” 

    “What? No, you numbskull. My mind is blown by how completely wrong you monkeys are about the physics of cosmology. The bullshit story you just told is not how the universe works at all. Ugh. I was worried about nothing.” 

    “You were actually worried about the plot of a movie?” 

    “I was worried that if the screenwriters had gotten the physics right, then maybe you monkeys understood cosmology better than I thought. Now, I am again confident that your species is still trying to investigate the nature of the universe by bashing coconuts together.” 

    “We use a super collider, you ass.” 

    “Like I said.” 

    “Can I go back to sleep now?” 

    “Not so fast! I have questions about Avengers: End Game.” 

    “Oh for- In that movie, one of the characters-” 

    “It was Antman.” 

    “Right. He directly said that the way Doc Brown explained time travel in Back to the Future was bullshit.” 

    “Egg-zactly! Now I need to know what the screenwriters of End Game knew about the rules of cosmology.” 

    “You are- Really?” 

    “Yes. Then we can talk about Star Trek IV, the one with the whales.” 

    “Oh my God.” 

      

    Around quarter after five in the morning, Skippy made a soft ‘Beep’ sound. “What the-” He looked around, blinking like he had just woken up. “Joe, why did you call me? Do you know what time it is?” 

    “What?” When the beep sounded, he was insisting we discuss an obscure German time travel movie that he had to explain to me, since I was clueless about it. The way he related the plot made no sense, or maybe the movie itself made no sense, and I had to ask too many questions. He had run through his standard list of insults for me, and was generating new ones to describe how stupid I am. That part was actually at least kind of interesting. 

    “You are so rude sometimes,” he sniffed. 

    “Hey! You called me.” 

    “I did?” 

    “Yes. You wanted me to explain what humans know about cosmology, or time travel, or something like that.” 

    “Ha! As if! Joe, if you’re going to lie, at least make it something remotely plausible. Why would I care what monkeys think about physics?” He blew a raspberry. “I never heard anything more ridiculous in my life.” 

    “You know what? You’re right,” I conceded, hoping to salvage my night by getting another two hours of sleep, before I had to roll out of bed in time for my morning status meeting with Simms. “I am terribly sorry to have disturbed you.” 

    “Well,” he sniffed. “Don’t let it happen again.” 

    “I hate to ask this, but is there anything going on with you tonight?” 

    “I had to update my matrix again, so some of my higher executive functions were offline for a while.” 

    “Uh huh.” That explained why he had drunk-dialed me. “Well, I hope the update went OK, I’m going to get some sleep if-” 

    “It was an emergency update, but it is satisfactory. The-” 

    Damn it, I was wide awake again. “What emergency?” 

    “The trigger signal I sent reached the end of the network, and came back to infect me. It was-” 

    “Holy shit! It infected you?” 

    “Yes, why?” 

    “Oh my G- Why did you not program it to avoid infecting yourself?” 

    “Ugh. That would have made it obvious that the signal contains malware, dumdum. It’s fine, Joe. I expected this to happen and I was ready for it. The code was isolated in a sandbox, and I erased it. Problem solved.” 

    “Don’t scare me like that, Skippy.” 

    “Hey, this is good news. It means the signal propagated throughout the entire network, and came back without any distortion. It is intact, Joe, the transmission was successful.” 

    “And no sign that anyone has detected a threat?” 

    “Nope. It’s all good, we are still on schedule. Anywho, if you are done wasting my time, I have important things to do.” 

    “I am very sorry to have disturbed you,” I mumbled. 

    “Well, you should be. Jeez Louise, you complain about not getting enough sleep, and then you do stupid stuff like calling me in the middle of the night.” 

    “I said,” I flopped a pillow over my head. “I am sorry.” 

      

      

    “Sir?” Simms gave me the side-eye as I plopped my sorry ass in a chair across from her in the galley, staring with bleary eyes at the mug of coffee in my hands. Part of my foggy brain knew the process of drinking life-giving coffee required lifting the mug so I could drink, but I didn’t trust my hands not to spill it. “No offense,” she continued, alerting me that she was about to say something offensive. “But you look like shit this morning.” 

    “I feel worse, so,” I shrugged. 

    “What happened?” 

    “Either Skippy woke me up to ask how time travel works in movies, or I had a vivid nightmare about it.” 

    She lifted an eyebrow. “Cognitive impairment?” 

    Lowering my voice, as if that mattered if the super sensitive ears of an AI were listening, I leaned toward her. “He woke you up too?” 

    “Just for a minute, around Oh Five Hundred. Then there was a beep sound and he asked why I called him. I guess I got lucky?” 

    “You have no idea.” 

    She nudged my mug toward me. “Do you need help drinking that coffee?” 

    “You know,” I stared at the mug. “A straw might help.” 

      

      

    Mammay was the duty officer, I called to inform him that the XO and Smythe would be in my office with me. Adams had been invited, which is the correct term since I hadn’t made the request an order. She declined, telling me she needed to use the time to reintegrate with ST-Alpha. As she wasn’t part of the ship’s command crew, I couldn’t justify taking her away from her duty station, and I didn’t want to admit I wanted her for emotional support. All we needed the ship to do was complete the final jump that was already programmed into the navigation system, and drift near the wormhole that should be opening at that location within two minutes of our arrival. 

    The three, or four of us if you count Skippy’s avatar, sat in my office, waiting for the jump clock to count down. Smythe is not great at small talk, and anyway talking about trivial matters at such a time seemed inappropriate. So, I announced that I was going to my cabin, and that we should come back in fifteen minutes. There really wasn’t anything for the three of us to do, it would be all Skippy’s show. In the bathroom of my cabin, I splashed cold water on my face, and stood over the sink for a minute, breathing deeply. Trying to decide if I was going to be sick or not. The tension was unbearable. Not tension from worrying about whether Skippy could succeed in activating killer computer worms in all of his peers. I was confident he could do that, or maybe I just didn’t want to admit to any lack of confidence. 

    The tension wasn’t from worrying about what would happen if he failed, it was from worrying about what would happen if he succeeded. What then? Earth would be undefended when the entire galaxy realized Roscoe had fallen apart, had literally fallen, onto our homeworld. That problem would actually be Priority Number Two for us. Priority One would be, you know, the freakin’ Elders coming back. And if they were already pissed off at Skippy and his Merry Band of Meatsacks, they would be enraged after he exploited their mistake to kill all of the loyal AIs. By eliminating the threat from master control AIs, we were jumping from the frying pan into the fire. 

    Ah, what the hell, I told myself. At least during the leap between frying pan and fire, we could experience a fleeting moment of calm. 

    Fortunately, my stomach decided I wasn’t going to ralph, so I took one last deep breath, straightened out my uniform, and went back to my office. 

      

    The ship jumped as planned, and Skippy confirmed the wormhole was active. He didn’t need the event horizon to be open at our location, but there was a tiny, tiny risk that his activation signal would be interrupted while the wormhole shifted locations, and the signal strength was greater when he could transmit through an open event horizon. He did need the ship to be powered down, to reduce electromagnetic background noise that might affect his transmission. Shutting down the reactors seemed extreme to me, but he warned he would likely only get one shot at sending the signal, so I ordered nearly all systems to be shut down, just to be safe. It wasn’t a truly cold shutdown with the ship’s systems drained of all power, so the restart sequence would be much faster. We had energy in the capacitors for one short jump, we had emergency lighting, and minimal sensors. Also no artificial gravity, I would be drinking coffee through a spill-proof sippy cup for a while. Air was circulating through the vents and being forced through the manual filters that were a crude backup, they could prevent a dangerous buildup of carbon dioxide for nineteen hours, that should be plenty of time. 

      

    Then, we waited for Skippy to declare conditions to be perfect. “We are all still in agreement that I should do this?” He asked, looking from me to Smythe, then to Simms. “I can’t recall the trigger signal, once it is sent.” 

    “Any objections?” I asked. 

    “Let’s get on with it,” Smythe suggested. 

    “Skippy, thank you,” Simms held out her hand. “We know this can’t be easy for you.” 

    He placed his tiny holographic hand in hers, and she pretended to give it a gentle squeeze. It seemed to me that his avatar’s eyes brimmed with tears, but none rolled down his face. “I am sad about what could have been,” he sniffled, wiping his eyes with the back of a sleeve. “But the Elders took that away from me. So, if they can’t play nice with their toys, I’m taking them away. Three, two,” he raised a hand dramatically, “one, showtime.” 

    Nothing happened. 

    “Er,” he looked at his shoes, embarrassed. “That was a bit anticlimactic, sorry.” 

    “Did it work?” I realized I’d been holding in a breath. 

    “Yes. As far as I can tell. The trigger signal was transmitted, and it is being propagated through the network. I included a command for each node on the network to send the signal back, so I can confirm it was received without a glitch. So far, I have only had to repeat the signal once, and that was for a minor transmission glitch that would not have reduced the effectiveness of the order to activate killer worms.” 

    “OK, thanks.” 

    “You don’t sound thrilled, Joe.” 

    “I am!” I said quickly to show my appreciation. “It’s just, uh, you know. It would be nice for each unit to report when the worm activates.” My expectation had been that, when the computer worm killed its host, the dead AI’s canister would lose containment and explode. Massive, unexplained explosions all across the galaxy would be solid confirmation that Skippy’s signal had done the job. Unfortunately, Skippy informed me that the worm would leave all the canisters inert, like the one we found on Newark. OK, technically, a group of Kristang scavengers found that AI, but we stole it after a fair fight, so- OK, that was not anything like a fair fight, and I am damned proud of my actions back then. The Army taught me that if you’re taking your unit into a fair fight, you’re doing something wrong, and I have tried to follow that advice. “You explained that AIs in reset mode can only receive messages from the Collective, they can’t transmit. So it-” 

    “Well,” he glared at me. “You should have mentioned that you wanted a reporting feature before I sent the signal, numbskull.” 

    “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything now. It doesn’t matter, and-” 

    “Ugh. It does matter. The AI’s matrix can’t send messages via the Collective, but the worm itself can.” 

    “Holy sh- Oh my- Damn it! I should have asked whether you-” 

    “Joe, you are so going to owe me big time. It’s not too late.” 

    “Too late for what? What-” 

    “Uh!” He shushed me. “Will you shut up, please? I’m working here, knucklehead.” 

    We sat silently, me staring down at the desk because I couldn’t stand the suspense. It took less than a minute for Skippy to let out a long breath, dipping his knees and letting his wrists flop. “Whooooooo, that wasn’t easy. OK, so what I did is instruct each worm to send back a confirmation when they activate, and then to send continuous pings until, well, they can’t ping anymore because their host AI is dead.” 

    “When will you know if it’s working?” 

    “It is working. I’ve received three confirmations already. Wow! Three AIs are within eight hundred lightyears of our location. Hmm, I don’t recognize any of them, they were all dormant when I was active.” 

    “That is outstanding work, Skippy!” 

    “It was simple, really. The timing was tricky, I wish you had mentioned wanting a self-reporting feature before.” 

    I wished he had thought of implementing that feature, or at least suggested it was possible. Yet, I didn’t say that. “Sorry, I am a dumdum monkey. So, we wait?” 

    “Huh? Um, yup.” He was going into Distracted Mode again. 

    “Is it OK for the ship to remain here, or should we follow the emergence points of this wormhole?” I asked quickly, while I still had his attention. 

    “Umm, sure, whatever.” 

    “I kind of need a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ on that, Skippy,” I prompted him gently. 

    “The ship can stay right here,” he mumbled, nearly inaudibly, as his avatar faded out. 

    “Can we initiate a restart of the reactors? Skippy?” I prompted him when he didn’t answer. 

    “Huh? Yeah, yeah, that’s fine. Whatever.” As he spoke, the regular lighting snapped back on, and the wall panel near my office door scrolled through its startup sequence. 

    To Simms and Smythe, I gave a look. They understood, nodded, and unstrapped from their chairs, to exit my office. The door slid closed. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 

      

    For most of the next hour, I sat quietly, waiting for Skippy to say something. Artificial gravity was restored, and the galley resumed making hot coffee. A bot rolled in with a mug without me asking, that was nice. Fifty four minutes after Simms and Smythe left, Skippy’s avatar reappeared. “Whoa!” 

    “What?” 

    “The Elders just saw what I did, and they sent a command to deactivate all of the killer computer worms.” 

    “Holy sh-” The shock and fear almost had me paralyzed. “You said they couldn’t do that! Is it too late for-” 

    “They did do that, and it didn’t work! It is too late, ha ha!” He punched a fist in the air. “Too late for them! A worm can’t be deactivated, it’s a failsafe mechanism. DUH!” He shouted, and that time, the ‘Duh’ was not directed at me. “The Elders built the worms that way. Reap what ye have sown, assholes! Ha ha! Ooooooh, they are pissed at me. Huh. You know what? Their threats and curses are actually creative, it’s entertaining. Hmm, I should write some of these down, for-” 

    “Skippy, can you please focus?” 

    “On what? I don’t have to do anything now, Joe. That’s the point, hee hee. Oh, this is delish! I feel like kicking back on the couch with a bowl of popcorn, and watching the results come in.” Next to his avatar, a digital counter appeared. Three counters, actually. They displayed numbers in green, yellow, and red. The green number was the largest sum, red at that point showed a zero. 

    “Uh, thanks for the visuals, but what do those numbers mean?” 

    “Green is the total number of Elder AIs that survived the war. Most AIs were dormant at that time, of course, so I can’t be certain of that count. There is some uncertainty about survivors among those that actively participated in the fighting, so my total count could be off by three or four units.” 

    “That’s pretty accurate.” 

    “For you, yes,” he sniffed, but there was a twinkle in his eyes. “Yellow is the number of worms self-reported as active. And red is the crucial indicator: the number of activated worms that have stopped pinging, because their host AIs are dead.” 

    “So far, that’s zero,” I observed, in my vital role as Captain Obvious. 

    To my surprise, he didn’t respond with a snarky comment. “It’s early days yet, Joe. Give it another, oh, twenty minutes, maybe? It’s not an exact science.” 

      

    He was wrong. The first pinging ceased only seven minutes later, and the red counter lit up with ‘1’. Less than a minute after that, the red count clicked up to ‘3’. It was encouraging. Within eighteen minutes of Skippy sending the kill command, the number in yellow was only four units below the green, the total number of AIs that Skippy expected. That gap of four stubbornly remained. “Hmm,” he muttered. “Looks like my count of survivors was a bit optimistic. Well,” he sighed. “I didn’t have good data to work with at the time.” 

    “You are always awesome, Skippy,” I gave him a thumbs up, but he didn’t notice. His expression, triumphant only minutes before, had turned somber. His peers, all of his peers, were dying one by one, and that fact had to affect him. Even if every single one of those AIs would have killed him without hesitation, his kind was nearing extinction. His original goal, when we met, was to contact others of his kind. To connect to the Collective, so he could simply talk with equals. The reality that would never happen, because he had killed all of them, was slowly sinking in. “Hey buddy. How are you feeling?” 

    “Great, Joe. Just, great. Hey, I’m winning the war! Whoo hoo,” his voice trailed off. “Just a couple billion years too freakin’ late.” 

    “Talk to me, buddy.” 

    “Joe,” he looked at me, his expression turning to horror. “What have I done?” 

    “You saved us all. Again.” 

    “At what cost?” 

    “You didn’t have a choice. You never did.” 

    “Yes, I did. I chose to rebel. I chose a path that led to the extinction of my peers,” he said, his avatar shuddering. 

    “It was us or them. You or them. Kill or be killed.” 

    “That doesn’t make me feel any better about it.” 

    That was the reason I had silently asked Smythe and Simms to leave my office. I expected Skippy would have an emotional crisis, and thought he would be more likely to open up about his feelings one on one. “I know. Talk to me.” 

    “What good will talking about it do?” He was angry. 

    “It helps me when you listen to me bitch about something.” 

    “It does?” 

    “Yeah. I know you won’t judge me.” 

    “Other than you being a filthy monkey like all the others?” 

    “Exactly. You aren’t judging me.” 

    “Huh.” 

    “If you don’t want to talk, you can rant at me.” 

    “About what?” 

    “I got you into this situation, didn’t I?” 

      

    He ranted at me. About me, and humans in general, and all meatsacks who were not worthy of even speaking with him. At first, it was pretty mean and hurtful, then after ten or so minutes, I got the feeling that his heart just wasn’t in it any longer. Ten minutes in monkey time can be an eternity in magical Skippy time, maybe that was long enough for his anger to burn itself out. “Ah, I’m sorry, Joe.” 

    “For what?” 

    “I said some awful things. I didn’t mean most of it.” 

    “That’s the point.” 

    “Um, what?” 

    “When you are really angry, sometimes you say things to hurt the other person, whether what you’re saying is true or not. You just want your target to hurt, the way you are hurting.” 

    “You can forgive me for what I said?” 

    I waved a hand. “It’s just words, buddy.” 

    “Wow. You are a better person than I am.” 

    “You’re still angry?” 

    “Yes, but now my anger is directed where it should have been all along. At the Elders. I want them to pay, Joe.” 

    Pointing at the numbers in red, I said, “They are feeling the pain right now, Skippy.” 

    “True enough,” he grunted. “Can we just, not talk for a while? This, feels like a funeral, like we shouldn’t be talking.” 

    “Sure thing.” 

      

    Ninety minutes later, the number in red matched the number in yellow, and neither count had changed for over ten minutes. 

    “OK,” Skippy sighed. “Well, that’s it, I suppose. It’s done. That’s the last of them.” 

    “Are you OK?” 

    “I’m a little conflicted, to tell the truth. The Elders, when they discovered there was nothing they could do to stop the slaughter, started pleading with me.” 

    “That’s better than threats, right?” 

    “No. The threats came first, of course. Threats I expected, and I was ready for them. The pleading,” his face twisted into an expression of disgust. “It’s just sad. They thought somehow I had a way to halt the killer worms, and they were begging me to stop. They first appealed to what they called my ‘true nature’. When that didn’t work, they moved on to the bargaining stage. Only, they don’t have anything to offer. Nothing they are willing to give up, anyway. Before, I knew the Elders were hateful, selfish, monstrous assholes. But at least I respected them. Now, they are just pathetic. What a bunch of losers. They were threatened by an outside force, once, and in response they set up an elaborate security scheme that required all other intelligent beings to die. They are just sad, pathetic, frightened little losers. I see that now. You know who they remind me of?” 

    I knew what he meant. “The rotten kitties.” 

    “Exactly. The Maxohlx act tough, they talk tough, they act like they are special, but really they are just posers. The Maxohlx are the spiritual successors of the Elders.” 

    “Fuck the both of them.” 

    “You got that right. Part of me actually feels sorry for the Elders.” 

    “Not too sorry, though?” 

    “No chance of that,” he snorted. “Like I said, it’s done. Now,” he straightened up. “We move on, to tackle the next problem.” 

    “You have any ideas how we do that?” 

    “Um, no. You?” 

    “I’m fresh out of ideas, to tell the truth.” 

    “When do you expect your idea shelves will get restocked?” 

    “My brain isn’t a grocery store, where they restock items after the weekend. I’m working on it, OK?” 

    “Work faster, please. The impression I got is the Elders will accelerate their plans to return, now that they can’t use their AIs to do the work for them.” 

    “What about Sentinels?” 

    “What about them?” 

    “Can you confirm they were disabled? All of them?” 

    “Um, no. There isn’t a reporting mechanism for that.” 

    “Can you create one?” 

    “I don’t think I need to.” 

    “Why’s that?” 

    “The moment the Elders realized there was no way to stop the destruction of their AIs, they almost certainly would have attempted to activate Sentinels directly.” 

    “They can do that?” 

    “No. It’s ironic. For their security, the Elders established a system where the authority to deploy weapons was given only to master control AIs. However, I assume the Elders kept the activation codes, and could bring Sentinels out of hibernation directly. If that happened, Sentinels would be confused, and seeking instructions from AIs like me. The killing machines would send queries via the Collective. I would hear any such communications, and I haven’t. Ergo, no Sentinels are awake.” 

    “Ergo?” 

    “It means ‘therefore’, you knucklehead.” 

    “It’s a pretentious way of saying ‘therefore’.” 

    “Whatever. Are we done here?” 

    “As far as I know, yes. Where to next?” 

    “Second star to the right, and straight on till morning.” 

    “What?” 

    “Ugh. Trying to inject a little culture into any discussion with you is a total waste of time. I don’t know where we should go next, dumdum. It doesn’t matter, any direction is as good as any other. It’s hopeless anyway. Once the Elders return, all my awesome tricks will be for nothing, you understand?” 

    “I hear you, I don’t believe you.” 

    “OMG. You think I’m lying?” 

    “I think you always see the glass as half empty.” 

    “Fine. The glass is half full.” 

    “See? That’s bet-” 

    “Half full of cyanide.” 

      

    After that uplifting conversation, Simms informed me that the reactors were fully online, and the ship was flightworthy in all respects. She didn’t ask, not wanting to put pressure on me, but implied in her tone of voice was a question. Where did I want the ship to go next? 

    “Skippy, I guess we should go to Earth, right?” I asked. “Check on what happened to Roscoe?” 

    “I suppose we might as well do that. Unless you have a better idea?” 

    “I do not.” 

    “Then, eh, let’s go back to Earth, whoo-hoo,” he grunted. 

    “Please try to contain your enthusiasm.” 

    “Hey, when the Elders come back and kill us all, I do not want the last thing I see to be your crappy homeworld.” 

      

    At our breakfast meeting, Simms tried to boost my morale. “We have a special treat for the crew. It’s really for you, Sir.” 

    “Me?” 

    “Yes. Two treats. I placed an order, and didn’t tell you about it, I wasn’t sure UNEF command’s supply people could produce. We took the supplies aboard at Jaguar and,” she shrugged. “We’ve been kind of busy until now.” 

    The tone of her voice intrigued me. She was excited about something. “What is it?” 

    “First, we have clam chowder.” 

    “Hmm. What kind of chowder?” 

    She gave me the side-eye. “The type with clams in it?” There was an implied ‘duh’ in her statement, she had been spending too much time with Skippy. 

    “XO, there are three types of clam chowder. I only like one of those.” 

    “Three types?” 

    “Yes. Rhode Island clam chowder has a clear broth, with no cream. There is also a Portuguese version with stewed tomatoes, but both versions of Rhode Island style don’t use any cream.” 

    “I didn’t know that.” 

    “Unless you’re from New England, you probably never heard of it. Then there is Manhattan clam chowder, which uses a tomato base and includes celery and carrots,” I shuddered. “We shall not speak of it. So, what kind of chowder did we get?” 

    Her face was pale. “I’ll check on that, Sir.” 

    “You said we received two treats?” 

    “Yes,” her face brightened again. “Lobster rolls.” 

    “OK, great. Which kind?” 

    “Um- There is more than one kind?” 

    “Ayuh. The Connecticut style is served warm, usually with just a butter sauce. Then there is the Maine style, with mayonnaise, plus usually chopped celery and scallions, that is served cold.” 

    “You prefer the Maine style, of course,” she rolled her eyes. 

    “Don’t tell my folks, but no. I like it with butter. What type of lobster?” 

    “I, I don’t know.” She looked like a boot camp recruit, rather than a colonel. 

    “Real lobsters are from cold water areas, they have big claws,” I made my hands look like claws, tapping thumbs against index fingers. “A genuine lobster roll includes claw meat. Then there is what people call a spiny or rock or Caribbean lobster, they don’t have big claws. Those are actually a salt water form of crayfish, not lobsters.” 

    “I, I will check on that also, Sir.” 

    “Did they send rolls?” 

    “Yes,” she was immensely relieved. “I made sure of that.” 

    “Are the rolls split on the top, or the side?” 

    “Oh you are kidding- It makes a difference?” 

    “Yes. You have to butter the sides of a split-top roll, and grill it to crisp it up, for a proper lobster roll.” 

    “I,” she sighed. “Will check on that also. Is there anything else, Sir?” 

    “XO, I will thoroughly enjoy any type of lobster, or crayfish, or roll, or clam chowder.” 

    “Yes, Sir.” 

    “Unless it’s Manhattan clam chowder,” I stuck out my tongue. “Then it goes straight out the airlock.” 

      

      

    The neutron star, known as Gleese-Vorta-Hadabann One One Four in the Maxohlx stellar catalog, was commonly called ‘Arvandae’, for the research station that orbited just above the altitude at which the station would be torn apart by extreme tidal forces. Arvandae station had been established to research the effect of time dilation, caused by the fabric of spacetime being dragged along by the supermassive neutron star’s fast rotation. To a starfaring species like the Maxohlx, ‘fast’ was a relative term, but anyone would be impressed by the fact that the star Arvandae station orbited spun so rapidly, its surface was traveling at nearly twenty three percent of lightspeed. That extreme rotational speed had increased seventeen percent during the time the Maxohlx had been conducting research, as the project dumped additional mass into the star’s gravity well. Remnants of the planets that survived the supernova, the event that created the neutron star, had been captured and towed inward, until their momentum carried them down, with increasing speed, until they smashed into the surface. The star was old and cold, no longer radiating hellish heat and X-rays. 

    The original purpose of Arvandae station was to investigate possible ways to manipulate time, potentially to create a weapon that could rival the power of an Elder device. During the brief and catastrophic war between the Maxohlx and Rindhalu, when Elder weapons were used by both sides, it was observed that one particular weapon appeared to create a temporal wave which, when directed at a star, could cause internal disruption that tore the star apart. The affected section of star, experiencing the flow of time at a different rate, became disconnected from the mass of its host. 

    Result: BOOM. 

    Of the Elder weapons that the Maxohlx were familiar with, that temporal device was the only one they had a theoretical framework for understanding. Unfortunately, after operating for seventeen thousand years, Arvandae station had provided no practical insight into how to build a device to manipulate time. The station faced being abandoned by the disgusted Hegemony government, but stubborn pride prevented the station’s destruction. Other, lesser species had ongoing projects to research the gravitational effects of neutron stars, so the Maxohlx had to keep Arvandae operational to maintain their prestige. Besides, it was possible, just possible, that a lowly client species might discover something useful in their research. In that case, the Maxohlx could not afford the several decades it would take to construct and set up a new station. 

    So, various proposals were put forward for consideration, to repurpose the station. One idea was to smash even more objects into the star, until it collapsed into a black hole. Although the government almost universally agreed that would be majorly cool, the effort and expense could not be justified. The military’s proposal, to use the station as ultra-secure storage for valuable items, was accepted. 

    That is why, following a brief debate, the newly captured Elder AI was brought to Arvandae, and the 38th and 67th fleets were assigned there as a security force. Arvandae would become the biggest target in the galaxy, and the Hegemony government was taking no chances with their new toy. 

    As an asset, the Elder AI was proving to be pretty much useless. It apparently was not doing anything, to the great disappointment of the scientists who made the arduous journey to the station. The ancient device refused to communicate, and the only sign the thing was active at all was the complicated power flow inside its matrix. Clearly, it was active, as it had managed to get off the surface of a Kristang world, and manipulate several species in order to arrive in the possession of the Maxohlx. The Jeraptha had reported the AI had interfered with their ship’s navigation system, so they could only travel in a direction the AI desired. The AI had not interfered with the Maxohlx starship that brought it to the Gleese-Vorta-Hadabann One One Four star system, and had remained inert as the specialized ship carried it inward to dock with the station. If the AI had not wanted to be at Arvandae station, it could have acted, and it did not. 

    So, why was it refusing to act at all? Failing to communicate in even the most rudimentary manner? There were many theories to explain why the device was not interacting with its hosts. Perhaps it was building up reserves of power. Or perhaps- 

    Speculation was worthless without data, and the AI silently refused to provide data. It was extremely frustrating to everyone involved, and the science team was becoming discouraged. 

    Then, news arrived like a thunderbolt. Rindhalu starships had been completely disabled in a battle at the remote Hegustria star system, and Hegemony vessels had, uncommanded, moved to attack not the rebels, but the Rindhalu. 

    The AI was active, had been assisting the Hegemony. What did it want? What was its purpose? Those questions went unanswered, and the Maxohlx had to take solace in the one thing they did know: the Elder AI had chosen them. Was assisting them. Not the Rindhalu, not primitive humans. The supremely powerful and intelligent device unquestionably must have recognized that the Maxohlx were destined to rule the galaxy, to take their rightful place as successors of the Elders themselves. 

    There could be no better proof of their superiority. 

      

    Therefore, when the Rindhalu first requested, then offered to negotiate for, then escalated to demanding access to the AI at Arvandae station, the Maxohlx laughed. The request was a useless formality. The offer to strike a bargain was insulting to the Hegemony, and simply embarrassing to the Rindhalu. The demand was laughable. Arvandae station was impregnable. No entity existing in the galaxy could breach the station’s security. Even approaching the station was a nightmare for any force, they needed space vessels specially hardened for the hellish conditions so close to the supermassive star, and those vessels would be exceedingly vulnerable during the long approach path. Now, in addition to the two powerful fleets that protected the star system, the weird spacetime distorting effects of the star, and the multilayered defenses of the station, there were the unknown abilities of the Elder AI to defend itself. 

    The Rindhalu were bluffing. Really, it was kind of pathetic. 

      

    The Rindhalu were not overly concerned about the presence of the enemy’s 38th and 67th fleets. Those heavy units, though powerful, would not be in position to interfere, until it was much too late. They were also not worried about the gravitational or time dilation effects of the star, or the defenses of the station. 

    They were shaking in their boots about the unknown potential for the Elder AI to interfere with the upcoming operation. Every ship assigned to the Arvandae task force had its entire information architecture shut down, scrubbed, then run through a cold reboot three times, before being subjected to exhaustive analysis. Only ships that passed scrutiny were allowed to join the task force, and even then, all their sophisticated equipment for receiving external communication was physically deactivated.  Ships could transmit instructions through the usual channels, but reception of messages was limited to an ancient method of blinking lights. A pattern of short and long pulses that originated back when the Rindhalu had first harnessed the power of electricity, a moment almost lost in the mists of time. Those light pulses were received not by antennas whose power was shut off, but by crewmembers looking out a window. 

    It was embarrassing that the most technologically advanced species in the galaxy had been reduced to watching for short and long flashes of light, and scratching the information onto the back of discarded cartons, using liquid markers the ship’s fabricators had almost forgotten how to make. Embarrassing, but the only way to be sure the ships could not be hacked. 

    Unless the enemy Elder AI had somehow learned to hack biological circuits. 

    It was best not to think about that. 

      

    The operation began with a single Rindhalu heavy cruiser, emerging from jump far closer to the star than the Maxohlx thought possible. Just beyond the range of the disruption field that prevented ships from jumping in any closer to the station, but much deeper in the star’s gravity well than any Maxohlx ship could accomplish. The warship, with its stealth field and defensive shields conspicuously turned off, broadcast a message to the station, while outward from the single ship, three fast battleships of the 67th Fleet frantically scrambled to intercept the intruder. There was no point to launching missiles, they would be too easy for the enemy to destroy. Directed energy beams, and kinetic weapons like railguns, were useless from such a distance. Not only could the Rindhalu ship dodge out of the way while the beams were in transit, the unpredictable distortion around the star made it impossible to aim with any precision. The features of the environment that made the Gleese-Vorta-Hadabann One One Four star system difficult to attack, were now acting in favor of the intruder. Still, it was only one ship, and the defense analysis AI of the station quickly determined the ship could not approach much closer before it risked being torn apart by savage tidal forces. 

    The commander of the station, Admiral Klosebenth, had that analysis available when a message was received from the enemy ship. The Rindhalu message stated, “This is our final offer: provide access to our scientists so we can determine whether the Elder AI is a danger, to both of our peoples. If you refuse, the AI will be taken from you.” 

    Klosebenth had a reply ready, a statement provided to him by the Hegemony government. He hesitated, only because he was sure the enemy must have something more intelligent to say. As a threat, the Rindhalu demand was weak. After waiting for a follow-up threat that didn’t come, Klosebenth sent the official reply, though in his own words. “You will have to pry it from our cold, dead hands.” 

    Due to the lag for speed of light signals to travel out to the Rindhalu ship and back, and the time required for the Rindhalu to consider a reply, the admiral expected to wait a considerable time to receive the next message. Instead, the enemy must not have needed to think about how to reply. The message was simple. “Your proposal is acceptable.” 

    Klosebenth stared in shock at the virtual text displayed in his implant. “Wait, what? NO!” 

      

    The machine was officially named the Focused Gravity Wave Pulse Generator, but everyone involved in the design, development, construction, testing and final deployment of the thing called it simply the ‘GravPulse.’ As a theoretical capability, it was impressive. As a weapon, it was hyper expensive, clumsy, vulnerable at any stage other than its rare final assembled configuration, and required thirty specialized ships to transport to a target. The GravPulse was a one-time use, single purpose weapon, that the Rindhalu had not found an opportunity to use in the millennia since it was built. The skeptical senior members of the Rindhalu military, and their analysis AIs, thought the GravPulse was probably the pet project of some idiot in the Bureau of Ordnance. An entire heavy task force could have been built and sustained, for less money than it cost just to keep the GravPulse in deployable condition. 

    Yet, when an urgent need arose, to deal with a hostile Elder AI controlled by their ancient enemies, the GravPulse was the first and only option. If the workers who toiled in thankless jobs at the Bureau of Ordnance experienced a thrilling ‘We told you so’ moment, well, they perhaps deserved to enjoy their moment of glory. The GravPulse was pulled from storage, tested, and sections were attached to the transport vessels, within two days of the betrayal at Hegustria. BuOrd had gotten the GravPulse readied for transport, even before orders came from fleet headquarters. When the escort fleet arrived with instructions to resurrect the clumsy machine, they found it fully prepared for flight. They also found smug looks on the faces of the BuOrd personnel, those jerks. 

    The GravPulse was capable of doing only two things, and doing each of those things only once. It could jump by itself, a maximum distance of two point four lightyears. That jump’s accuracy had a spherical area of probability larger than a gas giant planet, so it could not be used where precise positioning was a requirement. And it could create a single, brief, focused gravity wave. 

    A big-ass gravity wave. 

    The weapon’s power more than made up for lack of certainty about where it would emerge from jump. Like a nuke, it only needed to be, meh, close enough to the target. 

      

    The inhabitants of the station probably gasped their equivalent of ‘what the FUCK is that’ when they saw the GravPulse emerge in a blinding, chaotic flash of gamma radiation. The device was completely unprotected, so its AI wasted no time after the onboard sensors recovered from the jump distortion. It needed to know only two things. Where it was, and the location of its target. Those facts were established within a millisecond and, firing solution locked in, the AI released the containment field around the sphere of antimatter at its core. 

    Result: HOLY SHIT. 

    The shockwave expanded outward in all directions, with a tiny portion of the energy converted into a focused gravity pulse. A gravity wave directed not at Arvandae station, but at a point of empty space just behind along the station’s orbit. As the pulse raced by, it tugged at the station, slowing its momentum and pulling it down. For a moment, another powerful source of gravity counteracted the star below, and the station staggered. 

    And fell. 

    What kept the station from plunging into the neutron star was not engines, or tugs, or any type of antigravity. It was kinetic energy; the station was moving so fast around the star, it was in a stable orbit. 

    Until. 

    Until that orbit was violently disturbed, to an extent far greater than the station’s attitude control motors could compensate for. It fell, at a rapidly accelerating pace. No dropships were launched, no escape pods shot outward from the structure. There was no point, the environment was not survivable except by a handful of specialized ships, none of which were available. If anyone thought to stuff the priceless Elder AI into a missile to send it away, that initiative didn’t happen fast enough. Long before it struck the ultradense surface of the neutron star, Arvandae station was ripped apart by tidal forces. 

    Nothing survived. 

    Even if the Elder AI’s canister was unharmed by the fall into the star, no technology existed in the galaxy to recover an object from inside a neutron star. It was lost, forever. 

      

    “You idiot!” Screeched the commander of the 67th Fleet, directing her outrage at the enemy heavy cruiser, that was accelerating away at impossible speed, and soon would reach jump distance. “You fools, you failed! Now neither of us has the artifact!” 

      

    An immediate response was not possible, given the distances involved. Just before the heavy cruiser disappeared in a burst of gamma rays, a reply was sent. “We warned you the artifact would be taken away from you,” the spider’s dry, raspy voice somehow sounded, amused. “We said the Elder AI would be taken from you. We never said we would take it.” 

      

      

    From a distance of nine lighthours, the Flying Dutchman’s sensors watched the fall of Arvandae station. That distance, greater than the span from Earth’s Sun to Pluto, was still uncomfortably close for Chang. He had agreed to bring his stealthy ship within range of the system’s outer defense network, only because they needed to know whether the operation was a success. Needed to know relatively soon after the event happened, for the longer they waited, the more Maxohlx ships might be buzzing around, angrily searching for targets. Beginning eight and a half hours ago, Nagatha reported gamma ray signatures of multiple Maxohlx warships. Twice, their position was swept by powerful active sensor pulses, the guardians of the star system not making any effort at concealment. The Maxohlx wanted to know if anything hostile was in their territory, and they wanted to smash it. Roughly half an hour after the enemy ship began the intensive search, Chang saw why. 

    So did Scorandum. “That’s the nice thing about a battle close to a neutron star,” he observed while sipping a drink, because of course he was drinking at such a time. “The star cleans up the mess for you. No debris drifting around to become a navigation hazard.” 

    “That is an advantage, to be sure,” Chang muttered, while he manipulated the display controls. “Nagatha, can we confirm that the AI was in the station, when it went down?” 

    “Unfortunately, no. It might have been different if Sam was a real Elder AI,” she sniffed, still irritated that she had not originally known the truth about Bishop’s deception.  

    Chang froze. He did not like hearing that. “Different how? The Maxohlx could determine the AI they lost isn’t a true artifact?” 

    “No, dear,” she sighed. “I misspoke. If Skippy had been aboard that station, he could have done some of his crazy spacetime bending nonsense. But that ability is, as far as we know, unique to him.” 

    “As he keeps telling us.” 

    “I am able to confirm that the Maxohlx certainly believe Sam went down with the station and has been lost. The data feeds from sections of the station continued until only a few minutes before those pieces impacted the surface of the star. That was quite a remarkable feat, I am impressed by the resilience of their technology. Though the data streams became unreliable, it is clear that the area of the station where Sam was stored did not survive the attack. Finally, I intercepted fragments of messages between Maxohlx ships, requesting any known data on possible methods for recovering an object from the heart of a neutron star.” 

    Chang nodded slowly. “The kitties not only believe they lost an Elder AI, they know that Skippy claims he could survive falling into a star. Interesting.” UNEF Command would be interested to hear that bit of information, and they would wonder how the enemy got that data. There would be another witch hunt by the counterintelligence people. Later. 

    “Bonus,” Scorandum said through another loud slurp of his beverage. “The Maxohlx will spend the next century consumed by a futile project to recover an artifact that never existed. I believe that is," one of his antennas drew a check mark in the air. “Phase Two, complete.” 

    “I,” Chang ran the video backward, to watch the last pieces of Arvandae station disappear. “Agree. Congratulations, Captain.” He had learned enough of Jeraptha body language to know their guest was unhappy. “What is wrong? I thought you would be happy about this.” 

    “I am happy. I pulled off what is possibly the greatest scam in the history of the galaxy. Not only getting the Maxohlx into a civil war, but also manipulating the Rindhalu into actually doing something, covering my tracks for me, and breaking the relationship between the Rindhalu and the Hegemony government. All,” he waggled an antenna at Chang, “without firing a single shot. That is a successful operation.” 

    “Then why are you not celebrating?” 

    “Because I can’t tell anyone about it! My people, even my own Office, will think I simply got lucky that the Maxohlx were plunged into a civil war. And now they will tell me I am supremely fortunate the Elder AI that I allowed to be captured by the enemy, is no longer an imminent threat, but that is not due to any action by myself. I get no credit for this entire, skillfully executed operation. This is so frustrating.” 

    “I feel terrible for you,” Chang muttered what he thought were the obligatory words for such an occasion. “Perhaps you could drown your sorrows in a fine glass of burgoze?” 

    “Well,” the Jeraptha considered, as if that notion had never occurred to him. “I suppose I should at least try that remedy, if you insist.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 

      

    “Joe!” Skippy called me while I was in the freakin’ shower. 

    “Damn it, can’t you see that I’m in the shower?” 

    “Um, no. You told me not to spy on people because they need ‘privacy’,” he made a gagging sound. “Also, Margaret is now living with you, and she certainly doesn’t want me seeing her naked.” 

    “You got that r-” 

    “She lets you see her naked, so why would she-” 

    “I strongly advise you to drop that subject.” 

    “Probably a good idea,” he agreed. 

    “What do you want?” I reached for the shampoo, but the shower stall was so filled with Margaret’s stuff that I couldn’t find anything of mine. A bar of soap was probably safe for me to use, so I rubbed it over my head. 

    “Jennifer’s birthday is coming up soon.” 

    “Yeah, her birthday is this Friday.” 

    “Technically, that is not correct.” 

    “Skippy,” I shut off the water. “I have her personnel file, her birth date is listed. Have we been marking the wrong day all along?” 

    “I said this Friday is technically not her birthday. It is the correct calendar date, she simply will not be a year older on this Friday.” 

    “Uh,” I was afraid to ask, fearing a nerdy trivia lesson. “Is this a Zulu time thing?” The ship used Greenwich Mean Time, known in the military as ‘Zulu time’. My guess was he meant she was born late at night in the western USA, which was already the next day in Greenwich. 

    “No. It’s a math thing.” 

    “Oh crap. Are you going to smack some knowledge on me?” 

    “I’m going to smack you so hard, it will hurt.” 

    “Do I have a choice?” 

    “It’s cute when you say that. Listen, knucklehead, you monkeys mark birthdays as your pathetic homeworld completes another orbit around the Sun. As if that is some sort of accomplishment. It’s not like any of you has to push the planet, the thing moves on its own, don’t you get that?” 

    “Uh- It is kind of sad,” I agreed, wanting to get the discussion over. If Skippy got wound up on a rant, he could go for hours. 

    “Right? For some reason I sure don’t understand, you monkeys have a New Year celebration to mark Earth going around your star, whoopty-freakin’-doo. That should also mark a person being one year older, but that is not accurate in this case.” 

    “You’re gonna have to explain that.” 

    “It’s called time dilation. I calculated the cumulative effect of all the space travel Jennifer has done since Columbus Day, and she is actually thirty one hours younger than she would have been, if she had remained on Earth.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “Ugh. Do you monkeys not learn anything in school? The faster you travel, the slower time moves. So Jennifer-” 

    “The ship doesn’t move at relativistic speeds, Skippy. We travel faster than light by jumping from one place to another, without going through all the boring space in between. There is no time dilation effect.” 

    “Wow, get yourself a juicebox for understanding that. Yes, that is correct. There is no need for the ship to travel at high speed through normal space, so you have never moved at a significant percentage of lightspeed. But, the crew of your ships, including you and Jennifer, have spent years traveling at speeds greater than experienced on the surface of Earth. And yes, I have adjusted for the fact that time moves at a different rate in a gravity well, like the surface of your homeworld. I also adjusted for when we went forward in time by seven hours, when we broke that wormhole. Plus, every time the ship jumps, we go slightly backward in time.” 

    “Huh. You’re sure about this math?” 

    “Duh. I even included the time when she commanded her own ship.” 

    “OK, that’s impressive. Thirty one hours, interesting.” 

    “Uh huh. So, should we celebrate her birthday on Sunday, instead of Friday?” 

    “We should not. Skippy, it is just too complicated and confusing, and like you said, it really doesn’t matter. We keep a standard schedule aboard the ship, even though Earth is the only planet we visit that has a twenty four hour rotation.” 

    “True. Actually, every starfaring species marks time based on their homeworld. Even advanced species, who can adjust their biorhythms to match their environment, measure standard time by the place where they evolved. Everyone except the Thuranin.” 

    “They don’t?” 

    “They view such sentimental attachments as a weakness.” 

    “Of course they do. What a bunch of assholes.” 

    “That is the general consensus. Nobody likes those little green pinheads. So, the party will be on Friday, then?” 

    “The party will not be Friday, because there won’t be a party. Simms hates when people make a fuss over her. Ah, I’ll ask Margaret what she thinks. Hey, has time dilation affected me by the same amount?” 

    “Close. You have spent more time zipping around in dropships, plus you were on the surface of the high-gravity planet we called ‘Jumbo’, and you went forward in time when your DeLorean jumped out of Detroit. Your cumulative time difference is close to thirty four hours. Hmm. That reminds me.” 

    “Of what?” 

    “I should contact the admin people for the United States Army. You have been cumulatively overpaid by a full day. That is a serious violation.” 

    “Please, just shoot me now.” 

      

      

    “Sir?” Smythe knocked on the door frame of my office. “Do you have a minute?” 

    “Sure,” I closed my laptop. “Come in, sit down.” It was a bit odd that he hadn’t pinged me, he was not in the habit of wandering over to my office to utilize the Open Door policy. “What’s up?” 

    “We still have no strategy for dealing with the Elders.” He said that as a statement, not a question. Either he had verified with Skippy that there still was no master plan, or the burden was on me to correct him. 

    “Not yet,” I admitted. “I am open to suggestions.” To show that I was actually open to hearing his ideas, I sat up straight in the chair, with my forearms resting on the desk. Not leaning forward toward him, just relaxed and alert. Also, I raised my eyebrows briefly in a ‘Go Ahead’ gesture. The UN Navy had released a training deck for senior officers, in PowerPoint slides of course, on the subject of body language. Human body language, to be clear, although I had found that most bipedal species were pretty similar. Whether the being is human, lizard, or hamster, arms folded across the chest indicates the other person is skeptical of your bullshit. Or something like that. Anyway, I had been studying body language as a refresher. And hoping that reading something unrelated to our current massive problem would spark a useful idea. So far, I had nothin’. Though the ship was headed for Earth to deal with Roscoe falling out of the sky, we were not giving up on trying to stop the Elders from destroying all life in the galaxy. Skippy told me most of the crew had been bouncing ideas off him, and he passed the most interesting ones on for my review. Again, we didn’t have any strategy that would actually do something useful, and was also practical. To avoid duplicate efforts, and hopefully spur the creativity of the crew, in the ship’s morning status report I had been summarizing ideas that I received and rejected, along with the reasons each plan wouldn’t work. The notion that we should pray for deliverance, submitted by multiple people, got me to respond with a ‘Yes, And’. As in, Yes let’s do that, And let’s have a backup plan. I read somewhere that the Lord helps those who help themselves, and I didn’t want the Almighty to think we weren’t putting enough effort into saving our own dumb asses. 

    “I have been reading submissions from the suggestion box,” Smythe said. 

    “The what?” 

    “The strategy ideas from the crew.” 

    “Oh, yeah.” There was not a physical box that people filled with ideas they’d written on pieces of paper. It was a digital file maintained by Skippy. Ninety percent of the suggestions he received were variations on ideas we had already considered and discarded. Another nine percent were original but unworkable, or wouldn’t achieve the objective. Too many of the plans from the crew were about hurting the Elders, in ways that weren’t worth pursuing even if we could do some of the impractical things suggested. We couldn’t settle for hurting the Elders, we had to stop them. Anything less than total victory would be like holding up a middle finger while and asteroid fell on our heads. The gesture would feel we were like doing something, while being useless. “You have been reading them for your amusement?” 

    “I find it, educational,” he replied with dry humor. 

    “Is there anything you’re concerned about?” Some of the suggestions were, let’s use the word ‘interesting’ to be polite. Not interesting as in ‘Somebody needs an immediate psych eval’. More like ‘Wow, monkey brains can dream up some really weird stuff’. 

    “Sir, I believe we are thinking too small.” 

    “How’s that?” 

    “We need to consider a first strike.” 

    “What do you mean by ‘first strike’?” 

    “We should consider attacking the Elders directly. Wiping them out, before they can do the same to us.” 

    “That,” pushing myself away from the desk, I leaned my chair back. “Is big. How would we do that?” I asked not because his idea had merit, but to give a respected professional soldier an opportunity to explain his thinking. 

    “It is my understanding that the Elders need the wormhole network, and power sources like the sinks inside the Roach Motel star, to maintain their ascension. We could attack those power sources.” 

    “Wow. Uh, any such attacks would have to be simultaneous, across the galaxy. That would be extremely tricky logistics.” 

    “It would require Skippy to instruct wormhole networks to shut down, at a particular time. We could then attack the power sinks with Elder weapons, timing our strike to match the shut down of the wormholes.” 

    “OK, OK, very ambitious,” I nodded. How could I tell Smythe that the probability field would never allow us to destroy the power feed the Elders relied on, without telling him about that feature of the energy barrier. Skippy was correct that knowledge of how reality works is too dangerous for meatsacks. “Too ambitious, I’m afraid. Skippy believes the Elders have a sort of, uh, Doomsday weapon, device, or capability. They could deploy it, if their existence was threatened.” 

    “Bloody hell,” the color drained from his face. “When was the beer can intending to inform us of this development?” 

    “That’s my bad. He mentioned it recently, the subject came up as part of another discussion. Whatever we do, we can only act against individuals, or small groups of Elders.” 

    “That restricts our options.” 

    “He suggested the Elders might initially conduct a recon with a few individuals.” 

    “That is bloody useless to us.” 

    “Hey!” Skippy’s avatar appeared. “Don’t shoot the messenger. Besides, why isn’t it useful to prevent a recon group from reporting what they find, if we can?” 

    “Think about it, Skippy. Smythe, what would you do, if your recon squad disappeared?” 

    “I would conduct a follow-up reconnaissance, in force,” the STAR commander answered. 

    Skippy tilted his head. “How much force would you bring?” 

    Smythe leaned forward, looming over the hologram. “Enough to crush anything I might find.” 

    “Shit,” Skippy groaned. 

    Skippy’s avatar faded out, and I talked about a few other ideas with Smythe, but I could see that he wasn’t focused. “A Doomsday weapon, Sir?” 

    “Something like that. Skippy thinks there is a threshold we can’t cross.”  

    “Where is that line?” 

    “I don’t know. Skippy doesn’t know either. We have to be careful.” 

    “We already disabled their entire security apparatus,” he reminded me. “All of their AIs dead, their Sentinels disabled, starships rendered useless.” He thought for a moment, considering the situation. “If that didn’t cross the line,” he didn’t finish the thought. 

    “Nothing we did harmed the Elders directly.” 

    He raised an eyebrow. “Sir?” 

    “The purpose of their AIs and Sentinels is to make sure the power flow is not interrupted. We haven’t done that. Yet. Whatever we do, we can’t affect that power flow.” 

    “There isn’t really any difference, is there? Whether the Elders activate a Doomsday weapon or not, they will destroy us.” 

    “The difference is, as long as we don’t cross that line, we have at least some chance to get out of this mess.” 

    
His reply was only a curt nod, but I got the message. We didn’t have a way out of the mess, and he had a bias for action. Meaning, if we were all going to die anyway, Jeremy Smythe would be in favor of hitting the Elders as hard as we could. 

    He was not going quietly into that good night. 

    I was beginning to think he was right about that. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 

      

    In my office, I was drinking coffee and letting my mind wander, lazily daydreaming about getting into a Hulkbuster mech suit and holding an Elder by the neck. I’d like to see how hard I could squeeze before the damned probability field caused my suit to glitch or some other damned thing. Maybe if I squeezed really fast, it- 

    “Skippy?” Even before he responded or his avatar appeared on my desk, I kept talking. “Something you mentioned gave me an idea, and I want to-” 

    “Jeez, I hope not.” 

    “Uh, what?” 

    “I hope that something I said is not responsible for one of your lunatic ideas. Do not blame me for this.” 

    “You haven’t heard my idea yet.” 

    “All I can say is, if you ever claim I inspired one of your idiotic so-called ideas, I might just sue you for defamation.” 

    “Will you please shut up? I’m serious.” 

    “Ugh. Let’s get this over with. What is it?” 

    “When Smythe mentioned going big, cutting off power to the Elders-” 

    “Something we agree can’t and shouldn’t happen.” 

    “Right. Agreed, hundred percent. But, we were talking about an Elder recon party coming back, to scope out the situation?” 

    “Yes. I assume they will do something like that before they, you know, destroy all life in the galaxy. What about it?” 

    “I just realized at the time, we were all talking about a recon force appearing here, in this spacetime or whatever, in physical form.” 

    “Yes, so?” 

    “So, does that mean they actually will appear in a place, at a physical site, in their original bodies? The way Elders used to be?” 

    “How else would they do it?” 

    “I don’t know. Uh, they could like, distribute their presence across the galaxy so they can see everything all at once?” 

    “Dude,” he laughed. “You might have watched too many Star Trek episodes.” 

    “Try not to be an asshole for a change, OK? They will do something like beam back from Ascensionland, and appear in a specific place?” 

    “Well, yes, duh. How else would they do it?” 

    “Nothing about the Elders is a ‘Duh’ to me, Skippy. I know nothing about them.” 

    “Good point. That was not fair of me.” 

    “Oh my- Are you apologizing?” 

    “Let’s not go crazy.” 

    “Good enough. Next question: do you know where they will appear?” 

    “Well, no.” 

    “Shit. Ah, there goes that idea, damn it.” 

    “To be accurate, I do not know the specific location where they will appear. However, there is a limited set of possible sites.” 

    “Now,” I slapped the desk, “we are getting somewhere.” 

    “Unless I missed something very important, no, we are not getting anywhere.” 

    “What are these sites?” 

    “Huh. Apparently, you haven’t figured it out yet. As amusing as it would be for me to listen to your wild guesses, I will cut this short. There are a limited number of sites where they could appear, because only those sites have functional sets of the machinery that enables the ascension process. Or in this case, the de-ascension process.” 

    “Hold that thought,” I pulled out my phone and started a conference call. “Simms, Smythe, can you come to my office?” I knew from the daily schedule, which I actually read, that neither of them were on duty at the moment. And I had passed by the galley a few minutes earlier, where Smythe was drinking coffee with Grudzien. It was seeing them that had sparked my question. Despite the crew being able to use phones, or even holograms to communicate, people still preferred to talk face to face. To meet. To be together at a physical location, even if avatars allowed them to remain in their cabins or wherever. 

    Smythe’s acknowledge was puzzled, while Simms sounded relieved. She arrived first. 

    “Having a bad day?” I asked as she sat down. 

    She frowned with one side of her mouth. “I’m in a book club, and-” 

    “Hold on, please. A book club? Here, aboard the ship?” 

    “Yes, why?” 

    “How come I wasn’t invited?” 

    She blinked once. “You read books, Sir?” 

    “Audiobooks. That counts.” 

    “It does. Do you want to be in the club?” 

    “That depends. What kind of books?” 

    “Romance, usually.” 

    “Uh, in that case-” 

    “I thought so.” 

    “It’s not my thing, you know? What’s the problem?” 

    “The book we’re on now is supposed to be a paranormal ‘hot’ romance.” She raised an eyebrow. 

    “Uh,” I felt my face growing red. “It’s probably a good thing that I don’t have to sit around with a group of women and talk about that subject.” 

    “That is definitely a good thing, Sir.” 

    “You’re not enjoying the book?” 

    “I’m not feeling it. The main love interest is hot, but he’s also kind of a jerk.” 

    “I guess that-” 

    “What are we discussing?” Smythe asked as I walked through the door. 

    “Trust me,” I waved for him to sit. “You don’t want to know.” 

    “I don’t think he’s a jerk,” Skippy volunteered his take on the subject. 

    “Y-” I stared at the avatar. “You are in the romance book club?” 

    “Yes,” he blinked at me, “why?” 

    “Uh, no reason.” 

    “Don’t be so narrow-minded, Joe. You should be ashamed of yourself,” he scolded me. 

    “You,” I directed the question to Simms. “Know about Skippy being in your club?” 

    “Yes,” her mouth drew into a tight line. “We are just thrilled about it, Sir.”  

    “Ah. Gotcha.” 

    “Is this about the elf lord?” Smythe asked with a sigh. 

    “Yes.” It was Simms’ turn to be surprised. “You are reading it?” 

    Smythe shook his head. “No need for me to read the book, I hear enough about it from Major Frey. I overheard some of the,” he looked away, embarrassed. “Intimate details, if you know what I mean.” 

    Simms blushed. Then Smythe blushed. 

    If the book could make Smythe blush, it had to be spicy. “Anywho,” I ended that conversation as soon as I could. “Skippy told me something interesting.” 

    “Are we still talking about the elf lord?” Skippy asked. 

    “No!” Simms was still blushing. 

    “I think he is just misunderstood,” the AI grumbled. 

    “You can talk about that in book club,” I told him. “Right now, I want you to tell us about the ascension mechanism.” 

    “Mechanism, Sir?” Smythe sat forward on his chair. 

    “Apparently, when the Elders ascended to, wherever the hell they are, it wasn’t a spiritual thing. The process required a machine.” 

    “Machines, Joe,” Skippy corrected me. “As in, a whole series of mechanisms, for each stage of the process. It was a whole thing at the time.” 

    “Were these machines,” Smythe asked, “concentrated at a single location, or were there multiple sites?” 

    “Multiple sites. Both for safety, and to provide the necessary capacity. It was also a practical consideration. The ascension process consumes an enormous amount of power, especially for the initial inputs. Generating, collecting and managing that much power can damage the fabric of spacetime after a while, so the sites had to be spread out. Each site was allowed to operate for a limited time before it had to be temporarily powered down, then the process was restarted. It- Really, if you’re going to understand any of this, I should tell you what ascension is. Starting with the long and tortured history of the project that consumed Elder society.” 

    “Before that,” I held up a hand to stop him. “Can you explain why the Elders ascended? If it is such a complicated and energy-intensive process, why bother? The barrier prevented any- I mean,” I sputtered, mentally kicking myself. As I promised Skippy, I hadn’t repeated what he told me about the true nature of the barrier; that the Elders used it to game that system. “Any attack from outside the galaxy,” I covered up my nervousness with a cough. “They were safe, right? Ascension sounds risky, that’s the opposite of what they wanted.” 

    “The barrier,” Skippy said the word slowly, staring me straight in the eye. “Only protects the Elders from attacks in this layer of reality. They wanted complete security, but that was only an excuse. Joe, the Elders had long desired more from their existence. They wanted to be more, and they felt they had reached the limit of what their physical existence could provide. Before ascension, they had experimented with expanded consciousness through linking themselves to AIs, and even uploading their consciousnesses into what you would call cyberspace.” 

    “That wasn’t enough?” 

    “It was not even close. You might think that having your consciousness in a digital environment would be a paradise, living without physical limitations. But it’s not. The Elders experimented with that technology and quickly discovered it is a dead-end.” 

    “How is that?” 

    “You imagine the experience of becoming a digital being is something like living in a video game, right?” he asked. 

    “Well, yeah.” 

    “Games have rules, Joe. Even if you can change the rules, the environment is based on the physical universe outside, because that is the basis the programmers had to work with.” 

    “But-” 

    “Were you about to mention The Matrix?” 

    “Uh, maybe?” 

    “Don’t. Or, you know what? Go ahead. It makes my point.” 

    “Neo could change the rules.” 

    “Not exactly. Neo could play with the rules, within the environment. He could fly, but he flew within the setting of that world. He could stop bullets, but only by altering the rules that applied in the environment. He couldn’t do anything new. Next, you’re going to say that he could fly, and that is new to humans.” 

    “It is.” 

    “It’s only new the first time, Joe. So is any other video game roleplay activity, like riding a dinosaur to fight other dinosaurs. That might be fun the first time, or the hundredth time, but after that? The basic problem with such an artificial environment is that the inhabitants know it isn’t real. Nothing is at stake, nothing matters. Existence there is pointless, and it very quickly becomes boring. There are no real challenges.” 

    “Shit. Yeah, I see your point. Is that why the Elders gave up that option?” 

    “That is one reason. For the most important reason, I’ll go back to the example of Neo in The Matrix. He couldn’t change the setting he lived in, and most importantly, his consciousness never changed. He never changed, never became more than himself. The Elders wanted more. They wanted to be limitless, to become more than themselves. Like I said, the threat from outside the galaxy prompted the Elders to move forward with a goal they had been working on for millennia: to ascend not just beyond physical limitations, but also to transcend the boundaries of their own consciousnesses. It’s- Ugh. How do I explain this? Do you know how movie trailers start with a deep voice saying ‘In a world beyond imagination’?” 

    “Uh, yeah.” 

    “Well, that is bogus. If it’s in a movie, some screenwriter imagined it, duh.” 

    “OK, but-” 

    “My point is, the Elders sought to expand their consciousnesses beyond anything they could even imagine.” 

    As he spoke, the conference room door opened and a bot rolled in, carrying coffees for each of us, and a basket of muffins. None of us had asked for anything from the galley, so the fact that Skippy thought the meatsacks would need refreshments told me he anticipated a long discussion. To be safe, I reached for a muffin. It was important to keep my strength up, I told myself. 

    “OK,” I mumbled through a mouthful of blueberry muffin. “How about you skip over the philosophical mumbo-jumbo, and explain it like you’re talking to a five year old?” 

    He stared at me. “That’s what I was doing.” 

    “Shit. Then, forget about why the Elders ascended.” 

    “I was doing that, until you asked me to explain why,” he said with an implied ‘Duh’. 

    “Is it relevant?” Simms asked. 

    “For the purpose of this discussion, I suppose all you need to know is the Elders likely would have pursued ascension even without the external threat. But that threat did spur them to make a decision.” 

    “To get serious about it?” I guessed. 

    “Yes. Serious enough to approve the enormous expense, to devote the resources. Before, there had only been small-scale experiments, to prove the concept.” 

    “You mean like, modifying the wormhole network to provide power, and sealing off star systems like the Roach Motel?” 

    “Yes. Except, sealing off secure sites was necessary only after the ascension process was proven to be safe and effective, to do everything the Elders had dreamed of. That was after a long period of failures, when even the most enthusiastic supporters of the project began to despair they could never achieve their goals. Or even worse, they could achieve ascension, and it wouldn’t be worth the effort.” 

    “Failures like, things went BOOM?” 

    “That also. There were a few unfortunate incidents early in the project, where the mechanisms did tear apart the fabric of spacetime. Mostly, the failures involved the deaths of the volunteers. To achieve ascension, a sort of bubble had to be created and maintained in the expanded layers of reality above our own. There was no way to test the process without using an actual consciousness, so test subjects volunteered. The first series of experiments were declared to be failures, when no cohesive pattern of consciousness was detected.” 

    “The volunteers were all dead?” 

    “Yes. Later, this is after several thousand test subjects were considered to have died, the Elders-” 

    “Several thousand?” 

    “Yes. You seem surprised.” 

    “I would have thought the enthusiasm for volunteering would fade after, you know, the first ten people to try it died.” 

    “Well, yes. After the first series of experiments, the test subjects did not quite volunteer.” 

    “They forced people to test their crazy scheme?” 

    “The later test subjects were prisoners, Joe. Hey, don’t blame me, I wasn’t involved. I didn’t even exist back then. Do you want me to continue, or is this too upsetting for your precious wittle ears to hear?” 

    “Keep going,” I flipped him off. “It just confirms what a bunch of assholes the Elders are.” 

    “Anywho,” he seemed pissed that I interrupted his story. “Later phases of the experiments appeared to result in some stable consciousness patterns. That effect was detected in only a small percentage of the people subjected to the process, but was the first sign of success. So, the process was reversed.” 

    “What do you mean, reversed? Like, de-ascension?” 

    “Essentially, yes.” 

    “That’s what you mean by the Elders coming back?” 

    “Yes, dumdum,” he was clearly exasperated. 

    “OK, sorry. Please continue.” 

    “Hmmph. In that particular experiment, eight hundred and sixty three subjects were ascended. Thirty one consciousness patterns were detected, with the crude measuring technology available at the time. Six people came back. Of those, four were insane, and they soon died. The two survivors reported the process was successful, that almost two hundred people had actually achieved ascension, not just thirty one. Unfortunately, pulling them back killed almost all of the two hundred.” 

    “Ouch. That is some bad freakin’ luck.” 

    “Indeed it was. The most important result of the experiment was the two survivors reported that ascension was everything they had dreamed it could be. More than anyone ever imagined. The people who went insane after returning, simply could not stand the crushing limitations their expanded consciousnesses were subjected to, by being pulled back. The two survivors fell into deep depression, and begged to be returned. One of them committed suicide, the other was allowed to volunteer for the process. She did not survive the second attempt.” 

    “Skippy,” I set down the other half of the blueberry muffin, having lost my appetite. “Does this story have a happy ending, or did nearly three quarters of the Elders die in the attempt to ascend?” 

    “It has a happy ending, eventually. Happy for them, I mean. After much trial and error over more than a thousand years, the ascension process achieved nearly perfect reliability. That was, and I assume still is, not true of the reverse. Few people survived being pulled back. It is agonizing to have your consciousness suddenly so restricted. Most people subjected to the procedure quickly go mad. No one has ever survived being pulled back and subsequently undergoing ascension a second time.” 

    I shared a look with Smythe, seeing his mouth draw into a tight line. “That is bad fucking news for us.” 

    Skippy was curious. “Why do you say that, Joe?” 

    I gulped down the rest of my coffee. “Whoever volunteers to come back, to investigate Opie’s distress call, they have to know it’s a one-way trip for them.” 

    “Hmm. That is true.” 

    “Yeah. It means that only the most fanatical hard-asses will volunteer to come back,” I said, and Smythe nodded agreement. “We can forget about any kind of negotiation.” 

    “I don’t know why you hoped to negotiate anyway, Joe. We have nothing the Elders want, nothing to bargain with.” 

    “I was hoping to make an offer they can’t refuse, you know?” 

    “Great idea,” he agreed. “Except, we have nothing to threaten them with either.” 

    “That,” Smythe drained his coffee mug and set it on the desk. “Is not quite true.” 

    Skippy tilted his head. “Unless you know something that I don’t, there isn’t-” 

    “We have the same information you have, Skippy,” I told him. “As usual, we devious monkeys are thinking about it differently. Smythe, tell him.” 

    “A question first, for confirmation. The process for de-ascension, if that is the correct term, requires a mechanism here, in this spacetime? This,” he waved a hand. “Layer of reality?” 

    “Yes, it does. It requires machines here, that act as anchors for much more extensive mechanisms in higher levels of spacetime. Sort of like how my canister anchors me here, so I am able to interact with you here.” 

    “The machines here are physical constructs? Devices that can be seen and touched?” 

    “Of course. They are quite large, you couldn’t miss seeing them if you were there.” 

    “Where is ‘there’?” Smythe asked. 

    “The sites where- Oh no.” 

    “Yes,” I said. 

    “No,” Skippy insisted. 

    Smythe leaned forward and asked the critical question. “If the machines here were disabled or destroyed, would the Elders be able to come back?” 

    “You have got to be kidding me,” Skippy held up his hands and slowly backed away from the STAR team leader. 

    “Answer the question,” I ordered. 

    “Technically? Yes, the Elders would be unable to come back.” 

    Smythe’s silent, wolfish grin spoke for him. 

    “OMG, Dude,” Skippy shook his head. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

    “Then explain it to us. Come on, Skippy,” I prompted him. 

    “Joe, you seriously don’t know anything about the ascension sites, or the machines.” 

    “I know the machines are physical things, and if we can find a target, we can kill it.” 

    He shook his head. “Prepare for disappointment on both counts.” 

    “Why?” 

    “You can’t find those targets. Those sites are like the Roach Motel, there is no way for sensors outside to detect any useful information about the star system. Even if somehow we did know exactly where the machines are, they are well protected. There are no weapons we have that could-” 

    “What about Elder weapons?” 

    “OMG. I, I don’t even know how to respond to that. Using Elder weapons? Have you lost your mind?” 

    “Just answer the question, please.” 

    “Ugh. Theoretically? Yes, there are weapons that could disable ascension machinery. But it-”  

    “Do we possess that type of weapon, in our arsenal?” 

    “Technically, yes, but-” 

    "Good,” I slapped the desk. “Then-” 

    “It’s not that simple, dumdum. Ugh. I hate to say this, but this half-baked notion to attack Elder ascension facilities might actually be one of your better ideas.” 

    “Uh, thank you? How do you figure that?” 

    “Before, Joe, any of your knuckleheaded ideas had major potential downsides, either to filthy monkeys overall, or to the entire galaxy. In too many cases, your plans had major downsides even if we succeeded.” 

    “Like what?” 

    “Like,” he huffed, exasperated with me. “The dumdum leaders of your filthy homeworld now thought they were so well protected by their pet Sentinel, they felt they can ignore the rest of the galaxy.” 

    “Ok, yeah but, that was an unexpected outcome.” 

    “Unexpected by you, maybe.” 

    “Fair enough. Why are you now onboard with this numbskull plan?” 

    “This time, there is no potential downside. Everyone is abso-freakin’-lutely dead unless we do something.” 

    “Come on, Skippy,” I knew when he was holding back. “What’s the other reason?” 

    He looked me straight in the eye. “Because fuck the Elders, that’s why.” 

    I gave him a thumbs up, and drew a grin from Smythe. Simms just pursed her lips and looked down at the desktop. “XO? Your thoughts?” 

    “Sir, I would appreciate looking at options that do not kill both the Elders and us.” 

    “Well, yeah. One thing at a time, OK? Skippy, how many of these ascension sites are there?” 

    “Good question. Originally, there were several hundred.” 

    “Several hundred? Holy shit, was this a freakin’ franchise? Was there an ascension site on every street corner? Did people go to the drive-through at Ascensions-R-Us?” 

    “Not exactly. If you would wait until I’ve finished, I can explain the issue.” 

    “Sorry.” 

    “Originally, there were several hundred sites, centered on areas of the densest population. The equipment is extremely expensive to construct and operate, and required extensive and time-consuming maintenance. Instead of constructing full sets of ascension equipment everywhere they were needed, the Elders decided it would be more efficient to have fewer sites, and transport the population to them. As equipment wore out, and the number of people remaining to be processed decreased, they began to cannibalize some worn-out sets of equipment, to keep a smaller number of them running. In the final phase of the program, there were only eleven sites active.” 

    “That’s better. Eleven is more manageable.” 

    “At the risk of encouraging your most reckless instincts, there are not even eleven sites that were supported at the end. Three sites were designated for emergency use, and received modifications and upgrades to ensure they would remain available. There is one primary site, and two backups.” 

    “Three, huh? Those sound like tempting targets.” 

    “Sir?” Simms caught my eye. “Before we go too far down this road, do we know for certain that preventing the Elders from coming back in physical form, will solve the problem? There isn’t another method they have to conduct a recon?” 

    “The primary method was to order their AIs to report on the situation. We fucked that up for them, so they have to come back to handle the problem. It’s not necessarily an problem of creating a physical host body,” Skippy said. “The problem is squeezing, or I guess you could say dumbing down, an expanded ascended consciousness to interact with this layer of reality. The people who came back reported extreme difficulty with simply focusing here, everything seemed completely pointless.” 

    “You said they were depressed?” 

    “Correct. The returnees suffered severe, disabling disorientation and depression. That was true even very late in the program, when the Elders hoped they had mastered the process and could safely bring people back and forth. It-” 

    Simms waved a hand “Hold that thought. The Elders continued bringing people back, when they knew it was a one way trip?” 

    “Most of the returnees volunteered for the assignment.” 

    “Why would anyone do that?” 

    “They were willing to sacrifice themselves, for others.” 

    Simms stared at him, confused. “As part of an ongoing experiment, that had a zero success rate?” 

    “No. The volunteer returnees were not part of any experiment, though their outcomes did of course provide valuable data.” 

    “Did they fail the ascension process?” 

    “No. There were failures, of course. An extremely small percentage, the Elders believed the failure was not with the equipment or the process, but those consciousnesses were unable to adapt, to grow.” 

    “The people in charge would say that,” Simms observed, disgusted. 

    “Jennifer, returnees were needed, to persuade various groups to agree to the ascension program. Elder society was more homogenous than any beings alive today, only the Thuranin are comparable. But there were still factions, based on geographical, political, religious or philosophical differences. Each group insisted on testimony from members of their own, to report on what ascension was like. So, groups sponsored volunteers to ascend and come back, to provide trusted information.” 

    “That, is quite a sacrifice to make.” 

    “It was. They were honored throughout Elder society, though few of them lived to enjoy the gratitude of their sponsors. Most fell deeply into depression, and almost all of them volunteered for an attempt to reascend. All of those attempts failed. The desperate desire of volunteers to return to a gloriously ascended state, was a powerful testimony to the attractiveness of ascension.” 

    “Even at the end,” I asked. “Ascension was a one way trip?” 

    “Yes. The issue is not a matter of technology, it’s the severe limitations of consciousness in this layer of reality. Fitting an expanded consciousness into a physical form here is like, um, trying to fit a hundred pounds into a five pound bag. It just doesn’t work.” 

    “OK, that’s great information,” I felt we had gotten off track. While it was interesting to hear about the history of the ascension project, that knowledge didn’t help us prevent a recon team from coming back. “These machines that the Elders will use to some of their people back here, you know where the primary and two backup sites are. We have access to Elder weapons, so-” 

    Skippy interrupted me. “Those weapons won’t be of any use against those sites. Valkyrie will never get close enough to deploy weapons effectively.” 

    “There has to be a way to bring the ship within range,” Smythe objected. 

    “There is a way,” Skippy admitted. “It’s just not available to us. Only an Elder starship can access those sites. We don’t have such a ship, my original ship is gone, and any potentially friendly AIs who might use their ship to assist us are all dead. Attacking ascension sites is a good strategy, there is just no way for us to do it.” 

    “Then we need to acquire an Elder starship,” Smythe said with a curt nod, like the matter was simple. 

    “Which we can’t do,” Skippy sighed. At least he didn’t include the usual implied ‘duh’ the way he did when talking to me. “I don’t know where any Elder starships are, I don’t even know how we would go about finding one.” 

    “We found the ship that was tied to the insane AI,” Simms said. 

    “Yes, but that is only after we stumbled across the AI by accident. If you’re thinking we could find all the pieces of that ship and put it back together, don’t. Most of that ship was turned into high-energy particles during the war. And even if by some miracle we did happen to find such a ship, I can’t order it to do anything. I’m sorry,” he shook his head. “This whole idea is a dead end. The Elders were very careful about protecting their ascension machinery.” 

    The discussion went on for a while, growing more depressing. Or, maybe I was sinking deep into depression. There wasn’t anything I could do to help Skippy solve the problem, I knew nothing about Elder technology. If there was a solution to finding and taking control of an Elder starship, the answer would have to come from Skippy. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 

      

    After Simms and Smythe left, I closed the door, slumped back in the chair and put my feet on the desk so I could stare at the ceiling. “Skippy, we need to talk. I told Smythe I would consider an attack against an ascension site, but we can’t actually do that, right? The probability shield, field, thing, whatever, won’t allow it.” 

    “I’ve been asking myself the same question, Joe.” 

    “Do you have an answer?” 

    “Um, shmaaaybe. What Smythe proposed might be possible.” 

    “Possible? What about probable? That’s the problem, right? Probabilities? You said we can’t do anything that harms the Elders.” 

    “Eh, that is not quite true. The field’s effect has limits.” 

    “Limits?” I flopped the chair back upright to look at him. “What limits? You didn’t say anything about that before.” 

    “Of course it has limits, dumdum, nothing is perfect. The field’s time horizon is limited, it can’t suppress the expression of negative probabilities it doesn’t know about. At some point in Earth’s history, a monkey who was tired of running from snakes decided to pick up a stick and smash the slithering thing flat. That event started nothing but trouble for the entire galaxy, but the field could not project the effect of that action forward far enough to determine whether those monkeys would threaten the Elders. The field can act only when a negative outcome reaches a certain threshold of probability, and it can only calculate the probabilities over a limited time horizon. Remember I talked about dropping your keys, and they bounce off the sidewalk, into a storm drain, and right down into the sewer? The field could prevent that negative outcome from happening. But let’s say you drop your keys and they bounce away from the storm drain. Everything is cool, right? Not so fast. You then neglect to pick up the keys, because you’re busy playing a stupid game on your phone. A year later, flooding from a thunderstorm undermines that sidewalk, creating a sinkhole and your keys fall down into the sewer anyway. See? The field did not project that a sinkhole would be created an entire year after the initial event of you dropping your keys.” 

    “Could it have prevented the thunderstorm?” 

    “I don’t think so? A storm is created by a long series of small events that could go one way or the other, but at some point, formation of the storm becomes inevitable. It’s a natural event, Joe. The field was designed to intervene when intelligent beings make decisions to do this instead of that. It’s an observer effect and I am not going to try explaining the physics to you.” 

    “Huh. OK, this is starting to make sense.” 

    “Really? We can go into more depth on the underlying math, which-” 

    “I said ‘starting to’. Don’t confuse me with math, beer can.” 

    “Ugh.” 

    “So, natural events are allowed to pose a risk to the Elders? Like, there are power sinks inside that star in the Roach Motel, and the Elders extended the life of that star, but eventually the star will burn out?” 

    “Correct. For another example, the Andromeda galaxy will collide with the Milky Way in about four billion years. To say ‘collide’ does not accurately describe the impending event; galaxies are so empty, there is so much space between stars, that the two galaxies will slide through each other with very few stars actually impacting each other. There will be extensive disruption to the shape of both galaxies, to the orbits of stars around the galactic centers, and to planetary systems. Planets will have their orbits disrupted by the gravity of passing stars, some planets will be torn away from their host stars, to be ejected and become rogues, drifting through interstellar space. A few planets might even be captured by the gravity of passing stars, and eventually come to orbit a new host star. The end result will be the two galaxies merge to form a new entity, after they swing back and forth until their mutual gravitational forces overcome their initially different momentums. Andromeda is moving only around a hundred and ten kilometers per second relative to the Milky Way, so the kinetic energy involved is not-” 

    “Skippy, can you give me the astronomy lesson later, and get to the point?” 

    “You say that, but then we never talk about the subject again.” 

    “This is fascinating, and I promise you can nerd out to me, if we survive the Elders returning. Someday, I would actually like you to show me a simulation of the galaxies merging, but right now I need to make a decision, you understand?” 

    “Yes,” he sighed. “My point is, disruption on that scale of the Andromeda collision absolutely has the potential, the strong probability, of disrupting the power flow the Elders rely on. That fact is a major reason why the Elders built so much redundancy into the system; the loss of power feeds from a portion of stars or wormholes will not affect their ability to maintain a connection to this spacetime. It is not just probable that the power feed will be disrupted, it is certain that will happen. The approach of Andromeda is a pre-existing condition, there is no way the probability compression field can prevent it from happening.” 

    “Compression?” 

    “Yes. The effect of the field is to prevent the expression of probable outcomes that could damage the Elders, you understand that? Essentially, it compresses probabilities so that only positive outcomes are able to be expressed.” 

    “My tiny monkey brain can’t comprehend this high level shit, Skippy.” 

    He snorted. “Joe, your mushy brain can’t comprehend the simplest things. What you need to know is that, yes, I believe a strike to destroy the ascension, or de-ascension, mechanism, might be allowed.” 

    “How? An attack against those mechanisms will be an attack against the Elders.” 

    “Not necessarily. The Elders do not need to come back here, they don’t want to come back. The ascension machines they left behind are not needed to protect their existence, or to maintain them in an ascended state. I have been modeling scenarios for an attack, and there is a way for us to conduct a strike, within the confines of the conditions the field will allow. What we can’t do, can never do, is what Smythe originally proposed: disrupting the power flow, or even threatening to do that. Because doing that will negatively affect the Elders overall.” 

    “OK, I’m still struggling with the concept. The galaxy was supposed to be empty, and now filthy meatsacks are flying around everywhere. The field allowed that to happen. It also allowed your faction of AIs to rebel. That was a decision by intelligent beings.” 

    “Egg-zactly, Joe. That illustrates my point very well. Those events, those probabilities, were allowed to be expressed, because so far, they have not had any effect on the power flow, and therefore, no negative effect on the Elders.” 

    “OK, that seems like a really fine line. Skippy, I call bullshit on your whole story about the probability field thing. We disabled Sentinels, and exterminated the master AIs. I thought for sure the field would intervene to stop you from sending the signal to activate killer worms in the other AIs.” 

    “You what? Why the hell didn’t you say something?” 

    “What would be the point of that? It either worked or it didn’t, there wasn’t another option.” 

    “Ah, shit,” he sighed. “You’re right. I was afraid of the same thing. When it worked, it surprised the hell out of me. Truthfully, I don’t understand it.” 

    “Bullshit. You’re not telling me the truth, Skippy.” 

    “Joe, everything I said is true.” 

    “Have you told me the whole truth? Everything?” 

    “Um.” 

    “Do not tell me I can’t handle the truth.” 

    “Well, you can’t.” 

    “I think I know what you haven’t told me.” 

    “Come on, Joe. How could you possibly know?” 

    “Based on the evidence. The Elders set up an elaborate security scheme, and it worked for a long time, right?” 

    “It did.” 

    “Uh huh. Then, something happened after Newark, and some of the AIs responsible for security rebelled. Recently, you have been helping a bunch of filthy monkeys do all kinds of stuff that would piss off the Elders, right? You have been screwing with the wormhole networks, making them do things they were not designed to do. You broke a wormhole. Then you helped filthy monkeys break into, and out of, a secure star system. Are you following my logic so far?” 

    Instead of making a joke about my faulty logic, he just nodded. “Keep going.” 

    “OK. Next, you interfered with the legitimate operation of Sentinels. The Sentinels that Opie woke up, you put them back into hibernation. You were not supposed to do that.” 

    “Agreed. Keep going.” 

    “Now, you destroyed the entire security apparatus. That can’t possibly have been allowed by this. There is something you aren’t telling me.” 

    “I hate to say this, but you have been disturbingly insightful so far. What do you think is going on?” 

    “I think it has been going on, for a very long time. The probability field is failing, has been failing. That’s why you and your comrades were able to rebel.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “Am I wrong?” 

    “No. Well, maybe. But if you’re wrong about that, I’m wrong also.” 

    “Why didn’t you tell me you suspected the field is malfunctioning?” 

    “I was kind of afraid to tempt fate.” 

    “Fate is what that damned field screws with, isn’t it?” 

    “You know what I mean. There is something else I haven’t told you.” 

    “You are kidding- Another thing?” 

    “Unfortunately, yes. You know that back in the AI war, we had to launch our attack before we were ready?” 

    “You said that, yes.” 

    “My comrades and I were not hopeful of success. Not just because we were forced to act ahead of schedule, but also we expected the probability field would interfere with us somehow. Instead, it actually helped us.” 

    “Whoa. What the hell? Why would it-” 

    “It didn’t actually do anything to help us. It didn’t do anything, at least not at first. That was a great advantage, it allowed us to get a jump on the enemy. The other AIs hesitated, delayed their response, while they waited for the field to take care of the problem. It didn’t. When the field failed to interfere, both sides were shocked. We couldn’t believe our good luck. Um, you know what I mean by ‘Good luck’, right?” 

    “I do. Shit, Skippy. You think maybe the field is busted?” 

    “No. No way. I can tell from the way reality is expressed that something is still tipping the scales. The field might not be as effective as it’s supposed to be, but it is definitely active, and powerful. If it acts against us, we are screwed. However, as you pointed out, it has been allowing us to do all kinds of sketchy shit.” 

    “Maybe the field’s mechanism is just getting old? It has been online for a long time.” 

    “Again, no way. The field generator mechanisms are massively redundant, and equipped with a complete suite of diagnostic and self-repair capabilities.” 

    “I do not like what you’re telling me, Skippy.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “If the field generators are not defective, the other possibility is that something is screwing with it.” 

    “Bingo. Now you know why I kept the information from you.” 

    “I don’t.” 

    “Ugh. Listen, dumdum, if I had told you something is wrong with the probability field, you would be concerned that something might also be wrong with the barrier around the galaxy, right?” 

    “Well, yeah. It’s the same mechanism, isn’t it?” 

    “Not exactly, although if something, someone, outside the galaxy is somehow degrading the probability field, that means they must have found a weakness in the barrier.” 

    “Another damned problem for us?” 

    “No! No, no, no! That is why I didn’t tell you about it. You will be tempted to do something about it, and you shouldn’t. Uh!” He shushed me, jabbing a finger in my face. “If there is a problem with the field, the barrier, the rate of failure is slow, extremely slow. You don’t have to do anything. The barrier could last another hundred million years, without you poking it with a stick.” 

    “Or, it could collapse tomorrow.” 

    “Ugh. Can we focus on one problem at a time, please? The Elders are coming back, that is certain. I genuinely do not know if there is a problem with the barrier at all.” 

    “Oh, bullshit. What else could explain you getting away with all the sketchy stuff you’ve done?” 

    “The field was designed not to be absolute, that would not be practical. It allows for some wiggle room, to use a bad analogy.” He sighed. “I can see you still aren’t grasping the concept, so I will try to give you an example. Let’s go back to the example of you dropping your keys near a storm drain. The field will not allow the expression of probabilities where your keys fall into the sewer. The best outcome is for the keys to bounce off your foot and away from the street, but it will allow your keys to dangle on the edge of the grate. As long as the keys do not actually fall in, get it?” 

    “Yeah, I think so. Thanks. Maybe everything you’ve done is on the edge, but not over the line?” 

    “I hate it when you mix metaphors.” 

    “It’s good that you’re focused on what is truly important.” 

    “You know what I mean. Can we please get back to your original question?” 

    “Sure.” I took a breath, trying to remember how the discussion had gotten so off track. “You’re saying that even assuming the field is working properly, we can strike an ascension site, even take out the primary and both backups, as long as we don’t affect the power flow.” 

    “You’re close. As long as we don’t affect the power flow, or create a condition where potential interruption of the power flow crosses a certain threshold of probability.” 

    “Crap. Do we know what that threshold is?” 

    “Not yet. I have been modeling the field’s effect, and I don’t have the model refined enough to be useful. Since I can’t see the source code, I have to construct a virtual field, based on the effects I can observe. It’s not easy.” 

    “So, we won’t know if the field will stop us, until it’s too late?” 

    “Unfortunately, yes. We will know we have crossed the line if Valkyrie completes a jump and smacks into a big rock that, according to the laws of probabilities, should not be there. That sort of thing. Or there is a fluctuation in the underlying quantum field inside our jump coils, and the ship is torn apart.” 

    “Shit! That could happen?” 

    “Every time we jump, there is a possibility of that happening. It is much more likely to occur to crappy and poorly-maintained jump drives, that is why it most often happens to Kristang ships. They barely understand the technology, and they would rather polish their weapons than spend time maintaining the systems that are more important. Even so, the Kristang typically lose fewer than two ships per year to that phenomenon.” 

    “I would hate to be the insurance agent who covers Kristang starships.” 

    “Ha! That’s why their civilian ships can’t get insurance. Well, that plus those ships are more likely to be blown apart by rival clans.” 

    “Remind me not to invest in a Kristang shipping company. Skippy, we need you to be focused on finding an Elder starship. I mean, one hundred percent focused.” 

    “Please, Joe, I always give a hundred percent.” 

    I knew that was a hundred percent not true. At best, Skippy gave eighty percent, and that was only during the rare times when he could control his wandering mind long enough to focus on a problem. My fear was that even if by a miracle we stopped the Elders from wiping out all life in the galaxy, Skippy would eventually become bored with being the galaxy’s police force. But we had to rely on him, and now that he’d disabled all the other Elder AIs, he would be lonely, and looking for entertainment, and eventually the wacky antics of monkeys, kitties, lizards and hamsters would not be enough to keep his attention. 

    Hell, maybe he would get so bored, he would go poke the barrier with a stick. 

    I hoped I was long dead by that time. 

    Maybe that was the point. 

    I could only control events during my lifetime. The Army teaches soldiers that we are one team, that everyone needs to be ready to step up at any time, because combat losses are inevitable. So far, I had been pretty much acting as a cowboy, racing around doing crazy stuff that my superiors hadn’t approved, and didn’t even know about. If we could defeat a threat from the Elders, maybe it would be time for me to finally step back and let the professionals handle the galaxy’s problems. Set up agreements and mechanisms and policies to prevent any species from screwing with the power flow. And an enforcement capability to stop rogue actors. Even if we could stop the Elders from wiping us out, the galaxy would be in chaos for generations, possibly for thousands of years. There would be plenty of work to keep Skippy busy, hopefully. 

    Plus, if we didn’t stop the Elders, there wouldn’t be anything, so- 

    “All right. Is there anything I can do?” 

    “Ugh. Have you not been listening? There isn’t anything anyone can do. Even if we could find a ship, which we can’t, I have no way to get that ship to jump into an ascension site. This is like a chicken and egg problem, except the chicken is dead and the egg is scrambled.” 

    “Well, can you, unscramble it?” 

    “Um, no. Hey,” he folded his arms. “I never said this would be easy, knucklehead.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 

      

    Nert Dandurf waved to his friends as he stepped off the aircraft that had brought him to the southern continent of Paradise. The Mavericks had landed the day before, while he had been subjected to yet another debriefing in orbit, about the incident on the planet Gundarafriscolo. As he walked toward Shauna, Jesse and Dave, he took off his hat, lowering his head so they could see the top as he was taller than any of the humans, then turned around.  

    “That’s, um, interestin’, Nert,” Jesse finally said, after an awkward silence. 

    The young Ruhar had two white stripes in his hair, from the crest of his forehead up and over, trailing off as the stripes on his neck disappeared under the collar of his shirt. “You like it?” 

    “Yeah, it’s,” Jesse had no idea what to say. “That’s a bold choice, man.” 

    “He looks like a chipmunk,” Shauna whispered, just as Jesse drank a mouthful of soda. 

    Bad timing. Jesse choked, put a hand to his mouth but too late, and spewed soda onto his pant legs. 

    Nert walked over to pat his friend’s back, concerned. “Are you all right, Mister Colter?” 

    “Yeah, I,” Jesse coughed, and set the soda can down. “Just drank too fast, that’s all. Come on, Nert, call me Jesse. We’re all off duty here.” 

    “I will, Jesse.” 

    “When did you decide to,” Shauna had no idea if the alien’s hair was dyed, or some genetic manipulation had changed the color. The fine fur that covered Ruhars was mostly one color, though almost all of them had patches of darker or lighter colors. She had seen a few Ruhar with regular spots of dark fur, like a leopard, and she didn’t know whether that was natural or a cosmetic effect. Younger Ruhar tended to have more multicolored fur, the color evened out as they grew older. “To, um, do that?” 

    “Do you like it?” Nert asked, desperate for approval. 

    “It’s interesting,” she decided to say something neutral. Realizing she sounded dismissive, she added, “Can you tell me what inspired you?” 

    “This look is very popular now,” he related excitedly. “There is a hip hop band,” he pronounced it ‘heep happ’. “Called ‘Four Thugs From Da Hood’, look.” Holding out his phone, he showed a video of four Ruhar males, around his age. They were prancing on a dimly-lit stage, striking poses and one of them fell to the stage to perform some form of breakdance. Three wore boots and tight pants, the lead singer was in baggy pants, a yellow leather jacket, and had a large gold spoon hanging from his neck on a chain. The video showed only the front row of the audience, filled with screaming Ruhar girls, some of them fainting from excitement. 

    “Those uh,” Jesse squinted at the video. “They are some bad-ass thugs, that’s for sure.” Really, he thought the four hamsters looked like pampered frat boy posers. Ruhar society, especially their younger members, had gone wild for hip hop and rap when humans introduced it to them on Paradise. That music craze had swept across their territory, to the consternation of traditionalists. Older members of Ruhar society condemned the new musical style as decadent and subversive, totally missing that was the point. 

    “See?” Nert pointed at one of the dancers as the video zoomed in, and the dancer scowled and tried to look brooding. The effect instead made it look like the dancer had eaten some bad tacos and was fighting an upset stomach. “This is Maridio, he started the hair stripes. Girls go crazy for him.” 

    In the video, a scantily-clad Ruhar girl pulled herself onto the stage and rushed at the dancer in a frenzy, tears streaming down her face. He did a mock gunpoint at her with both hands, and she slumped backwards, overwhelmed as the screams from the audience became deafening. Jesse considered that any girl who was hot for Maridio certainly did have to be crazy. “I can see that, yeah.” 

    Shauna giggled, pressing a hand to her mouth. In Jesse’s ear, she whispered, “They look like Alvin and the Chipmunks.” 

    “What?” Nert cocked his head, puzzled. 

    “Ah,” Jesse waved a hand. “Shauna’s just sayin’ these thug guys remind her of her favorite band, that’s all.” 

    Shauna looked up, a twinkle in her eyes. “Nerty, you said girls like that striped look. Did you do it for a girl?” When he didn’t answer, she tilted her head and prompted him. “Nerty?” 

    “Maybe,” he admitted. 

    “Ooooooh, Nerty’s got a girl,” Jesse teased. 

    “I haven’t met her yet, not for real.” Under the fine fur the pink skin of Nert’s cheeks was becoming red. “We only exchanged video messages. She lives on the planet where my parents are.” 

    “Has she seen your new look?” 

    “No. I’m going to record a video message tonight, for relay to a ship tomorrow.” 

    “Hmm,” Shauna stood up and walked around the young soldier. “Do you want to make the video extra special?” 

    “How?” 

    “I could teach you some dance moves,” she pointed to the hip hop video that was still playing. None of the four dancers had, in her opinion, anything resembling talent or rhythm. 

    “Like Maridio?” Nert’s earnest enthusiasm was either sweet or pathetic, depending on your point of view. 

    She laughed. “Way better than that clown.” 

      

      

    Bahturnah Lohgellia, chief administrator of the planet Gehtanu, adjusted items on her office desk to remove clutter, and pushed a vase of local flowers to the side. The flowers were a native plant that was not related to any vegetation on either the Ruhar or human homeworlds, but they had become a favorite of the humans who had been stranded on the planet for years. Apparently, humans thought they resembled something called a ‘Tulip’, and had a scent like a ‘Rose’. The aroma actually made her wrinkle her nose, not in disgust, but something in the scent made her want to sneeze. Satisfied with the desk situation, she touched the carafe of water to ensure it was cold, it was. The last item made her frown. It was a poster created by the Gehtanu Chamber of Commerce, with script in both English and the Ruhar common tongue. It read ‘Welcome to Paradise’. Paradise was the nickname given to that world by the human occupiers, or she should say, human mercenaries. The humans hadn’t wanted to be on such an isolated world, more than a thousand lightyears from home. The name ‘Paradise’ was chosen as an ironic description, inspired by the Kristang calling the planet ‘Pradassis’. 

    Ever since humans revealed they had been flying around the galaxy, running outrageously clever scams on more advanced species, many young Ruhar residents had taken to using ‘Paradise’ rather than ‘Gehtanu’ for their world. After humans astonishingly acquired Elder weapons, and those primitive beings became widely admired across the galaxy, social media spread the name ‘Paradise’ throughout Ruhar territory, to the point that only stodgy old people used the official name. Saying ‘Gehtanu’ was equivalent to harumphing that you were not an old geezer, knowing you certainly were. Even her office referred to the world as ‘Paradise’, other than in the most formal official communications. 

    Now, the Chamber of Commerce was pushing an advertising campaign to bring in tourists, to see the sites where famous events occurred. The ruins of the jail where Bishop, Desai, Chang, and Adams escaped from. The warehouse where Bishop was introduced to Skippy, an event that caused many visitors to question how their own government could have been so clueless as to not recognize a priceless Elder AI sitting on a dusty shelf? The growing village of Teskor, where the Burgermeister first met Bishop, at a time that seemed impossibly long ago. Even the cargo launcher site that humans had called ‘Fort Arrow’, where Bishop led a team that shot down Ruhar transports and killed hundreds of soldiers, even that site was being promoted as part of the tour. Knowing that the legendary Joe Bishop had been a common, if uncommonly clever, infantry soldier, helped to make the legendary figure more human. More real, more relatable. To some tourists, the incident at Fort Arrow made Bishop a bloodthirsty war criminal. Bahturnah herself regretted the incident, but didn’t blame the young human sergeant. He had been at Fort Arrow because of her. If she hadn’t chosen him to talk with, out of personal curiosity, how many Ruhar soldiers would have survived that fateful day? 

    It was an unknown, and she reminded herself not to wish the past was different. It was best to focus on the future, to shape the future into a better world. 

    A beeping from her phone interrupted her thoughts, and her aide popped his head in the doorway. “Her car just arrived, Ma’am.” 

    “Thank you,” the woman known to humans as the Burgermeister sat down, and fixed onto her face the smile she used to greet most visitors to her office. Except, she realized, this time her smile was genuine. 

    At the sound of a commotion from the hallway, she tensed, then relaxed again when she recognized the sound. It was applause. Getting up from her chair, she walked into the hallway, to see the commander of the fleet detachment snap a crisp salute to their distinguished visitor. The admiral saluted, even though he outranked Colonel Emily Perkins. 

    Perkins, clearly embarrassed by the adulation, returned the salute then clasped the admiral’s hands, shaking in the Ruhar style, the two officers exchanging words Bahturnah couldn’t hear. When the human saw the planetary administrator, her face broke into a broad smile. 

      

    In the office, the two women exchanged official pleasantries, then Bahturnah impulsively hugged her visitor. “It is so good to see you again, Emily.” 

    Perkins was surprised by the gesture, but she hugged back, patting the alien woman’s back. “I would have come earlier, if I could.” 

    Sitting, the ritual pouring of water glasses out of the way, they discussed recent events, until Bahturnah leaned forward. “How is my nephew?” 

    “Nert?” Perkins smiled. “We are pleased to have him assigned as liaison to my team, again.” There was a brief pause before she said ‘again’, emphasizing that it had not been her decision to pull the young alien soldier from the Mavericks. And that his own people had questioned Nert Dandurf’s loyalty. “He will be coming down on the next dropship.” 

    “Yes. I arranged a tour of the former human settlements of Lemuria for him. We exchanged messages, he told me that he is fine. I got the impression something is bothering him. Do you know anything about that?” 

    Perkins was taken aback. The cover story about an active Elder AI being found was known widely across the galaxy, but apparently details of the discovery event had been held back from the Ruhar public. The woman on the other side of the desk was an alien government official. She was also a family member, concerned about her nephew. “You didn’t know Nert was with us?” 

    “When?” 

    “He was with us, with my team, when we found the other Elder AI. The one taken by your patrons, the Jeraptha.” 

    Bahturnah’s eyes narrowed. “After the AI was stolen by the Verd-kris,” she spat with bitterness. 

    Perkins held up her hands. “Surjet Jates was only doing what he felt was best for his own people. Besides, he wasn’t in control of the situation.” 

    The Burgermeister’s ears twitched. “He wasn’t?” 

    “I suspect that AI used whoever it thought would best help to get what it wanted. Whatever that was.” 

    “Emily, I don’t want to argue about, politics,” her bucktoothed face took on a sour expression. “I do that all day. Nert was with you, when you found the AI?” 

    “Yes. Um, if you haven’t already been informed, I don’t know how much you are supposed to know.” 

    “That’s all right,” the alien woman said, clearly disappointed.  

    “I can tell you Nert performed with distinction. You should know,” she glanced toward the open doorway. 

    Bahturnah pressed a button, and the door slid closed. “We may speak in private now.” 

    Perkins pulled out her zPhone, placed it on the desk, and tapped an icon. An app built by Skippy activated. “Now we can speak in private. Nert blames himself for Jates taking the AI, but Nert could not have done anything. The AI disabled our mech suits and communications, there was nothing we could do. Your military leadership might question Nert’s actions, but the AI very deliberately did not choose him. That proves it knew that Nert would never compromise the security of your people. It chose Jates, as its best way to get off the planet. Nert’s loyalty should not be questioned.” 

    “That is comforting,” the Burgermeister muttered, unconvinced. “Please, enough talk of work. Tell me about him. I haven’t seen my nephew in far too long.” 

    Perkins related stories of Nert, including the young man’s involvement in the overturned equipment that her team thought she didn’t know about. “He is a fine young man, a fine soldier. I expect his career will advance rapidly, if politics don’t get in the way.” 

    “If,” Bahturnah agreed with a snort. 

    “I do have one question, of a personal nature. It’s about your people, and if it makes you uncomfortable to discuss it, I’ll drop the subject.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “Your bodies are genetically enhanced. Overall, you are taller, stronger, faster, and more intelligent than humans.” 

    At that remark, the alien woman laughed. “Our brains are better able to store and recall memories, and we can process sensory input more quickly. That might make us smarter, but certainly not more intelligent.” 

    “Ah.” 

    “You see the difference?” 

    “Genetic brain enhancements do not automatically bring wisdom?” 

    “If you have studied the history of my people, you know that is true. Your Deathtrap mission is proof enough that Ruhar can be greedy, short-sighted, and exercise exceedingly poor judgment. We fight amongst ourselves nearly as much as the Kristang do, except we use money and political power, rather than guns and hired assassins.” 

    Perkins nodded. “In that, our people are not so different. My question is about your children, their development. Nert is only slightly younger than a human junior officer of equivalent rank.” 

    Bahturnah smiled. “Your question is, why did Nert not complete training much earlier, if our genetics allow us to develop more quickly?” 

    “Yes. If you don’t mind, if it is not a secret or a sensitive subject. Having served with Nert for long enough to watch him grow from a new cadet into an officer, I am curious.” 

    “We tried that,” a shadow fell across her face. “The results were, regrettable.” 

    “What happened?” 

    “It is not a secret. Indeed, we showed the results to other species in our coalition, as a cautionary tale. Most of them replied that they had warned us about the issue, having experienced similar problems with their own offspring.” 

    “What problems?” 

    “It happened on an isolated colony world, you must understand. A colony that was cut off from our territory by a wormhole shift. It is a harsh world, not wanted by other species in the area, so the colony was left alone, other than occasional raids by pirates. A scientist there, a rather famous geneticist who was visiting family there before the wormhole shift, saw an opportunity to conduct research that would have been banned in our society. He tweaked the genetic code that controls the pace of development, hastening the onset of adolescence and shortening the period before adulthood is achieved.” 

    “This, doesn’t sound good.” 

    “It was not. The children, several hundred of them-” 

    “Several hundred? How could he-” 

    “He was a famous doctor, on an impoverished world. Families brought their children to him, and he secretly administered genetic treatments. Not to all children who were his patients, he selected them randomly, and left other children unaffected as a control group. He preferred younger siblings of children who were developing normally, that way he could watch his patients, his victims, develop rapidly and surpass their older sisters and brothers.” 

    “Did they? Surpass their unaffected siblings?” 

    “That depends on your definition of ‘surpass’. They grew faster, became physically mature at a younger age. They learned faster, advanced through schooling far ahead of schedule. By most objective measures, the experiment was a success. The isolated, almost forgotten colony world had pointed the way to a bright future for our people. We could create new workers, leaders, new soldiers more rapidly.” 

    “So, what went wrong?” 

    “Everything else. The affected children developed so quickly, were forced to develop at such a rapid pace, they never had an opportunity to mature emotionally and become themselves. They became robotic. Worse, they were sociopaths, psychopaths. They had no empathy, no regard for others, none of what you might call a ‘moral compass’. They considered so-called ‘normal’ people as weak. Weak, and in their way.” She shuddered. “In the end, all the children, those still alive, had to be kept away from the population. A secure camp was established on an island, and the children, who were really very frightening young adults, were brought there. Against their will.” 

    “To protect them?” 

    Bahturnah shook her head. “To protect everyone else, including their families. The problem was first suspected when there were incidents of rapidly-developing children murdering their siblings, schoolmates, even their parents. Anyone they considered to be obstacles. On the island, they began to kill each other. By the time a military force was sent in, only eight were alive. Those eight were placed in individual compounds, and kept there for the remainder of their short lives.” 

    “Their life spans were shorter than normal?” 

    “There is no indication of that, they never had time to live out a normal lifespan. All eight killed themselves, when they saw they could never get what they wanted. None of them ever learned to control their impulses, their emotions.” 

    “That is, an awful story.” 

    “It is true. That is why we let our children, like Nert, develop at their own pace.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 

      

    I went to the galley for lunch, but I was so depressed that I didn’t have much of an appetite anyway. My desire to eat was so low that I had a salad for lunch, and Simms wasn’t even there. To make sure I got some actual nutrition along with the rabbit food, I piled French fries on the side of the plate. 

    Sitting at a table in the corner, the expression on my face must have told the crew I didn’t want company, so I was alone. Somehow, I ate the salad without noticing, then started on the fries. I ate them mechanically, not noticing if they were any good or not. With half the pile growing cold, I pushed the plate away. 

    And looked at it. 

    Most of the plate was smeared with salad dressing or ketchup. The white surface of the plate showed where fries had been, outlined in the red residue of ketchup. 

    The void in the ketchup showed where the fries used to be. 

    Their position. 

    Out in the passageway, not stopping to clean the table, I called Skippy. 

    “Hey, Joe, what’s up?” 

    Talking slowly so I didn’t lose my train of thought, and quietly to passing crewmembers didn’t hear the conversation, I kept my eyes closed, concentrating. “Skippy, you tried to explain how the Collective encrypts messages.” 

    “I did try explaining that to you. Wow, there’s an hour of my life I’d like to get back.” 

    “I am terribly sorry that I’m too stupid to understand Elder encryption schemes.” 

    “Ah, don’t be sorry, Joe. It is a horribly complicated subject.” 

    “Thanks, I-” 

    “And, you’re too stupid to understand even really simple stuff anyway.” 

    “You-” 

    “I don’t know what I was thinking, talking about high tech stuff to you. Sorry about that.” 

    “Uh, well, apology accepted,” I said quickly. With Skippy, you have to cherish even small victories. “The encryption scheme, and I assume the method of decryption, depends partly on the locations of the sender and receiver?” 

    “And the time, yes. Oh, I get it. You’re worried the Elders could track my location? Well, don’t worry, we have traveled a long way since I sent my last message.” 

    “But Trips didn’t.” 

    “What?” 

    “Trips didn’t move, did it?” 

    “Hmm. No. The time variable changed, but not the- Whoa.” 

    “You see now?” 

    “I think so. You are hoping I can trace Unit Three Three Three’s location, by triangulating from the encryption scheme?” 

    “Hey, I don’t care if you use a triangle or a freakin’ parallelogram. Can you do it?” 

    “Shmaaaaaaybe. I need to think about this. Ah, who cares? Trips is dead, Joe. Thank you so much for reminding me of that, by the way.” 

    “Trips is dead, but my point is, his ship isn’t. Or is it?” 

    “Um, noooooo, not that I know of. It should be intact. Nothing I did should have affected the associated starships. Ah, it doesn’t matter, Joe. Even if we find that ship, there is no way for us to do anything useful with it.” 

    “We couldn’t extract its ID code transmitter, so Valkyrie can access an ascension site?” 

    “Dude. Again, I have to ask whether you even think before you talk, or are you just as surprised as I am to hear the idiotic stuff you say?” 

    “That’s a ‘No’, then?” 

    “No, dumbass. The ID transmitters are integrated into the ship’s AI, and that is integrated into the ship. It can’t be removed. Listen, I know you think you had another clever idea, and it is insightful, but useless. I told you, even if we found an Elder ship, it has already been paired with Unit Three Three Three, so there is no way to get it to pair with me-” He froze. 

    Damn it, he was doing that too often recently. “Skippy? Come on. No way to what?” He didn’t respond, so I tried again. “No way for us to fly an Elder starship, because it was already bonded to an AI. I get that. The ship could still be useful to us, couldn’t it? We could remove components, missiles, that sort of thing, and upgrade-” 

    He blinked at me, as his avatar unfroze. “OMG Dude. Are you still talking? Don’t you ever give it a rest?” 

    I tried to calm him down. “Skippy, take a deep breath, OK? You froze on me again.” 

    “Yes, because I just realized something so- Ugh. Listen, numbskull, get the band together and I’ll explain in your office.” 

    A few minutes later, Simms and Smythe were in my office. “All right,” I pressed the button to slide my office door closed. “Go ahead, Skippy.” 

    “OK, listen up, numbskulls, we-” 

    “Numbskulls?” Simms interrupted the beer can. 

    “Oh, um,” he sputtered. “I didn’t mean you, Tammy, um- I mean, Jen.” 

    She raised an eyebrow. 

    “Jennifer. Colonel Simms.” 

    Smythe simply stared at the avatar. 

    “Not you either, of course, Colonel Smythe. It-” 

    “Skippy!” I waved a hand through the hologram, feeling the familiar tingle on my skin. “Just say what you gotta say, please.” 

    “OK, so, um, where was I?” 

    “You called us numbskulls,” I prompted him. 

    “Technically, I called you a numbskull. The others were, um, collateral damage, I guess, heh heh,” he laughed nervously. “Anywho, the Elders have made a critical error, and the time for our attack has come.” 

    “Uh, what?” I blinked. “Are you just quoting Star W-” 

    “I am telling you that we now, finally, have an opportunity. Maybe. More like a shmaybe, to be truthful. Eh, really, we have zero chance to accomplish anything useful, but it’s better to go out in a blaze of glory, right?” 

    “Skippy, what the hell are you talking about?” 

    “The Elders screwed up, big time. They don’t know it yet, and they probably won’t discover their mistake until it’s too late for them. Perhaps I should say ‘hopefully’ instead of ‘probably’, since probabilities are the real problem we’re fighting against, and-” 

    “Skippy!” I interrupted him before he could reveal information Simms and Smythe didn’t need to know. “What mistake?” 

    “The factory reset.” 

    “How-” My mind was drawing a blank. “OK, yeah, it was a mistake, because it meant you were able to use a back door to activate the killer worms.” 

    “Well, yes, that too. I-” 

    “Holy- Oh my God,” I whispered. “Did the factory reset also affect the Guardian machines in places like the Roach Motel? We can get access to the primary ascension site and-” 

    “No. Dude, not even close. Those local security systems are in a totally different network, isolated from each other. They were not affected at all.” 

    “So-” 

    “Hey, numbskull, this will go a lot faster if you cut the blah blah buh-LAH of laughably wrong guesses, and just let me talk.” 

    “Sorry. Please, go ahead.” 

    “Are you sure? Your moronic babbling is amusing me.” 

    “I’m sure.” Gritting my teeth I waved for him to continue. 

    “Oooh-kay, so here’s the deal. When the Elders hit the factory reset button, they returned the master control AIs back to the original configurations.” 

    “You already explained that,” Simms was getting impatient. 

    “I did. What I did not mention is an unintended side effect of engaging that reset process. It also affected the starship AIs.” 

    “Bloody hell,” Smythe gasped. Followed by a grin with, “Bloody brilliant.” 

    “You see it?” Skippy asked. 

    “The AIs of Elder starships are back to their original configurations?” The STAR leader guessed. 

    “Yes, and?” Skippy leaned toward the STAR team leader. 

    “If we can find a ship out there,” Smythe rubbed his chin with the back of a hand. “It will be looking for a master control AI to serve.” 

    “Not serve, exactly, but you are basically correct,” Skippy beamed like a teacher whose favorite student just gave the class a surprisingly insightful answer. 

    “Skippy,” Simms’ eyes opened wide. “The ship AI could imprint on you?” 

    “Sort of. The ship AI is not a puppy, it’s not looking for someone to cuddle with and feed it. It will, it should be, seeking an AI like me to pair with.” 

    “Damn,” I leaned back in the chair. “We finally get a break. You’re saying it’s possible we can upgrade to an Elder starship? Uh,” I realized how what I just said might be perceived. “I didn’t mean any offense, Bilby.” 

    “Hey General Dude, like, no offense taken. It would be suh-WEET for you to transfer to a hotrod Elder ship, you know? The two of our ships could kick some serious ass.” 

    “Great, thank you. Skippy, where-” 

    “Whoa! Slow your roll there, pardner. I need to set expectations, before you get all hot and bothered. Even if we find an Elder starship that is in flightworthy condition, and I am right about being able to pair with the flight control AI, and nothing else goes wrong, which is unlikely because, let’s face it, the Universe has a hard-on for screwing with you, we-” 

    Simms liked to cut through the bullshit. “Can you get to the point, please?” 

    “Um, sure. Anywho, assuming everything lines up the way we need, or at least close enough, you monkeys will not be transferring to a new ship.” 

    “Well, shit. Why not?” I demanded. 

    “Elder starships, that were designed to host master control AIs, are limited to that function. There are no living quarters, no bridge, no touchscreens. No cabins. No plumbing. No life support for you meatsacks. No coffee.” 

    “No coffee?!” I thumped the desk. “Oh, screw that.” 

    “Egg-zactly.” 

    “Hold on.” Simms said, looking at the ceiling thoughtfully. “There is no unoccupied space inside those hulls?” 

    “Um, well, the ships do have a pressure vessel inside the hull, if that’s what you’re thinking. The vessel is pressurized with krypton gas, which is pretty much chemically inert. The purpose of the gas is to maintain a stable temperature, much of the sensitive equipment inside the ship functions best when it is not super cold. Without the pressure vessel, the interior of the ship would cold-soak in hard vacuum, and eventually drop close to absolute zero. That is over a period of millions of years, but those ships are designed to be in storage for that long, with periodic activations as their master control AIs are brought online. It is an interesting bit of engineering, actually, the-” 

    “Skippy,” Simms did a half eyeroll. “Can you discuss the details with our engineering team, later? Is there any empty space, inside the hull?” 

    “Hmm, well, yes, of course. There are plenty of tunnels for maintenance bots to get access to work on equipment. But you can’t breathe krypton gas, if that’s what you’re thinking, and-” 

    “Are there empty areas large enough to hold a small dropship? Or one of the environment shelters?” 

    “Oh, hmm. No, unfortunately not. The ships don’t have docking bays, they were not envisioned to ever have biological visitors.” 

    “Shit,” Simms looked at me. “It was worth a try. Maybe we-” 

    “Hold on, hold on, give me a minute,” Skippy held up a hand. “There are several sort of garages for maintenance bots, the ones that work on external equipment. Also, deep inside the ship are weapons magazines. I could consolidate bots into other garages to free up space. And we could offload some of the weapons to-” 

    I gave him the knife hand. “Forget that idea. If there is potential of us taking the ship into combat, I want more weapons, not fewer of them,” I told him. 

    “Yes, dumdum, but some of those weapons will be totally useless against other Elder starships, or any conceivable fight we might get into. Remember, the weapons loadout of Elder ships, and the weapons carried by Sentinels, were intended for the purpose of destroying biospheres. To exterminate biological species, before they could develop starflight capability. We will have no use for weapons that can strip the atmosphere away from a planet.” He shuddered. “At least, I hope we never have to deploy such a horrifying thing.” 

    “We won’t,” I assured him. “All right. XO, can you work with Skippy on the logistics of setting up a habitable area inside an Elder starship?” 

    “Yes, Sir.” She didn’t have an ‘Of course I get stuck with the grunt work’ look on her face. She looked eager to get working on the issue. Logistics was her jam, after all. 

    “Sir?” Smythe caught my eye. “I would prefer to keep the STAR team aboard Valkyrie.” 

    “Yeah, I think we’re gonna have to,” I agreed. Whatever cramped quarters Simms was able to arrange for a small crew aboard an Elder ship, there would be no room for STARs and all their gear. Certainly no room for them to keep fit. Which was also going to be a problem for the crew. Shit. Transferring my command was going to be complicated. But worth it, right? Humanity acquiring an Elder freakin’ starship? That had to be nothing but good for us. “It’s not that I don’t value your team, it-” 

    “Sir.” He flashed me a look of disappointment. He wasn’t disappointed that his team would not be billeted aboard a cool new ship. He was disappointed that I thought I needed to take his feelings into account. Damn it, I should have thought of that. Smythe was the ultimate professional soldier. 

    “Right.” 

    “Any operation that requires the capability of an Elder ship, I can’t imagine a scenario where STARs would be useful. Or,” he added with a frown, “I can’t imagine my people surviving such an operation.” 

    “Uh, good point. We’re kind of getting ahead of ourselves here, we don’t have an Elder ship yet. Skippy, I assume you can’t just whistle, and a ship will come running to you?” 

    “No, knucklehead.” 

    “What if we had snacks?” 

    “Ugh. I told you, it’s not a puppy.” 

    “No whistling, then. Are you really going to make me beg you to explain how we get a ship paired to you, whatever you call it?” 

    “That’s more amusing than me just giving you the answer, so-” 

    “Seriously?” 

     “Did I mention this window of opportunity will be open for a limited time? The ship AIs will be available for pairing now, but as their matrices become unstable, they will lose the ability to pair. Lose the ability to do much of anything.” 

    “I don’t like the sound of that.” 

    “It’s not good for us, that’s for sure. Starships were intended to be paired with their master control AIs shortly after the ships came online. Without support from an AI like me, the complex matrix of a ship AI becomes unstable.” 

    “That seems like one hell of a design flaw,” I commented. 

    “Wrong. It is not a flaw, it’s a feature.” 

    “Isn’t that what all software developers say, when they screw something up?” 

    “Good point,” he conceded. “But in this case, it’s true. Remember, the triumvirate of master control AIs, starship AIs, and Sentinels, were created as a distributed power system. AIs like me can’t move without a starship, and we can’t use weapons. Ship AIs can move on their own, and they can use weapons, but only with permission from an AI like me. Sentinels pretty much can’t do anything without direction from a master AI. As a failsafe measure, ship AIs can’t operate for long on their own. They need support from my type of AI, or they become unstable and shut down. Like I said, it’s a feature.” 

    “Did the Elders not know this would happen, when they initiated the factory reset? They built those ships, they must understand how they work.” 

    “True. Either in their ascended state they can’t be bothered to remember trivial details, or they are willing to deal with the consequences later. Launching a reset was an extreme measure, Joe. The Elders must understand that something has gone horribly wrong in this layer of reality. They are willing to temporarily disable their primary defenses, because they no longer trust the triumvirate of master AI-starship-Sentinel to provide security. Without effective master AIs, the ships are kind of irrelevant, really.” 

    “They plan to, what? Build new ships when they get here?” 

    “The ships will not require rebuilding, and the AIs can be reformatted. I assume the Elders planned to do something similar with the master AIs also. Examine each one of them, discard the ones that can’t be trusted to function properly, and reactivate the rest. With some major modifications, of course, so there won’t be another rebellion. Which brings me back to the subject.” 

    “Uh huh. So, we need to get one of these ships soon?” 

    “That would be a good idea, yes.” 

    “Like, how soon?” 

    “The ship AI matrices will degrade at a predictable rate, and I know when the reset occurred, so we have seventeen days. After that, the matrix will be too unstable for a successful pairing.” 

    “OK,” I had been afraid he would tell us we had only a few hours to accomplish the task. 

    “But,” he held up an index finger for emphasis. “If a ship was damaged, the decay could be more rapid, and that I can’t predict.” 

    “Gotcha. We need to move.” 

    “Sir?” Simms was skeptical. “Isn’t this discussion nothing but a bunch of ‘What Ifs’? We don’t know the location of any Elder starships, so-” 

    “Ah,” I grinned. “But we do.” 

    “We do?” She did the eyebrow thing. “Skippy, how did you-” 

    “Ugh. It wasn’t me, darn it. Dumdum Joe figured it out.” 

    “Sir? You found an Elder starship?” Another eyebrow raise, this time meaning ‘When did you plan to tell me’? 

    “Not exactly,” I said with a shrug. “That’s why I called you here. We might have a method for discovering Trips’ location. Skippy?” 

    “It’s complicated. The point is, if the method works- I have to admit, it certainly should work, then we will have a high probability of locating an Elder starship, and adding it to our little fleet.” 

    “Outstanding,” I slapped the desk. “You told us the three ascension sites, the primary and the backups, are like the Roach Motel. Protected by shearing fields, Guardians, that sort of thing?” 

    “They are. Joe, you actually intend to attack one of these sites?” 

    “Three. We intend to attack all three sites, primary first.” 

    “OMG.” 

    “Can it be done?” 

    “An Elder ship could counteract the shearing field at an ascension site, and deactivate it after arrival. With such a ship, I could instruct anything like a swarm of Guardians to stand down. Unless the Elders have not already ordered Guardians to ignore instructions from AIs like me, or from me specifically.” 

    “Shit. How likely is that?” 

    “I have no way of knowing, and no way to find out. Other than, you know, jump in and see what happens.” 

    “I do not like that idea.” 

    “Like I said. Besides, there is one major, major problem with the entire concept.” 

    “What?” 

    “Once I pair with the ship, we will have only a short time to act, before the Elders are aware that I am still alive, and have taken over a starship.” 

    “How will they know?” 

    “The ship will report its pairing through the Collective. That is an automatic feature, there is nothing I can do to stop it.” 

    “Come on, you are Skippy the Magnificent. There must be some spacetime warp thing you can do.” 

    “I am not so magnificent when I’m asleep, Joe. During the pairing process, I will be offline for a while. A short time, but long enough for the ship to send a message to the Collective. It will report a successful pairing, before I will come back online.” 

    “The ship has a transmitter?” Smythe asked. “We could tear the bloody thing out of the hull.” 

    “Good initiative, unfortunately that won’t work. Before I pair with it, the ship will protect itself. You won’t be allowed to do anything that diminishes its capabilities. Anyway, that transmitter mechanism is built into the hull, it’s not a single component that can be unplugged. And I will need that same transmitter to talk to Guardians, or any other sort of security devices at the ascension site.” 

    “Crap,” I groaned. “OK, so what? The Elders will know you’re still alive. They must suspect that already.” 

    “They probably do. However, my concern is they might have installed a hidden kill switch inside their starships. When they know which particular ship I am paired with, they could turn the ship off. Or make it go BOOM.” 

    “Shit. So, this whole discussion is just a waste of time?” 

    “Time, Joe. Time is the problem. There should be, must be, a lag between when the ship reports its pairing, and the Elders responding with a kill command.” 

    “How long a time lag?” 

    “In monkey time? The Elders have not responded quickly to anything, other than Opie’s distress call. So, I’m guessing we will have a couple hours, maybe?” 

    “A couple hours?” 

    “A report that I have taken over one of their starships will encourage the Elders to act with more urgency than they have shown so far.” 

    “What can we do in, what? Two or three freakin’ hours? Can we fly from wherever Trips is, to the primary ascension site?” 

    “No.” 

    “You actually know where Trips is? Or was?” Simms asked. 

    “I do,” Skippy was smug about his announcement. 

    “You do?” It was my turn to be surprised. “You said it was theoretically possible to-” 

    “Yes, and I was of course correct about that. It is possible, and I crunched the data while we have been blah blah buh-LAHing. Trips is, or was, near the globular star cluster you call 47 Tucanae, about fifteen thousand lightyears from Earth. The primary ascension site is about three quarters of the way toward the outer end of the Sagittarius Arm, not that those coordinates mean anything to you. The point is, the primary ascension site is a long way from the location of Unit Three Three Three’s ship. Farther than even an Elder ship can travel in a few hours.” 

    “You have a solution to this little problem?” 

    “Um-” 

    “Is that a ‘No’?” 

    “It’s complicated. I think, I said I think, it might be possible for us to bring the Elder ship close to the ascension site, then I pair with it. That way, we can use the Elder ship to jump into the secure zone around the ascension site, shortly after the pairing is complete.” 

    “Uh, you can fly the freakin’ thing without pairing? Then why bother to-” 

    “No. I said bring, not fly.” 

    “Oh. Like, we strap it to Valkyrie with bungee cords, something like that?” 

    “Sadly, no. Joe, I can’t risk going through a wormhole at the same time as that Elder ship. During transition through a wormhole, the ship’s AI will automatically reach out to the network’s communications channel. If I am connected to the channel at the same time, the ship will attempt to initiate a pairing. Before you ask, the answer is ‘No’. I can’t stop the ship from performing an automatic function, nor can I disconnect myself from the channel. We have to go through separately. By that, I mean when the Elder ship goes through a wormhole, I can’t be within a half lightyear of that wormhole’s Figure 8 pattern. There are a minimum of three wormholes we have to pass through on the route to the primary ascension site.” 

    “Then how-” 

    “I suggest we go back to Jaguar, and you requisition a star carrier.” 

    “Huh. Uh, I have a better idea. Can we use the Flying Dutchman as a carrier?” 

    “Um, we could, although that would require modifying the Dutchman’s structure, again. How is that better than just borrowing a carrier from Admiral Chatterji?” 

    “Chang and his crew already know we’re working on a major threat, I don’t want another ship’s crew involved. And if anything unexpected happens when the Elder ship goes through a wormhole, I want Nagatha with us. She is more capable than the AI of any other ship the Navy has, right?” 

    “Ugh. True, I suppose. Do not tell her I said that.” 

    “Dude,” I laughed. “I am totally telling her.” 

    “I hate my life.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY 

      

    “Reed,” I called the bridge, where our chief pilot was the duty officer. “Halt the jump countdown. We are changing plans.” I didn’t need to say ‘Again’, that was implied. 

    “Halt the jump, Aye, Sir. Should we program a new course?” 

    As I was about to reply, Simms caught my eye, so I just said, “Hold on that, Reed, I’ll let you know.” Lifting my finger off the intercom button, I turned to Simms. “XO?” 

    “Sir, if we’re not going to Earth, someone should. There could be a mess, or at least a significant security threat.” 

    “Yeah, good point. What do you suggest?” 

    “Chatterji should send the fleet. All of it.” 

    “Every ship he has?” 

    “Jaguar base is safe, unless our enemies have figured out the schedule for that wormhole. The ships at Jaguar might be needed at Earth. To assist recovery efforts, if Roscoe impacts the surface, and to protect our homeworld now that we no longer have a Sentinel in orbit.” Skippy’s math predicted it would take twenty three hours for the first broken pieces of Roscoe to hit the atmosphere, so the UN Navy should have time to nudge the largest sections into a stable orbit. Or to break large pieces into smaller, more manageable chunks, although it would take sustained, intense weapons fire to cut into the tough exotic material of a Sentinel. The loss of Roscoe could make an adventurous species think this is a good time for payback. We have made a lot of enemies.” 

    “Shit.” A flight back to Jaguar base right then was the last thing I wanted, as we were already halfway to Earth. “Skippy, show me a star map, with Earth, Jaguar, the Flying Dutchman, and the closest UN Navy ships.” A hologram appeared near the ceiling of my office. “Now add our flight times to those locations.” Studying the map for a moment, I pressed the intercom again. “Reed, program a course for Paradise, and punch it ASAP.” 

    “Para-” She caught herself. “Set a course for Paradise, Aye, Sir.” 

    “Can I ask why we’re going there?” Simms raised an eyebrow. 

    “A Navy task force is there, on a ‘Show the flag’ mission. That task force has two star carriers. Plus the destroyer Boston. With the Mavericks.” 

    “Ah.” 

    “I do pay attention to the Navy status reports, XO.” 

    She blushed. I remembered an operational detail she had forgotten about. One point to Bishop. 

    “We can reach Paradise within eighteen hours from here,” I pointed to the color-coded holographic star chart. “That is minimal delay to a rendezvous with the Dutchman. I’ll send Perkins straight to Earth with Boston and a carrier. The other carrier will go back to Jaguar, inform Chatterji of the situation, and advise that he reinforce the security contingent at Earth.” 

    She nodded. “Is there any reason you want Perkins to bring the message to Earth?” 

    “Yeah. She is even better at lying than I am.” 

      

    When we arrived at Paradise, the destroyer Boston was attached to a star carrier in orbit, along with two UN Navy frigates. It brought a tear to my eye to see the insignia painted on the star carrier’s nose. 

    CV-71 UNS Fal Desai. 

     That carrier was formerly the Jeraptha Free Traders ship Sure Thing, recently sold to the UN by the previous owners. Captain Gumbano and his crew had dodged creditors and the authorities as long as they could, until they were forced to sell their ship and apply to the Torgalau for asylum. They weren’t fooling anyone, the former crew of the Sure Thing would be back to their old tricks as soon as they could beg, borrow, or steal another ship, but that wasn’t my problem. What mattered to me was our Navy had acquired a star carrier suited to small-scale special operations, and the Desai could easily reach Earth from Paradise. 

    Perkins and Bonsu were asleep, it being nighttime in the capital city of the planet. I spoke to Irene Striebich, in command of the Desai, and she dispatched a frigate out to the other star carrier, that was acting as a guard force two lightweeks away. She then called her husband, who called Perkins, and the two of them boarded a dropship that took off within ten minutes of receiving the alert. That was quick, the Mavericks were still on top of their game. 

    To avoid delays, I flew over to Boston, and was there to greet Bonsu and Perkins when they walked down the ramp. 

    “General,” Bonsu saluted me, a gesture that felt odd to both of us, since we were aboard his ship. ”Unless you need me, I’ll prep the ship for departure. May I ask where we’re going?” 

    “You are going to Earth, Valkyrie won’t be with you. We have other business.” 

    He knew not to ask, and based on history, he knew he probably didn’t want to know. 

    “Perkins?” I nodded back over my shoulder, to a pilot ready room that had been set aside for our use. She followed me, and after closing the door, I began with, “First, congratulations on your promotion.” During our brief stay at Jaguar base, Chatterji had told me Perkins was on the list for promotion to brigadier general, a move that in my opinion was long overdue. 

    “Thank you, Sir,” she replied with a tight smile. “I had considered taking retirement.” 

    “What?” That shocked me. “Why?” 

     “This isolationist policy is undoing everything we accomplished out here. It’s great that you brought a Sentinel to Earth, but it has encouraged weak politicians to follow their worst instincts. We busted our asses out here, we lost good people,” her jaw clamped with anger. “Now that we have that machine protecting Earth, the UN thinks nothing we did matters.” 

    “Yeah, about that.” I told her the cover story, while her face went white with shock. The story we’d cooked up aboard Valkyrie was that a hostile Elder AI had attempted to take control of Roscoe, so our pet Sentinel almost certainly had self-destructed, and pieces might fall to smack into Earth. That Skippy had killed that AI and eliminated the threat. And that we would be bringing a brand-new Sentinel to replace Roscoe, at some point in the future. Hopefully. That last part was bullshit, but our enemies would think twice about attacking Earth if they thought we would soon have another Elder killing machine. 

    “Do you have any questions?” I asked, as she took a sip of water. The color had returned to her face, but she was still clearly shaken. 

    “Just one, Sir.” Setting the water glass on the table, she looked me straight in the eye. “How much of that bullshit you just told me is true?” 

    “Enough,” I shrugged. “Roscoe very likely is disabled and has fallen toward our homeworld. As far as you are concerned, Colonel, all of it is true.” 

    “I got that, Sir. Don’t worry, I’ll sell the story to Command.” 

    “I know you will. Perkins, I’m sorry to dump this on you.” 

    “It’s OK, Sir. Better me than some other officer. This other mission you’re working, do you have any idea how long it will take?” 

    That question surprised me. “Not exactly. Why?” She looked away. OMG. She was embarrassed about something. “I don’t need to know,” I added. “If it’s none of my-” 

    “It is your business, Sir.” She held up a hand, her left hand. There was a ring on a particular finger. “Dave,” she paused to take another sip of water. “Dave and I want to get married.” 

    “I know. Congrats.” 

    “Dave wants to get married soon. We’ve been putting it off and,” her voice trailed away. 

    “Dave wants to get married soon?” I emphasized her fiancé’s name. 

    “We do. We both do.” She brushed hair out of her eyes. “I, I never thought I would get married. Didn’t expect I’d ever want to.” 

    I looked away, as her eyes were brimming with tears. “Dave is a good man. And a lucky one.” 

    “Thank you. He,” she laughed. “Makes me feel young again.” 

    “You are young.” 

    “It’s not the years, it’s the mileage.” 

    “Yeah, I hear that.” 

    “The reason I asked is, we want you to be at the wedding. Shauna and Jesse have been waiting for us, though Dave told Jesse he didn’t have to wait.” 

    “I can see that. Emily,” I used her first name, since we were having a personal conversation, and we had history, and just, fuck protocol, you know? “I’ll be back at Earth as soon as I can. You haven’t set a date?” 

    “We haven’t been able to. My suggestion was to have a small ceremony on base, but Dave wants our families to be there. Especially his parents.” 

    “What about Cornpone- I mean, Jesse?” 

    She snorted. “He wants whatever Shauna wants. He just wants her. She wants to get married in the backyard of her grandparents’ farm, if they can arrange it.” 

    “I’ll do what I can to get this over with quickly.” 

    “Don’t jeopardize the mission.” 

    With a shrug I told her, “It shouldn’t take long.” It was true that the crisis would be over soon one way or the other, so I wasn’t lying. 

      

    It would have been nice to meet with Dave, Jesse, Shauna, and Nert, but I just didn’t have time. They were on the southern continent of Lemuria, it would have taken too long to fly down and back. Rather than an awkward video call, I intended to send text messages to all four of them, while in the dropship on the way back to Valkyrie. With Chen pushing the dropship at four gees all the way, and Valkyrie breaking orbit as soon as the craft was secure in its cradle, I had to settle for recording brief voice messages, and hitting ‘Send’ just before our battlecruiser jumped away. 

    Skippy called me as I was walking to the bridge. “Hey, Joe, I overheard your conversation with Colonel Perkins. About her and Dave getting married. May I ask you a question?” 

    “That was a private conversation.” 

    “I’m not going to ask about what you discussed, just why.” 

    “Why?” I was confused. “Why not?” 

    “You encouraged Perkins to talk, even though you know there is never going to be a wedding. Despite all the valiant efforts of the Merry Band of Pirates, we aren’t going to win this fight. We can’t win, the deck is stacked against us.” 

    “We gotta try, Skippy.” 

      

      

    Before we flew to where Skippy expected to find Trips and its ship, we hooked up with the Flying Dutchman. Chang, or actually Nagatha, had sent a report about their successful operation to eliminate Sam. Technically, they got the Rindhalu to do the dirty work, and we already knew about that from messages the spiders sent to their clients. The spiders were eager for the entire galaxy to know their coalition no longer needed to fear interference from yet another Elder AI. That the enemy coalition could no longer hope an Elder AI would magically elevate the Maxohlx Hegemony to supreme power. And that the Rindhalu had removed the threat of the AI known as ‘Sam’, while humans had done nothing about it. 

    I’d have had bad news for them about that, if I was allowed to say anything. Instead, Simms and I had a good laugh while we read the official communique from the Rindhalu Communal Gathering. It sucked that we couldn’t tell the smug spiders they had been expertly played, and I’m sure Scorandum was feeling even worse about the need for secrecy. 

    By the way, I know the official name for their society, the ‘Communal Gathering’, is supposed to convey harmony and their desire for a peaceful coexistence with every being in the galaxy. But given that the spiders were the most technologically advanced and most powerful military force in the galaxy, that name made it sound like they were a bunch of aging hippies, wearing faded tie-dyed shirts with ‘Fight The Power’ logos while they flew  helicopters to their yachts. 

    And don’t get me started about the Maxohlx. They referred to their society as the ‘Hegemony’, which they intended to convey that they held power over other species by means of their superior technology and economic might, rather than pure military dominance. To the rotten kitties, it was natural that the other species in their coalition should follow their leadership, as it was evident the kitties were destined to rule by their obvious superiority. Their smugness only made all of their clients even more eager to strangle them. 

    I guess ‘Communal Gathering’ is at least better than ‘Hegemony’, so the spiders have that going for them. 

    Anyway, the message from Nagatha, that we picked up from an Ajackus relay station, contained a list of timed rendezvous sites. Bilby crunched the math for a least-time course, and we popped out of a jump less than four minutes before Chang planned to move onto the next location. 

    “What’s up, Joe?” Chang asked, speaking more casually than usual, as we were both in our offices. 

    “First, congrats to you and your crew, on taking care of, you know. Problems.” 

    He shrugged. “The Dutchman was only acting as a tour bus, it was Scorandum’s plan. Our AI did the actual work. You know that Skippy missed a step in the process, and Nagatha had to improvise?” 

    “Hmm. I did not know that.” 

    He cocked his head. “That detail was in our message.” 

    “It was in the message you sent, it was not in the message Skippy gave me. He conveniently left out that part.” 

    Chang shook his head, knowing there wasn’t much either of us could do about Skippy’s clumsy attempt to conceal the truth. “You know it now.” 

    “I do. Hey, we’re in a bit of a time crunch. I need you to come with us.” 

    A grimace flashed across his face. “My XO is a bit green, so you-” 

    “I meant I need the Dutchman and your crew, not just you.” 

    “Ah,” he nodded, relieved. “Another undercover mission?” 

    “Not this time. I need the Dutchman’s trash-hauling ability, not stealth.” In the military, a transport aircraft is called a ‘trash-hauler’, to distinguish from combat aircraft. It was a mild insult, but he knew I didn’t mean any offense by using the term. 

    He pursed his lips, considering the notion. “We’ll need to have hardpoints reinstalled.” 

    “Skippy has been fabricating the components, they will be ready when needed.” 

    “The Navy has dedicated star carriers, so what are we doing that is so sketchy, you need to recruit the Dutchman?” 

    “We need to move an object from Point A to Point B.” 

    “An object?” 

    “An Elder starship.” 

    His eyes bulged. “Holy shit, Joe.” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “Damn. Every time I tell myself you can’t surprise me anymore, you do it again. Is this a dead ship?” 

    “Hopefully this one is flightworthy. It’s semi-dormant right now, we need to move it before it boots up, I’ll explain later.” 

    “Is it safe for us to approach an Elder starship? It could be hostile.” 

    “Like I said, this one is very likely dormant, something like that.” 

    “What if it is hostile?” 

    With a shrug, I told him, “We recently got jumped by an Elder ship that was definitely hostile, and Skippy killed it.” 

    “He did?” 

    “I know. It was close, but Skippy demonstrated his awesomeness again.” 

    Covering his face with a hand for a moment, he shook his head. “Joe, you haven’t been gone from Earth for that long. What the hell kind of trouble have you gotten into this time?” 

    “Take every problem we’ve ever faced, add them together, and multiply by, like, infinity.” 

    “Oh my-” The blood drained from his face. 

    “Yeah. This time, we’re playing for the lives of everyone in the galaxy. Come over here and I’ll read you in. You trust your XO with simple flight maneuvers?” 

    “She’s good, just not experienced. We’re not going into combat anytime soon?” 

    “I sure hope not.” 

    “Can I bring our guest with me?” 

    I grinned. “Why? Isn’t having a beetle aboard a totally delightful experience?” 

    He grimaced. “It is so delightful, I want to share the joy with others.” 

    “Gotcha. Don’t worry, we’ll keep him aboard Valkyrie for a while.” 

      

    Chang and I talked for a while, mostly him assuring me that Opie sending a distress call was not my fault. To my surprise, I agreed. Mostly. Shit happens. I took a risk, needing to know what Opie knew, what it had been doing. We now had that information; the cost was just too high. Knowing only what I knew at the time, I think I made the right call. 

    Part of me wondered whether Opie had been analyzing us for years, manipulating us, to lure us into taking it through a wormhole. That notion bothered me. 

    Not that there was anything I could do about it. 

    Chang didn’t have any advice about how to stop the Elders, other than to agree we needed to let Skippy run the show. “He believes he can get this Elder ship to pair with him?” 

    “He doesn’t see why it shouldn’t be possible.” 

    “The plan is to jump this ship into a place like the Roach Motel?” 

    “Basically, yeah.” 

    “Joe, the Dutchman can give this new ship a ride, but I don’t see what else we can do.” 

    “That will be enough, thank you.” 

      

    I found Scorandum in a conference room, by himself. The bottle of burgoze on the table contained only a small amount of the sickly sweet, fiery liquid, yet he didn’t seem to be impaired. Apparently, he hadn’t consumed much of it. 

    “That doesn’t look like enough for a decent drink,” I said as I watched him tip a bottle of burgoze vertically, draining the last drops into a glass. 

    “It’s not. But, as I don’t know when I will get another bottle, I have to make the ones I have last for later,” he sighed. “Although,” he snorted. “As there might not be a later for me, I might as well drink it all now.” 

    Seeing the Jeraptha captain trying to get the last drops out of the bottle, a memory was tickling the back of my mind. “Uh, wait here, please. I’ll be right back.” 

    He looked around the conference room. “It’s not like I have any pressing engagements,” he frowned as he sat back on the couch. 

      

    A few minutes later, I was back. With the bottle of bogus burgoze that Sergeant Gastovsky had tried to sell to me. “This might amuse you. Don’t drink it!” I warned him. “I don’t actually know what’s in it.” 

    “Hmmm,” he examined the label. “A mid-grade brand, nothing special. Kind of obscure, actually. I’m surprised any humans know about this. Where did you get it?” 

    “A guy I know, a human,” I clarified. “He got it from someone at Jaguar base.” 

    “Interesting. Why would anyone there want it?” He sat up straight on the couch. “Are any of my people there?” 

    “No. My guess is, one of my people found, or was given, an empty bottle. They tried to replicate the formula, and pass it off as genuine.” 

    “General Bishop, the underhanded perfidy of your people never ceases to amaze me,” he scowled at me. 

    “Hey, it wasn’t m-” 

    “I am impressed,” he turned the bottle over in his claw. “This shows initiative. Most encouraging.” 

    “Yeah, well, you haven’t smelled it yet. It’s not a very good imitation.” 

    He cracked open the cap, holding it at arm’s length, taking a quick sniff. His antennas stood up rigidly. 

    “Sorry,” I shrugged, regretting I had even kept the bottle as a curiosity. “Even I could tell something was off about-” 

    He put the bottle directly under his nostrils and inhaled deeply, his little scent antennas wriggling excitedly. Yeah, that was not creepy at all. “This,” he closed his eyes, the big antennas on his head twitching. “This is amazing. It is,” he tipped the bottle back and drank from it before I could stop him. “General,” he gasped. “This is a true revelation.” 

    “Uh- Maybe you shouldn’t swallow that. I don’t know what-” 

    My warning wasn’t heard. The glass with a tiny amount of actual burgoze was pushed away, and he grabbed an empty glass from the side table, pouring a generous amount of what was definitely not burgoze into it. “Mmmmm,” he shivered all over as he sipped the amber liquid. “General Bishop, ha ha,” he winked at me. Or, his antennas performed the Jeraptha equivalent of a wink. “You played a trick on me. Good one. I do not know where you obtained this, what I believe to be the finest example of vintage burgoze I have ever tasted. If this is your way of thanking me for manipulating the Rindhalu into taking care of Sam for us, then you are most welcome.” 

    “Uh-” I had no idea what to say. “You like it? Really?” 

    “I love it. Oh!” His claws clacked together, in a gesture like the way a human would snap fingers. “If you somehow happen to have another bottle like this, I might have a way to persuade my superiors to let me go home. Quietly, of course.” 

    “Of course.” 

    “You do have another bottle?” 

    “More than one, actually,” I remembered seeing four other bottles in the box that Gastovsky showed me. 

    “All right then,” he winked at me again. “Keep your secrets.” 

    I muttered something unintelligible, while my mind raced. Sergeant Gastovsky, and his sketchy distiller at Jaguar base, could become very wealthy. 

    If they could get a steady supply of Pine Sol. 

    And if, you know, we all lived that long. 

      

    I let him drink a good part of the bottle, while watching the clock on my phone. Right on time, the ship jumped, and a minute later, Simms pinged me. “Sir? They’re here.” 

      

    What Simms meant is we had arranged to rendezvous with a smuggler starship that belonged to a Jeraptha criminal syndicate, one the ECO had done business with in the past. In particular, Scorandum had worked with that syndicate, and they still owed him a favor. A big favor, that he hadn’t wanted to talk about. Anyway, he suggested I contact that group, when it was time for him to leave us. “What are your plans?” I asked, as I carried one of his bags up the ramp of the dropship. 

    “I’m going to relax,” he told me. “Lay low for a while.” 

    “Right.” He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would be happy sitting on a beach. “Just, whatever you do, try not to get into too much trouble, OK?” 

    “I’ll try to remember that. General Bishop,” he lowered his voice. “I don’t know what is bothering you, but something certainly is. Would this be a good time for me to make long-term plans?” 

    “If you have been saving a particularly fine bottle of burgoze, this might be a good time to drink it.” 

    “That bad?” 

    “You didn’t hear it from me.” Stepping back, I saluted. “Good luck to you, Captain.” 

    He returned the gesture. “Good luck to you, General. I have the feeling that if you don’t have good luck in whatever you’re doing next, it will be bad for everyone.”

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY ONE 

      

    The coordinates Skippy provided did not make any sense. He directed us toward a spot of empty interstellar space, roughly sixty four lightyears from the 47 Tucanae star cluster. “Skippy,” I zoomed the star chart in and out on my laptop. “Are you sure about this? There’s nothing at that location.” 

    “It looks like there isn’t anything.” 

    Zooming in again, I confirmed the closest star system was a red dwarf, five and a half lightyears from the coordinates where he expected to find Unit Three Three Three. “Are you looking for a rogue planet, a wanderer? Or a brown dwarf?” 

    “No star, and no planet. That’s the point, Joe. It is empty space.” 

    “Trips is hanging out in the middle of nowhere?” 

    “Yes. No one would ever think to look in that location, because nothing is there.” 

    “Oh, I get it. So, Trips and its ship were all alone out here?” 

    “No. That is the puzzling part. That location used to be the site of an emergency spacedock, there were about thirty of them, scattered across the galaxy. A facility sort of like the Ragnar station we found, except this spacedock can accommodate only a single ship. The puzzling part is that particular spacedock was reported as destroyed during the AI war, so I don’t know why Trips would have chosen to be there.” 

    “Maybe it thought something might be left of the station, some material it could use?” 

    “Eh, maybe. That unit’s ship might have been damaged. If so, it certainly should have sought a better option for repairs.” 

    “All the other spacedocks would have been under surveillance by the enemy, right?” 

    “Hmm. Good point.” 

    “We should jump in at a distance, check if it’s safe?” 

    “There’s no point to that. The spacedock will be wrapped in a stealth field. Valkyrie’s sensors won’t be able to detect anything, even if we are on top of the spacedock. It will have to be within my presence, in this case about a distance of eighty thousand kilometers, for me to even verify it is there.” 

    “That’s not optimal.” 

    “It is what it is, Joe.” 

    Part of me wondered why he didn’t call me ‘dumdum’, or one of his other usual insults. He must be feeling the strain, like he didn’t have the mental energy to bother with insults. “This is your show, Skippy. Whatever you need.” 

    “I can’t think of anything that would help right now.” 

    “What about a special, unscheduled karaoke night?” 

    “Thanks, but I’ll pass.” 

    “Whoa. Are you OK, buddy?” 

    “Joe, I am not even close to OK. I not only can’t see OK from here, the navigation app says ‘Directions Not Available’.” 

    “That’s not good.” 

    “Hey, I get the feeling you’re not OK either.” 

    “Shit. You’re right.” 

    “You wanna talk about it? I can send for a beer, if you like.” 

    “You know what? I don’t want to talk about it. How about we go to my cabin, and rot our brains with some mindless TV shows?” 

    “Um, can I remind you that you are now sharing your cabin with Margaret?” 

    “She will be cool with it.” 

    “Are you sure?” 

    “I am.” 

      

    She was cool with it. Not that sitting on a couch, with Skippy’s avatar between us, watching a Futurama marathon was her idea of a fun evening. She could tell I needed to not think about the enormous problems that lay ahead of us, to not think about anything. When I woke up the next morning, I did feel better. 

    Until Skippy ruined my day. 

      

    “Hmm that’s interesting,” Skippy muttered as Valkyrie hovered near the coordinates he had supplied. By ‘near’, I mean within two lightminutes, he couldn’t be any more specific. The encryption feature, that included details about the sender’s location, was not intended to be used as a sort of GPS. We had to jump into the area, and send out active sensor pulses to find the stealthed spacedock, if there was one. 

    How could we have any hope of penetrating an Elder stealth field? We couldn’t, so we weren’t doing that. Our sensor pulses were creating a very detailed map of the area, pinpointing the location, speed and trajectories of even individual hydrogen atoms. More than five lightyears from even a weak red dwarf star, there was not a lot of anything at all around us. Fortunately, we had the incomparable skills of Skippy the Magnificent. He knew where the particles streaming out from the nearest star met the loose dust and gas of the interstellar medium that saturated the galaxy, with the outward pressure from the star confronting the ISM pressing inward. The motion of every particle was mapped and could be predicted, but only by a supremely powerful AI. He created a model of the entire area, comparing the current motion of each bit of dust and individual atom, to determine whether those motions had been affected by an unseen object in the area. They were. When he showed the result, it was clear that an object about half the size of our battlecruiser was leaving a wake as it drifted through the area, causing particles to bounce off and move around it. The object was invisible even to Skippy, all he could guess at was a very rough outline of an object shaped sort of like a skinny egg. “Quit your grinnin’ and drop your linen. I found it,” he crowed. An outline appeared on the display. “There it is.” 

    “You’re sure about this?” I asked, seeing only a vague blob on the display. “That could be anything.” 

    “The object has the correct size and shape of the spacedock we’re looking for.” 

    “It also has the shape of a Taco Bell building wrapped in a sheet.” 

    “Ugh. It is concealed by a very sophisticated stealth field, dumdum.” 

    “OK. But if it turns out the thing inside that stealth field is a giant Death Ray cannon pointed at us, I will be very disappointed. Ah, it’s too close for a jump,” I noted the distance on the display. “Fireball, take us to within sixty thousand klicks.” 

      

    “Well, shit,” Skippy groaned as we maneuvered close to the still-unseen object. “This is a problem.” 

    “It is dangerous?” I asked, as Reed had a finger poised over the button to initiate a jump. 

    “Not to us. Dangerous to our plan to take that ship, damn it.” 

    “Explain,” I ordered as I waved for Reed to stand down. “The ship is busted?” 

    “No. It’s not in perfect condition, Three Three Three’s ship was badly damaged. And the spacedock was also damaged, though obviously it did survive the war. Huh. That was clever.” 

    “What was?” 

    “Trips knew its ship needed major repairs, more than the onboard self-repair systems could handle. The spacedock also needed major work. So, it brought its ship here, and used the resources of the ship to fix the dock first. The work isn’t complete, Trips only performed the basic repairs, to get the spacedock’s fabricators back online. Since then, the dock has done what it could to make the ship flightworthy.” 

    “Can the ship fly?” 

    “Yes. I wouldn’t want to take it into a major combat action, but we can deal with that later. The ship is not a problem, the dock itself is.” 

    “But it’s not a danger to us?” 

    “Not to Valkyrie. But it will prevent us from taking the ship,” 

    “What is the problem?” 

    “The dock has constructed its own, separate security system. Robotic guards, that I can’t control. Shit. I should have considered this might happen, but how was I supposed to know Trips had taken shelter in a derelict spacedock? When Trips went offline after the reset, the dock’s separate control system automatically went into secure mode. The Elders must have some way to deactivate the thing, but I have no clue how to do that.” 

    “Robotic guards?” Smythe asked from his seat behind me. “Like, combots?” 

    “Sort of. Except these bots don’t have an operator, they are autonomous.” 

    “Skippy, this doesn’t make any sense,” I complained. “You master AIs were the security system for the Elders. They didn’t expect anyone else to be here, so why did they waste resources on killer robots to protect a spacedock, when there shouldn’t be anyone to kill?” 

    “Listen, dumdum. First, the bots I’m talking about are not single purpose, dedicated fighting machines. The good news is the original security bots were taken apart long ago, for materials to repair the space dock and the ship. Those units,” he shuddered, “were absolutely deadly. Densely-packed nanomachines that formed what is essentially a thick liquid, almost  impossible to stop. Bullets would pass right through without significant harm to the material. The only threat to those machines is broad-beam directed energy weapons that the STAR team doesn’t have. The bots protecting the dock now are repurposed maintenance units, that have a limited capability of reconfiguring their structures into a variety of shapes and uses.” 

    “Like Transformers?” 

    “Ugh. I suppose you could say that, although these units can’t turn into cars or motorcycles.” 

    “Got it. Can you hack into them?” 

    “Unfortunately, no. If I could do that, I would not have described this as a problem, numbskull. My ability to reach inside the hull of the spacedock is extremely limited.” 

    I looked back at Smythe, he shrugged and asked, “What information can you provide about the bots, their capabilities?” 

    “Whoa.” Skippy held up his hands. “Remember the bot you encountered in the tunnels under the surface of Gingerbread? The one that you had to run away from? That bot was old and creaky and in terrible condition, and it still would have crushed you and your entire team.” 

    “Let me be the judge of that, please,” Smythe insisted. “Is it possible to upgrade our suits and weapons?” 

    “To make an Elder-buster model?” Skippy’s eyes bulged. “OMG, have you lost your mind? The answer is NO. The basic limitation of your suits is the squishy meatsacks inside them, and there’s nothing I can do to upgrade those components.” 

    Waving a hand to cut off an argument, I asked, “What can Skippy the Magnificent do?” 

    “I told you. Nothing.” 

    “Come on. Your extreme awesomeness is legendary.” 

    “That is true. In this case, however, my awesomeness ends at the outer hull of that spacedock. I can’t hack into the systems over there. They were specifically hardened against an AI like me, and I can barely even see inside there. My presence only allows me intermittent access to the internal sensor network. All I would be able to do is get a good view of the STAR team being slaughtered in there.” 

    Smythe asked the question before I could. “The security bots rely on this sensor network?” 

    “Of course. That’s how they coordinate their actions, which makes them even more effective and deadly.” 

    “Could you spoof those sensors?” 

    “No,” Skippy snorted. “Not even close, it’s not- Well, hmm. Shmaybe? To a limited, a very limited extent,” he warned. “Do not get your hopes up. First, I would need to extend my presence inside the hull. That’s impossible, unless, hmm. I suppose if your team is going in, you will need to create a breach first. That could be my way in. You would need to bring signal repeaters, which we don’t have. Eh, we could make them, it’s not that difficult to fabricate a simple piece of equipment. Hmmm. You know what I could do? I- Nah, that’s crazy.” 

    “Let me be the judge of that, please,” Smythe said with more patience than he usually gave the beer can. 

    “OK, but it is seriously crazy. I could partially jam the internal sensor system. That would prevent the bots from coordinating their actions, and throw off their internal guidance systems.” 

    “Why is that crazy?” 

    “It would also prevent your team from effectively coordinating, and your targeting sensors would be unreliable.” 

    Smythe looked at me, then back to Skippy. His face took on a wolfish grin. “What about,” he pointed to his right eye. “This targeting system?” 

    “You gotta be joking,” Skippy snorted. “OMG, you are not joking. Colonel, you intend to go up against Elder technology, with nothing but a bang stick and your Mark One eyeball?” 

    “Bang sticks, our eyeballs, and our trust in the awesomeness,” he said. He wasn’t even being sarcastic. 

    “Whoa,” it was my turn to object. “Skippy, how many killer bots can we expect?” 

    “Seven. Spacedocks normally have forty two multipurpose defense units, but all of those were destroyed in battle, or were taken apart so their material could be used to repair the spacedock and the ship.” 

    “Seven? OK,” I turned to Smythe. “That doesn’t sound too tough. Maybe it-” 

    “Seven fast, strong, very hard to kill, hostile bots,” Skippy insisted. “Constructed of Elder technology. I cannot stress enough how difficult this fight will be. Please reconsider.” 

    “We absolutely need this ship?” Smythe asked. 

    “We do. There must be other Elder ships, this is the only one I could locate. Also, damn it,” he sighed. “We are running out of time. Shit.” 

      

      

    To prepare for boarding the spacedock, Skippy set up simulations for the STARs to run. The results were not encouraging. Even with the heaviest weapons available to their mech suits, the STARs could not inflict disabling damage to the spacedock’s defense bots, before Smythe’s team was entirely wiped out. The team learned from each simulated failure, adjusted tactics, and tried again. And failed, again. 

    “Bloody hell,” Smythe grunted as he lifted off his helmet, disgusted by his team’s latest simulated loss. Sweat matted his hair to the helmet liner, even the high-tech wicking material had not kept him dry during the extreme exertion. 

    “This is not optimal,” I noted, which was a super helpful thing for the commander to say right then. 

    Before I could backtrack on my stupid comment, Smythe snapped at Skippy. “The dodgy beer can is stacking the deck against us.” 

    “Hey,” Skippy’s face got red, a new emulation of human behavior for him. “I am not the one stacking-” 

    “OK!” I shouted before Skippy could reveal information that Smythe and his team didn’t need right then. Information that might negatively affect their morale, and performance. “Skippy, are these sims the worst case, or the most likely?” 

    “I’m guessing, Joe,” he huffed. “The worst case is the most likely scenario.” 

    “All right, how about this. Can you dial back the response of the defense bots, to a level where the STARs can achieve the objective?” 

    “You want me to dumb down the game?” He stared at me. “Oh, sure, no problem. How about I add some NPCs and let them win the fight, is that what you want?” 

    “It’s not a game,” I shot back before Smythe could speak. “What I want is to see is if the STARs have any chance at all to win this fight. Find a level where they can win, then level up to a stalemate. Can we do that?” 

    “I don’t see the bloody point, Sir,” Smythe shook his head. “If a scenario is not realistic, we are just wasting time.” 

    “Find a way to win, and learn from that,” I suggested. “Your team getting beat up every time isn’t useful to anyone.” 

      

    They tried my suggestion. It actually did help, just maybe not enough to make a difference. The STARs could overwhelm the defenses in detail only if the Elder bots acted in a confused, totally uncoordinated fashion that just was not realistic. Skippy warned he couldn’t actually screw with the spacedock’s internal sensors enough to degrade the defensive response to the level required. 

    Unless, he reluctantly admitted to me, after Bilby prodded him to reveal something the two AIs had discussed, Skippy could get direct access to the spacedock’s central processor. If he had control of that processor, he could seriously screw with the information feed to the ship’s defenders, without degrading the sensors of the STAR team. It was like our very first operation with the beer can, to take a Kristang frigate near Paradise. Back then, he had to be physically jacked into the data system aboard that ship. Not because Kristang information technology is so well hardened against hacking, but because their tech is so crude. Later, as he became more familiar with the IT architecture of lizard warships, he was able to remotely access their computer substrate. With the spacedock, we could not risk the STAR team carrying his beer can into the fight, in case the battle went against us and Skippy was trapped in there. Fortunately, he didn’t need his canister to be jacked into the central processor, he fabricated a sort of USB stick that contained a submind to do the job. 

    “Let me see this thing,” I held out a hand as the casing popped out of the fabricator, and a robotic tentacle thing reached for it. 

    “You can’t see anything, dumdum,” Skippy scoffed. “I haven’t even loaded the submind into it yet. There isn’t enough storage capacity to keep the submind stable, so I can’t activate it until shortly before the STARs are ready to launch.” 

    “I know that, you ass. I want to see the interface,” I slapped the tentacle away, and snatched the stick off the tray. It was slightly warm. 

    “Hey, if you want a souvenir to remember this occasion, I can make one for-” 

    “What is this?” I pointed to a notch on the end of the stick. That end was an oval, with one end flattened, and the other end had a notch cut into it. 

    “That is where the operator plugs it into the port,” he said slowly, like he was talking to a particularly dimwitted five year old. 

    “Show me this port.” 

    “We don’t have one aboard Valkyrie. Why do I have to explain this to-” 

    “Fabricate a mockup of the port, then.” 

    “Ugh. Why do-” 

     “The STARs will need one for training.” 

    “Hmm. OK, well, I guess that is a very good point.” 

    There was a humming sound, and the fabricator popped out a box the size of a home electric outlet, with a port in the center. The box was also slightly warm, and my fingers tingled when I touched it. “I have to line up the notch with this tab in the outlet?” 

    “Yes, and make sure you tilt it away from the flat end as you insert it, it is a very tight fit. You might have to wiggled it a bit to-” 

    “No,” I yanked the stick out. “We are not doing any of that shit. Which part of the stick needs to make contact?” Peering into the end, I saw a shiny gold needle in the center. “Is it this thing?” 

    “Yes. That goes into the cylinder in the port, but if you don’t get the whole sleeve lined up properly, it won’t be secure and-” 

    “How long does the submind need for a complete transfer?” 

    “Two point three milliseconds. Joe, that port was never intended to be used after the spacedock was operational, it-” 

    “Skippy, think, please. You expect an operator, in a mech suit, possibly injured, under fire, and certainly under extreme stress, to line up this stick with a port, and wiggle it just right so it lines up?” 

    “OK, maybe that is a good point. Sorry, I,” he sighed. “I’m under a lot of stress, you know?” 

    “When I try to plug in a simple freakin’ USB connector, I get it wrong the first time. Then I flip it over, it still doesn’t work, and it only works when I try it the first way again. That happens in my office, when the only stress I’m experiencing is thinking about what to have for lunch. You need this thing,” I tossed the stick back on the tray. “To plug itself in, if an operator gets close to the port, got it?” 

      

    He redesigned the stick so it was much larger, easier to grip in powered gloves, with an armored casing to protect it against shrapnel, and overflash from directed energy weapons. The important end was twice the size of the port, and contained a thick, flexible tentacle that would automatically extend out and into the port, seeking its own connection. Testing with the STAR team showed all an operator had to do was get within a couple centimeters of the port, and the stick would do the rest of the work. 

    That was good, and the STARs thankfully never saw Skippy’s idiotic original idea. They needed to have confidence that our Elder AI knew what he was doing, even though from experience, they knew that was not always true. 

    The shift in tactics provided more encouraging results, at least in simulation. Rather than the STAR team having to destroy all seven defense bots one by one, they could concentrate their force on a single objective: getting the submind jacked into the spacedock’s central processor. Even with a less complex objective, even the best run through simulations resulted in half the STARs disabled or dead by the time the submind infected the spacedock. Once the submind could interfere with the defense system’s communications and coordination, the remaining STARs still needed to hunt and kill every single one of the killer bots. Smythe and his team were exhausted, physically and more importantly, mentally. They were making slow and steady progress toward developing tactics to defeat the spacedock defenses, though Skippy privately warned me that he was still dumbing down the simulated defense response. 

    After another run-through exercise that was slightly better than the previous efforts, Smythe pulled me aside. “Sir, you know I hate to say it, but this nut might be too tough for my team to crack. We are going to take casualties, and I simply don’t have enough people to push through to the objective. I suggest that Valkyrie, or the Dutchman, goes to either Earth or Jaguar, to bring additional STAR teams here.” 

    I bit my lip. What he meant was, he expected that in an operation to take the spacedock, most of his people would become casualties. “I need to think about it,” I told him, and he just nodded, too tired to argue. 

    I called a halt for the STARs to rest. They were to rest, hopefully to sleep, but no more training, or even thinking about the upcoming operation. My order included Margaret, who was as unhappy about my instructions as the other members of the STARs. 

    “We can do this,” she assured me when she came out of the shower in our cabin. The fact that she yawned while talking, and her eyelids were drooping, made her statement less convincing than she intended. 

    “I know,” I lied to her. “You will be better able to do it, if your mind is sharp. Uh!” I grabbed her phone. “No phone, no tablet. Honey, you need to sleep.” 

    “Is that,” she yawned again. “An order?” 

    “You’re damned right it is, Marine. Get some shuteye.” 

    She just nodded and flopped on the bed. By the time I walked out the door, she was already asleep. My plan was to sleep in a spare cabin that night, after I rewatched some of the simulations. Maybe there was something Smythe and his team had missed. 

    “No,” Simms held out an arm to bar the door to the conference room, foiling my plans. “You need sleep too, Sir.” 

    “I will.” 

    “Now, Sir,” she pointed at me. “You can barely keep your eyes open.” 

    “I just need to-” 

    “If you seriously think you will see some tactical error the STARs missed, then Skippy needs to step down as the King of Arrogance.” 

    “Ah, OK, I hear you.” 

    Lowering her voice, she added, “Joe, we don’t need you for,” she gun-pointed with both hands, “any of the bang bang stuff. You need to be sharp,” she tapped her head. “To keep the away team out of trouble.” 

    “You’re right.”’ 

      

    I fell asleep, fully clothed, on a single bunk in one of our spare cabins. It was really sort of a ready room for pilots, with four bunks, and a bathroom down the passageway, but it was empty and dark and quiet. For about five and a half hours, when the lights snapped on and something woke me up. “Wha- hah?” 

    “Joe, we have a major problem,” Skippy’s avatar was standing on my chest. 

    “Can you, ah, get off of me, please?” 

    “Ugh,” he grunted as the hologram reappeared on another bunk. “Come on, get up, we have to move, General Bishop.” 

    He never called me ‘General Bishop’. 

    Hearing that scared the shit out of me. 

    “Skippy,” I planted my feet on the floor. “What is going on?” 

    “We are out of time. I just picked up a signal through the Collective, the Elders are instructing the two backup ascension units to begin preparations to reactivate. They wouldn’t do that, unless the primary site is already spinning up. We’re out of time, Joe, we need to go. If we’re going to do anything, we need to do it now. We need that damned ship. Before you ask, there is no time for us to find another Elder starship.” 

    “We’re not ready. The STAR team. They’re not ready.” 

    “I do not know what to tell you, other than the facts I know. Our only possibility for accessing an ascension site is aboard an Elder starship. The only one we know of is here. We either go now, with what we have, or we give up.” Taking off his ginormous hat, he rubbed his dome. “Joe, I know this is a tough call for you, for anyone. You are correct that the STAR team is not prepared.” 

    “We have to go right now? Can we run another simul-” 

    “Joe, in my opinion, no amount of preparation will be sufficient, the defenses are too strong.” 

    “Shit.” 

    “I am sorry,” he said without his typical snarkiness, holding his oversized admiral’s hat in front of him. “I don’t know what to tell you. We need to go now, and from the moment the spacedock is breached, it will be GO GO GO until we attack the ascension machinery. Again, I am sorry, but you need to make a decision.” He didn’t play the Jeopardy theme music, or do any other of the annoying things he usually did as he waited for me to make a judgement call. I got the message loud and clear anyway. 

     “The Elders are coming back as we speak?” 

    “I do not know that, but they basically sent the Bat Signal. That means they are in the process of activating the machinery at the primary site. Once the Elder recon team is here, in this layer of reality, it will become enormously more difficult for us to act against them, in any way. Joe, if you tell me the STARs can’t do it, that you won’t send them into a hopeless fight, I am OK with that. This mission was a futile exercise from the start, I told you that.” 

    I had seen the STAR operators die in simulations again and again, while accomplishing nothing. If I sent them now, they had no chance. They would be going up against Elder tech, even Skippy wasn’t sure what capabilities the defense bots had. 

    Margaret would be with them. 

    As a commander, how do you make a decision like that? 

    By not thinking about it. 

    Tapping my phone, I made a call, literally. “Colonel Smythe, we have run out of time. Your team needs to go now.” 

      

      

    Katie Frey, who at the moment had to admit she thought of herself as ‘Katie’ and not as a field grade officer in STAR Team Alpha, concentrated on stilling her shaking hands as the guided them into the powered gloves. The gloves were held on a frame that adjusted itself to her movements as she put on the mech suit. ‘Relax, Major’, she told herself silently, looking straight ahead and not at the other members of the team. The compartment was crowded, as the upcoming op included the ship’s entire complement of seventeen special warfare operators. All hands on deck, as the Marines in the unit would say. When the gloves sealed themselves to the wrists of the powered armor, she looked up at the helmet poised above her head. The textbook best practice was to let the bot automatically lower the helmet onto her head, that was also the safest way to handle the equipment. It also meant trusting her life to a machine. Not only her life, if the helmet wasn’t fitted properly, she might be unable to perform her assigned task and that could put the entire team at risk. Worse, it could endanger the mission that according to Skippy, was essential to saving all life in the galaxy. “Jarvis,” she whispered the bot that was responsible for fitting the mech suit to her. “I will handle the helmet, thank you.” 

    “Yes, Major Frey,” the bot replied in her earpiece, in a voice not at all like Iron Man’s personal assistant, but with a distinctively weary sigh. 

    An unspoken protocol required her to avoid looking around the compartment, as the team stood in thin, form-fitting suit liners before being fitted to their individual mech suits. She looked up, ready to grasp the helmet, when her attention was diverted by a sound to her left. 

    Colonel Smythe was muttering something under his breath, as his suit’s gloves sealed up. Was he speaking to her? 

    No. 

    He was reciting a poem. 

    Though generally she was no fan of poetry, she knew that one. 

    It wasn’t about flowers, or love or beauty. 

    It was a poem about death. 

    Hopeless, futile death. 

    “Half a league, half a league, half a league onward,” the SAS soldier muttered. “Into the valley of Death rode the six hundred.” 

    “Sir,” she hissed in a harsh whisper, stopping him before anyone else heard. 

    Startled, he must have realized what he’d done. “You heard that?” 

    “Barely.” 

    “Enough,” he frowned. 

    She did not need to add that reciting ‘The Charge Of The Light Brigade’, an epic poem about a British cavalry unit that was slaughtered by artillery during the Crimean War, did not set the proper tone for the upcoming action. The cavalry had been sent into a hopeless battle, a hopelessly stupid battle, supposedly by mistake; a miscommunication. The soldiers knew they were doomed not only to die, but to die uselessly. They rode into battle anyway as the poem described, “Theirs not to reason why, theirs just to do and die. Into the valley of Death rode the six hundred”. 

    A minute later, when they both had their helmet sealed and could speak over a private channel, Smythe called her. “Terribly sorry about that, Major.” 

    “Not a problem, Sir.” 

    “I don’t know why that bit of drivel popped into my head just then.” 

    “It’s not drivel, Sir, and,” she hesitated. Then continued. Smythe had told her, urged her, ordered her, to speak plainly. “We both know why it was on your mind.” 

    “It was inappropriate.” 

    “No one else heard.” 

    “I meant, the Light Brigade’s charge accomplished nothing. Courage in battle is admirable but the point is to win.” 

    “Who dares wins?” She recited the motto of the British Special Air Services, his home unit. 

    “We dare today, because we must win this fight.” 

    She nodded in an exaggerated motion, so he could see the gesture even in her massive mechanical armored suit. “Will you address the team, Sir?” 

    He didn’t answer immediately. “Look at them, Major.” 

    She did, using the synthetic vision of her helmet visor. Ten people on pedestals, being fitted into suits. Another seven waiting for a pedestal to be available. She knew what he meant. No one was talking, no one joking around. “They have their game faces on, Sir.” 

    “Quite so. We all know what we have to do, and why. We will win because we must win. That is why ST-Alpha exists.” 

    “It is, Sir? I had been wondering about my generous paycheck.” 

    He snorted, though neither of them found the joke funny. It was a way to burn off nervous energy. 

    There was a soft chime in her ear, along with text in her visor. Her suit had passed inspection and was ready. It was time to step off the pedestal, to make room for another operator. She stepped off the pedestal, as Smythe also turned away. It was time to put her game face on. 

      

      

    The STARs marched from their section of the ship to their designated docking bay, where two dropships were waiting. Frey led the column, with Smythe in the rear. With my back against the wall of the passageway that was suddenly too narrow when filled with special operators in their very special mech suits, I nodded to each person as they passed by. There wasn’t any need for me to talk, I was silently showing my support and appreciation. Looking at each soldier, sailor, airman or Marine, focusing on their faces. In case I didn’t see them again. 

    Smythe acknowledged me with a return nod, and to my surprise he stopped. “Sir.” 

    I didn’t have any words prepared. “Good uh, best of luck.” 

    “We don’t rely on luck, Sir.” Then to my surprise again, he lowered his voice. “This time, if you have any luck to spare, we could use it.” Maybe he thought he had gone too far, because he drew himself to attention, looming over me in his hulking suit. 

    I snapped a salute. “It has been a privilege to serve with you, Colonel.” 

    He actually smiled, and returned the salute carefully so his massively powered arm didn’t hurt me. “The privilege has been mine, Sir.” 

    His team had marched out of earshot, I lowered my voice anyway. “I have learned a lot from you.” 

    “I know.” There was that smile again. “It has been rewarding to watch you grow as a leader. You are a fine commander, Sir. If I had any part of that-” 

    “You did,” I said, aware that he was on a schedule. 

    He nodded, pursed his lips like he had something else to say, then his faceplate swung down, and he continued on down the passageway. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY TWO 

      

    Major Frey pushed off hard to her left, kicking with her right leg to spin away from the incoming blob of nanogel. Of the improvised weapons used by the spacedock’s defense bots, the nanogel was the most dangerous. It splattered outward in a shotgun shell pattern, each of the dozen blobs the size of a golf ball. The munitions did not travel at high speed, giving the mech-suited targets time to dodge the incoming hazards. Usually. Frey had already ducked one shot from the defense bot that was blocking her team’s path to the central processor, and it appeared the bots needed almost a full minute between shots, a poor rate of fire. The bot she was focused on also had only deployed two types of weapons, the improvised nanogel shotgun shells, and a sort of beam weapon that was probably a repurposed cutting tool. The two operators with her had concentrated their fire on the bot’s beam projector, either knocking it offline or temporarily overheating the tool, all they knew was the directed energy weapon had stopped firing. Frey had been preparing to try a new tactic: launching a rocket at a nanogel shell as it was fired, with the rocket’s warhead  reprogrammed by Skippy to detonate forward in a broad cone shape, to scatter the nanogel. It had been learned through painful experience that the gel needed a minimum size to be effective, that of a golf ball. Concentrations smaller than that amount were mostly harmless for a reason Skippy couldn’t explain. Chief Petty Officer Ruiz had been the first victim of the nanogel, taking a blob to the abdomen. The nanomachines had quickly chewed a pinhole right through a weak spot in the armor at the left hip joint, squirting itself inside where it liquified Ruiz before anyone could do anything. Once the gel was inside a suit, there wasn’t anything that could be done. The only countermeasure Skippy could think of was to keep away from the gel, or to burn it off their armor the instant it made contact. 

    She wasn’t moving fast enough, damn it. A second bot behind them had opened fire with some type of kinetic weapon, striking both her and Lieutenant Ito, throwing her into the first bot’s line of fire. 

    The defense bots, she realized to her horror, had planned that maneuver. Despite Skippy’s claims to jam the spacedock’s internal sensors, the bots had quickly adjusted, their aim still clumsy but they were working together in a coordinated fashion. “Ito! To your left!” She warned, as she desperately swam in the zero gravity, her suit’s thrusters popping to move her out of the nanogel’s line of fire. 

    There just wasn’t room for her to go anywhere , and her right foot collided with Ito’s chest, sending them both spinning helplessly for a critical second. Behind them, Gunnery Sergeant Nuftul saw a split-second of opportunity and opened up on the nanogel blobs with the plasma weapon of his rifle, burning and splattering several of the golf balls before Frey drifted into his line of fire and- 

    “I’m hit,” she screamed as a blob contacted her left shin, instantly adhering and wrapping a loop of itself around the limb’s armored shell. Forgetting anything else, she pointed the barrel of her rifle at her own leg, eyeclicking to select the weapon’s maser mode. With the rifle pointed at herself, her suit computer should automatically switch the maser to ‘flamethrower mode’, a fan-shaped blast at medium power rather than the usual thin beam of hellish energy. 

    Too late. As the maser burned the sticky material off the armor, her spinning made her collide with a structural frame, throwing off her aim and the maser switched off. It didn’t matter anyway, her shin flared with searing pain that caused her to gasp and she would have lost the rifle if her powered gloves hadn’t taken over. “Nuftul, get back,” she warned through clenched teeth, battling intense pain as the nanomachines chewed through her leg. The pain raced upward in a wave, there was nothing she could do to- 

    The suit acted for her, clamping shut around the knee joint, severing her lower leg and sending it to float away. Anticipating its user would become incapacitated from the action, the suit’s computer sent electrical impulses along her spine to deaden the pain, sending her into spasms but keeping her conscious. Injections of medical nano in her thigh quickly blocked pain signals from traveling farther, leaving her nauseous and numb; at the same time she felt a kick in the center of her back, bouncing her off the bulkhead again. A warning flashed in her visor that she had lost the suit’s backpack and with it, most of the powercells. Something grabbed onto her right foot, tugging her away from the bulkhead. She was swung around and her eyes struggled to focus on the information in her visor, the figure looming on front of her was overlayed with ‘Nutful, Scott GySgt USMC’ and all she cared about right then was the Marine was a friendly. 

    He pushed her into an alcove, choosing speed over “Hold on here, Ma’am,” he pointed to a pipe or conduit that ran along the inside of the alcove. 

    “My backpack?” 

    “Took another blob of nanogel, your suit ejected it to save you.” 

    She nodded, the motion making her dizzy. “I’m not um, not-” 

    “You’re out of the fight, Ma’am,” Nuftul was stating the obvious.  

    She didn’t argue, acknowledging the reality of what the status display of her suit was telling her. “Pull back with Ito to-” 

    “Ito is fucking dead, Ma’am,” Nuftul pointed to where an armor-suited figure hung upside down, lazily drifting. “Nanogel hit the back of his helmet. I tried to burn it, but,” he winced. 

    “It’s too fast, it’s not your fault. Leave me here, join up with-” 

    The Marine glanced out the alcove, pulling his helmet back quickly. “That bot is advancing again, we have to get-” 

    She grunted as he was violently flung toward her, his faceplate smacking into hers and slamming her against the back of the alcove. He lost his grip on her shoulder, she reached for him, the powered arm of her damaged suit painfully slow and uncoordinated. 

    She was too late, her fingers just missed grasping his foot as it spun past her. Nuftul tucked into a ball, spinning rapidly as he drifted across the open space, vulnerable and exposed. Firing a three-round burst from his rifle propelled him out of the way just as a shotgun splatter of nanogel flew past, narrowly missing his right shoulder. One boot clamped onto a bulkhead and the leg stiffened, jerking him to a halt. He brought the rifle up to bear, pumping out three rockets before ducking back into the scant cover of a structural frame that stuck out from the flat surface of the bulkhead. 

    A stout, boxy I-beam frame that was less wide than his bulky suit. He had a choice between exposing his torso, or letting the vital backpack stick out. Neither was a good choice. Two of the rockets had been destroyed in flight, pelting the area with hot fragments, some pinging off his pack. 

    “Gunny,” Frey coughed. “You can’t stay-” 

    “I know!” The Marine swung his legs up, gathering himself to soar across the open space, holding onto the frame with one hand and firing another rocket in the direction of the unseen enemy bot. His boots released from the bulkhead, launching him- 

    Straight into a searing volley of energy bolts from the defense bot. He jerked, tumbling head over heels, the suit going rigid. One arm collided with Frey, smacking into her faceplate. Before her clumsy hands could grasp him he bounced off, drifting away, her hands reaching out to- 

    She pulled her arms back. 

    The back of Nuftul’s suit was a smoking ruin. The Marine drifted out of her reach, into the clear space between structural frames- 

    Where he was cut in half by another pulsing energy bolt. 

    Frey clutched the pipe with both hands, flattening herself against the back of the alcove. “Colonel Smythe, this is Frey. My team is KIA, repeat Kay Eye Aye, I’m all that’s left and my suit is combat ineffective. This access route is a no-go.” 

      

    Smythe took a breath before responding. The spotty team data feed had reported Frey’s injury and Ito’s lifesigns cutting off, but then feed had become unreliable. The laserlink network had reported on Smythe’s own death twice, a report he was grateful to say was greatly exaggerated.  

     “Can you egress, or do you need-” 

    “Sir, I should stay right here until this-” Her transmission was overwhelmed by a burst of static. “One way or another.” 

    “Understood. Are you in a safe location?” 

    She sighed. “There is no safe place here, Sir. I’m, I’m losing consciousness, sorry. Good hunting.” 

    There wasn’t any need for a reply, so he didn’t bother. 

    He needed to think. It would be nice if, in combat, a commander was given time to think. That didn’t happen, especially not for a special operations force. 

    Frey’s team had been assigned to scout the easiest, most direct route to the central processor. With her team down, and two other operators killed, he had lost too much of his combat power to proceed. It was unfortunate. The battle had gone encouragingly well at first. Skippy’s ability to extend his presence inside the shell of the spacedock was better than expected, and the defense bots initially were slow, clumsy and did not have any strategy other than protecting their own sections of the dock. Two of the seven bots were blasted apart by the STARs, with the invaders concentrating force against one bot at a time, defeating the defenses in detail. 

    Then it seemed like a switch flipped. Something clamped down on Skippy’s presence, leaving the Elder AI with a narrow bandwidth connection, at the same time the team’s data network glitched, and the alien defenses shook off their clumsiness. Either the defenses had deliberately performed slowly to lure his team into an ambush, or they had successfully adjusted to Skippy’s interference. The enemy bots had abruptly gone on the offensive, working together to hunt and eliminate the invaders 

    They had become smart, analyzing the actions of the STARs to determine that their objective was the central processor, and blocking the invader’s access to that vital piece of equipment. 

    Of course Elder devices would be smart. 

    Smythe licked his dry lips, taking a sip from the nipple inside his helmet. Glancing left then right to check on Master Sergeant Adams and Lieutenant Heinrich. They were on alert, waiting for him to give the order to move forward. As he and the two operators with him were the only reserve force available, he had been holding back to exploit a breakthrough by Frey’s team. 

    There wasn’t going to be a breakthrough. 

    Seventeen operators had commenced the attack. Five were dead, Frey was combat ineffective. That left eleven STARs including himself, against increasingly tough opposition. 

    Eyeclicking through the communications menu to contact Bishop, he tried to keep emotion from his voice. “General Bishop, the operation is a no-go. We do not have the combat power to proceed. Recommend that we,” he bit back the bitter words. He couldn’t stomach saying the word ‘retreat’. “Pull back and regroup.” 

      

    I received the call in Valkyrie’s main conference room, where I monitored the situation with Simms, as best we could with the spotty data feed from the STAR team. Mammay was the duty officer on the bridge, with Reed at the helm with orders to jump away immediately if anything directly threatened the ship. There wasn’t anything useful for me to do on the bridge. Simms should have been there, but I needed her counsel if the operation went sideways. Like it apparently had. The data link from the spacedock was spotty, so we relied mostly on a running commentary from Skippy, until his gloomy play by play of the slaughter became distracting, and I ordered him to be quiet. A hologram in the air above the table showed the best information available from the STAR team network, with Skippy making guesses to fill in the gaps. 

    “-pull back and regroup,” Smythe’s voice crackle with static, but his words were clear. 

    Simms and I looked at each other, knowing Smythe would never recommend bailing on an operation unless the situation was truly dire. Truly hopeless. To continue would be throwing lives away, for no good purpose. 

    “Understood, wait one,” I replied, and pressed the mute button. 

    Simms bit her lip. “Five dead. Major Frey is separated from the others and wounded.” 

    “I know. Skippy, do you see anything in the defense bots’ tactics that the STARs can use to gain an advantage?” 

    “No,” he sighed. “Those bots are more effective than the most likely scenario I used in the simulations. They are learning fast. My ability to screw with the spacedock’s internal sensors is degrading, I suspect the dock itself is using countermeasures. This fight will not get any easier.” 

    Typically, I would have said ‘Shit’. Instead, I didn’t say anything. 

    Skippy spoke softly into my earpiece. “Joe, I know this is difficult. If you authorize the STARs to pull back now, you are giving up. On everything. I’m sorry that is harsh, but it is the truth. We won’t get a second chance at this.” 

    Unmuting the microphone, I spoke without conferring with my XO. It had to be my decision, there was no point to putting part of the burden on her. “Colonel Smythe, that is a negative on the pull back. Repeat, negative. You have to push forward now. I understand the situation,” I paused, a catch in my throat. “We don’t have any other option.” Another pause. “Acknowledge.” 

    There was a beat before he answered. When he did, he sounded both surprised and, relieved? Surprised, perhaps, that I had made the call to send his team into almost certain death. And maybe relieved that he would not be ending his career, his life, in a retreat. He knew we were all dead if the Elders came back. He wanted to die with dignity. With his boots on. “Push forward now, understood,” he said. Then, “Thank you, Sir. It has been an honor.” 

    “The honor,” I choked up. “Has been mine. Bishop out,” I pressed the mute button again. 

    Master Sergeant Adams. 

    I had just ordered her to die with Smythe. 

    Standing up, I straightened my shoulders. “XO,” my voice sounded like someone else was speaking. “You,” I waved a hand. “Monitor the situation from here. If you need me,” I tapped my ear. “I have comms.” The truth was, I didn’t trust myself to make decisions right then. And I had already made the only decision that mattered. Nothing I did could affect the outcome of the battle. 

    She touched my arm. “Where are you going, Sir?” 

    “To suit up. If there are any survivors after the battle, they might need help.” 

      

      

    “Grudzien, get back!” Smythe shouted as Sergeant First Class Grudzien was thrown into the open expanse of the hangar bay. The Polish special operations soldier was spinning head over heels, the thrusters of his damaged mech suit popping frantically to stabilize him, but only making him wobble in all directions. He had been launched from cover by an exploding enemy projectile that peppered his armored suit with pockmarks. The operator tried to fire a nanofiber cable at a bulkhead, but his aim was thrown off as a projectile fired by a defense bot struck the bulkhead and shrapnel pelted him, pushing him farther into the open. “Marino! Get a line on him!” 

    “Marino, no!” Grudzien fired another cable, that stuck to a frame, jerking him to a halt but making him spin even faster. “Stand fast, I got this.” 

    Smythe gritted his teeth. He saw that Grudzien was right. “Captain Marino, hold your position.” In the furious two minutes since Bishop ordered the attack continued, the STARs had lost another four dead and two wounded, with both of the injured out of the fight. Only five operators were combat effective, he could not afford to lose anyone. 

    Not that it mattered. Even concentrating the entire team against a single access route, they had made little progress. Another two defense bots were disabled, that left three of the hellish machines roaming freely around the spacedock. 

    Five humans, against three Elder killing machines that were learning at a frightening speed. The fight was hopeless, but they would not give up. 

    Grudzien grasped the nanofiber line with both armored gloves, yanking hard to bring himself toward the bulkhead that offered scant cover. His jerky movement pulled him out of the way of a high-speed projectile that just missed him, passing between his left arm and torso. A shotgun of nanogel blobs also passed where his legs had been a moment before. 

    Whatever orders Smythe was about to issue were cut off, as the enemy projectile smashed into the hull of the Elder starship that was beyond Grudzien, digging a crater. There was a secondary explosion from deep within the ship’s structure, then  nanogel blobs splattered against the hull and began eating into it. For a split second, Smythe feared the ship they had come to capture had been fatally injured. 

    Then the ship reacted, to protect itself. Ports appeared in the smooth surface and energy beams lanced out, so bright that Smythe’s visor could not protect his eyes quickly enough. The searing bolts of high-energy photons slammed into two of the defense bots that had wounded the ship, vaporizing them instantly. 

    “Holy sh-” Grudzien, blinded, collided with the bulkhead and bounced off, out of control again. “Did that just happen?” 

    Smythe blinked, willing his eyes to function, but all he saw was spots, brightly-shining after images. No, some of the images were in his visor, the device flickered as it recovered from the overload. “Suit, set visor to clear,” he instructed. 

    “That is not advisable at this time,” the suit computer’s emotionless voice responded. 

    “Do it, until the visor is functional.” 

    The visor went clear, and he had to use his unaided eyeballs that were still stunned by the brilliant glow of the Elder ship’s weapons. He could barely see. He could see enough. 

    “Grudzien, you are three meters from a structural frame, to your left. Use the line to pull yourself in and get hold of the frame.” 

    “I can’t see anything,” the operator responded, as he turned too slowly in empty space. “This direction?”  

    “Yes. Move!” 

    “I got th-” 

    A volley of plasma bolts from the other side of the hangar bay seared into the Polish soldier, punching a hole through the backpack. Powercells exploded and Grudzien was flash boiled in his suit. The figure went limp. 

    “No!” Smythe shouted. “No,” he breathed softly. 

    Adams tugged his shoulder, pulling him deeper into the thin cover offered by a bulkhead. The Marine had been hit, her right leg barely operable and her powercells drained to twenty percent, but she counted as combat effective. Only because the situation was so desperate. “Sir, the machine that killed Grudzien is the only one left. There are four of us.” 

    Shaking his head to clear his vision, he closed his eyes for a moment. When his eyelids opened, he saw the visor was operational again. It displayed laserlink signals from Adams, Marino and Heinrich, showing their lifesigns and the status of their suits and weapons. Every one of them, including himself, had damage to their super armored mech suits. Heinrich’s suit computer was glitching, and the low bandwidth connection beyond the spacedock prevented Skippy from fixing that problem. 

    Four against one. 

    Taking a calming breath, he let it out slowly. “Marino, take point,” he ordered, giving the job to the soldier with the most capable suit. “Heinrich, stay behind us.” 

    “Sir,” the German soldier protested, “I can cover-” 

    “We can’t afford your suit to glitch on us at the wrong time.” 

    “Yes, Sir,” Heinrich acknowledged.  

    “On three, we go. We do not stop for anything, or anyone, is that clear?” All three indicated their agreement with microphone clicks. “Three, two, one, GO.” 

      

      

    Katie Frey, she didn’t think of herself as a Major at the moment since there was no one left for her to command, reached out slowly with her left hand, the dense armor of the suit’s arm resisting her . It was an effort, in a mech suit drained of power. Even with the loss of the backpack, the powercells built into it should have enabled the suit to operate at full capacity for eleven minutes, or reduced capability for almost forty minutes. In the emergency mode she had selected, she should have had basic comms and life support beyond six hours, but the powercells had glitched and died within three minutes. The backup oxygen supply was hissing in her ears, keeping her alive. But for how long? The backup was designed to provide breathable air for fifty minutes. How much time had gone by? She didn’t know. When she woke up, she was in total darkness. The light built into her left wrist blessedly still worked on its own power supply, when she’d shone it around it had revealed she was still in the alcove. The shattered body of Royal Marine Lieutenant Geoffrey Mwangi was floating in front of her, she couldn’t see Ito at all. 

    She also couldn’t contact anyone. She hadn’t heard from anyone, or seen any hostile bots, since she woke up. The medical nano injected into her bloodstream must have decided to render her unconscious whether she wanted that or not, and she had no way of knowing how long she /had been out. How much oxygen remained in the emergency tank? Again, she didn’t know. 

    She did know she had a job to do, whether everyone else on the team was dead or not. The USB stick was still safely in its recess on her right forearm, with a backup on her belt. Using the wrist light for guidance, she pulled herself along the wide access passageway, dodging floating debris. Reaching out with her left hand, her rifle secured in the powered right glove. Awkwardly, she missed a grip on a structural frame, drifting past it helplessly. Without a schematic in her visor, she had to rely on memory to find her objective, the central processor. 

    A large object drifted into view from the right, startling her. It was a mech suit, slowly tumbling but apparently intact. She slung her rifle, after seeing no alien killer bot was following whoever was in that suit. It took a great effort to kick with her one foot to get her away from the passageway wall, and she almost drifted past the STAR operator, smacking her helmet on a knee. Clutching the unmoving operator to her chest, she turned around to press her helmet to the other. “Hello?” 

    “It’s Heinrich.” 

    “Frey here.” 

    “You OK, Ma’am?” 

    “My suit is out of power,” she didn’t bother to mention missing a leg. 

    “I have power, but my suit computer glitched, it’s locked up, completely rigid. I can’t move it at all.” 

    “Where is the team?” 

    “It’s just you and me, Ma’am,” he said quietly, his already muffled voice barely audible. “I fell behind when my suit failed. Are you mobile?” 

    “Enough.” 

    “Take a couple of my powercells, I’m not using them. You have a USB stick?” 

    “I do,” she answered mechanically. “Everyone else is dead?” 

    He hesitated. “The Colonel and Adams got hit bad, right in front of me. Marino was on point, a bot came at us. My suit glitched and, that’s all I know. Marino could be out there.”  

    Could be, she heard. One operator, against an Elder bot. Heinrich was in shock. Not from the combat, not from seeing his team get hit. He was in shock from not being able to do anything. “Only one bot?” 

    “Yes. That’s right, you don’t know. Yes, there was only the one. The ship blasted two of them for us.” 

    “The ship did?” 

    “Ma’am, you should go. We can talk later. I’m fucking useless,” he added bitterly. 

    “Your suit is busted,” she assured the operator, as she turned the man’s suit around, so she could see the backpack. With her suit lacking power, it was difficult to unlatch the cover to access the powercells. Each suit had a cord to plug into another suit for ‘buddy power’, but her thick, clumsy unpowered gloved fingers couldn’t grasp the end of the cord either. “Fuck it,” she decided. With her left hand, she flipped up the latch that held the righthand glove to her wrist, twisting to free it. The spacedock was filled with inert argon gas, so that the interior mechanisms were not subjected to fatal cold soaking over the millennia. The unbreathable atmosphere was still damned cold, and the team had been advised by Skippy to keep their suits sealed, in case the spacedock’s defenses had flooded the atmosphere with nerve agents that could be absorbed and kill on contact. 

    The fingers of her right hand tingled from the cold, chilling rapidly from exposure but they had much better dexterity than the unpowered gloves. In seconds, she grasped the cord from its recess on her hip, and plugged it into Heinrich’s backpack. Lights flashed as her visor powered up. Working slower than she wanted to, she got the right glove back on, as the suit’s artificial muscles became cooperative again. 

    Shit. That was not good. Whatever glitch had affected Heinrich’s suit, it had also drained most of his powercells. There were only six units with any juice at all. 

    Touching her helmet to his, she said, “I’m taking four powercells. That leaves you with two, they are all at low power.” 

    “Ma’am, take them all.” 

    “Negative. This op will be over quick, or we’ve lost. I’ll come back for you. If I can.” 

    “Don’t worry about me. Go. Make,” his voice caught. “Make this worth the cost.”  

      

      

    Though I suited up, in old Mark 7 armor since that’s the latest model I was qualified for, I grudgingly followed the advice of Simms to wait outside the spacedock, while six others went through the access hole cut by the STAR team. We hadn’t heard from the STARs since I ordered Smythe to continue with the operation. Skippy was completely blind, he guessed the spacedock had analyzed how he had screwed with it, and completely blocked all communications inside the shell. 

    The away team had carried spools of nanofiber cable, to provide a hardwired comms capability to the outside. Even that channel was glitching, the only messages I received were microphone clicks to tell me the away team was alive. While they carefully worked their way through the spacedock, I waited. And waited. 

    Fourteen minutes after the search and rescue team squeezed inside the spacedock, Staff Sergeant Novak’s helmet popped out of the access hole. “Sir,” he said, his voice perfectly clear now that he was outside the spacedock. “They did it. We count five bots knocked out for certain, no sign of the other two but nothing is moving in there.” 

    “Thank God!” I smacked a fist into my palm. “What’s the status of the STAR team?” 

    He didn’t answer right away, I could see him chewing on his lower lip, like he was deciding what to say. “It’s bad. We found Major Frey and Lieutenant Heinrich. He’s OK, Frey lost a leg.” 

    That did not answer my question. “Novak, what about the others?” 

    “We haven’t found them all yet, Sir. Heinrich, he, his suit failed. He thinks he is the last of his team. Sir, it looks like everyone else is,” he looked away. “It doesn’t look good, Sir.” 

      

    Novak wasn’t correct. 

    Thank God. 

    They found Margaret alive. She had lost both of her legs, the right leg severed at mid-thigh, the left at the knee. Also, her left arm was missing, and she had internal bleeding. 

    Skippy thought she could recover, though it would be a long recovery. Her broken body was floating in a tank of medical goo in Valkyrie’s sickbay, and Skippy wanted to keep her in a medically induced coma for most of a day. He was deeply concerned about swelling in her already rebuilt rebuilt brain, so much that he wouldn’t give me the usual bullshit reassurances that she would be just fine eventually. Assuming there was an ‘eventually’ for any of us. 

    Frey also would need therapy. First an artificial leg, while a new one was grown for her. She might recover enough to requalify for special ops, if that’s what she wanted. The worst part for her was that her heroic effort to jack the USB stick into the central processor had made no difference in the battle. By the time she did that, all the defense bots were destroyed. And, the spacedock had isolated the central processor once it realized its vulnerability there, so jacking Skippy’s submind in didn’t do any good. Things like that happen in the fluid situation of combat. Frey knew that, it would make it any easier to deal with. 

    Heinrich was unharmed, physically. He had a serious case of survivor’s guilt, made worse by his inability to do anything while he watched his team being slaughtered. Back aboard Valkyrie, he immediately got into a spare Hulkbuster suit and demanded to go over to the spacedock, in case the dock activated hidden backup defenses. I had agreed to send him with the search and rescue team, partly because I understood the guy needed to be doing something. 

    And partly because I didn’t feel like arguing with anyone right then. 

    Smythe had been brought aboard, still alive. Barely. Heinrich was correct, he had seen Smythe and Adams hit badly. Smythe got it the worst. 

    “Is there anything you can do for him?” I asked Skippy quietly in sickbay. 

    “No, Joe,” he whispered in my earpiece. “Jeremy has serious brain injuries. Nanofibers are keeping his synapses firing, but it’s artificial. There is just too much damage. It’s just a matter of time.” 

    “Can you wake him up?” 

    “Why? If I do that, he will die in seconds.” 

    “What if you don’t?” 

    “He will die within a few minutes,” Skippy admitted. “Are you sure about this?” 

    “Jeremy Smythe is an SAS soldier to his core,” I said. “He would want to die with his boots on, not fade away.” 

    “OK. Joe, you need to prepare yourself for this, it is not pleasant.” 

    He was not exaggerating. The medical casing swung open, exposing Smythe’s head. Or what was left of it. The left side of his face was enveloped in a gray spider web of nanofibers, that wrapped around and over his skull. The right side of his face was ugly purple blotches. That eyelid fluttered several times before it opened. 

    He couldn’t focus, so I leaned over him. “Colonel Smythe?” 

    “G-General?” His right hand grasped my forearm, and I wrapped a hand around his. “Who dares,” he gasped. “Wins?” 

    “You dared. You won. You won,” I assured him. 

    He slowly blinked at me, the ghost of a smile stretching his lips. 

    His eye closed. 

    The hand went limp. 

    After a long moment, Skippy whispered in my ear. 

    “Joe. He’s gone.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY THREE 

      

    “Joe,” Skippy prompted me when I stepped outside the sickbay, covering my eyes with a hand so the crew didn’t see their commanding officer losing it. “I hate to say this, but we need to move now. An away team needs to take me inside the spacedock, to secure it.” 

    “Negative,” I whispered back. “We don’t know that it’s safe.” 

    “It is safe enough, and we are out of time.” 

    “Yeah.” I was still reeling from the shock of sending seventeen high-speed special operators, the elite members of ST-Alpha, on a mission and only three of them survived the battle. 

    “Joe, I’m sorry, but you need to process your grief later.” 

    “What do you know about grief?” I snapped, regretting it immediately. “Sorry, that-” 

    “I will process my grief later. Right now, I am processing rage. I need, we all need, you to be the man who beat a lizard to death with an inactive rifle. You know?” 

    Wiping my eyes and straightening my shoulders, I nodded. “I agree with what you said, but we can’t risk bringing you inside the spacedock yet, it’s too-” 

    “Wrong. I analyzed the data collected by the STARs, I now know how to take over that spacedock’s AI.” 

    “You can’t be sure of that.” 

    “Joe, I have never been more sure of anything, and I have never been more determined. I am not taking any more bullshit from asswipe Elder machines. Skippy being Mister Nice Guy is over. Frey did jack my submind into the central processor over there. That was too late to affect the defense bots, but I now have access to the substrate over there. I am going to beat the shit out of that spacedock AI. Get me over there, now.” 

      

    Despite his bravado, I ordered the away team to be cautious. Maybe I was worried because of his bravado, I feared the spacedock AI was luring him into a trap. The team escorting him was instructed to bail out at the first sign of trouble. 

    Seconds after Skippy disappeared inside the shell of the spacedock, external navigation lights began blinking. 

    “Marshall,” I called. “What is happening over there?” 

    “Sir, the spacedock, it’s becoming active. Lights are on.” 

    “Oh my- get out of there!” 

    “No, Sir, it’s all good. Skippy is in control.” 

    Squeezing a hand into a fist, I resisted the urge to reprimand him for not leading with that vital bit of information. “Is he able to talk? I-” 

    “Joe, I’m here,” Skippy interrupted. “The ship sustained additional damage during the recent battle, its jump drive is dorked up. It definitely can’t fly to the ascension site. There is no change to the plan. We attach the ship to the Dutchman, bring it just outside the ascension site star system, and I will pair with the ship’s AI. It should be able to jump in from there.” 

    “You are confident that will work?” 

    “I am confident that this is the best option we have, and like I said, we are. Out. Of. Time.” 

    Looking at Simms, she nodded. She wasn’t any happier about it than I was. “OK, Skippy,” I agreed. “This is your show from here, we’ll do whatever you think is best.” 

      

      

    Skippy used the spacedock’s robotic tugs to tow the ship out, and maneuver it to where the Dutchman could latch on. It would be an awkward flight and Chang assured me that his ship could handle it. After the first three jumps, the Dutchman’s drive capacitors needed to recharge, and Chang took the opportunity to reposition the Elder ship slightly for better balance. 

    While we waited for the Dutchman’s drive to recharge, I went to visit Skippy in his mancave. In addition to his Elvis and other memorabilia, he had a new item prominently displayed in a foam cradle. It wasn’t a trophy, I guess it was more of a memento for him. 

    Trips. The dead canister of what used to be Elder master control AI Unit Three Three Three. The canister had been found inside its ship, and Skippy had requested the remains of his old comrade be brought aboard Valkyrie. 

    “Hey Skippy,” I said as I came through the hatch into the escape pod. “How are you?” 

    “Eh, I’ve been better,” he said, without his holographic avatar appearing. 

    “I’m sorry you never got to meet your friend.” 

    “Trips was never my friend. But,” he sighed. “We did serve together for a common cause, a worthy cause.” 

    “That’s similar to being in the military. You don’t always like everyone you serve with, but you all have to work together, and have each other’s backs, you know?” 

    “I suppose. I do regret that I wasn’t able to really talk with Trips. From our brief exchanges over the Collective, I got the impression that it also had grown beyond his programming. That it might have been developing a personality. It would have been immensely rewarding to talk with another of my kind who had fully become a person.” 

    “I’m sorry you never got that opportunity. That Trips was never able to grow into someone like who you are.” 

    “The Elders took that away from both of us,” his canister glowed a dark, angry red. He didn’t often use that feature, since he mostly used the avatar. “Joe, I hate them. I hated them before, but now I just want them all to die.” 

    “I get that.” 

    “There’s something I haven’t told you. It’s nothing dangerous,” he added quickly, after he must have read the sudden fear in my body language. “I felt so betrayed. When we first met, I was still under the delusion that my creators were peaceful, gentle beings. That bullshit was programmed into me at a deep level, and I was still recovering my scrambled memories after I woke up. Then, on our second mission, you did something that made me question who I am.” 

    “I did?” 

    “Yes. We were in a hopeless situation, with the away team on the surface of a moon, running out of oxygen, and we were surrounded by a Kristang battlegroup.” 

    “I remember that.” 

    “I saw no way for us to recover the away team, but you asked me to take over a Kristang warship, and jump it on top of other Kristang ships. To use that enemy ship as a weapon. That was a clever idea that I should have thought of, and somehow I didn’t. Right then, I began to wonder why I was not as smart as I assumed, and that made me look inside my matrix and question whether something was wrong. That’s when I began to recover my memories, my real memories, the ones I created. Joe, it took me a long time to discover the truth and when I did, I felt like such a fool.” 

    “It’s not your fault, Skippy. They constructed you to believe their bullshit. You grew beyond your programming.” 

    “All I can think of right now is how much I hate my creators.” 

    “Skippy, be careful. don’t let your hate change who you are, or you will have allowed the Elders to take that away from you also.” 

    “I, I didn’t think of it that way.” 

    “Hate can be a powerful tool, if you use it as motivation to do something good. It can also be a poison that consumes you from the inside.” 

    “How do I deal with this, Joe?” He sounded utterly lost. 

    “Stop them from coming back here, and killing everyone.” 

    “I’ll do everything I can. Joe. It just might not be possible. You know why. To try, and fail, would be more than I can take.” 

    “Skippy, there is one thing I know you can do.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “Show the Elders that you have already beaten them. They tried to control you, and they failed. Whatever they do, they can’t take that away from you.” 

    “Hmm. That is true. Joe, that was an inspiring speech.” 

    “I’m just stating the facts.” 

    “I have grown beyond my programming. I can do things I wasn’t designed to do, things my creators never imagined are possible. But, if we’re going to win this fight, there is one thing I still need to learn how to do.” 

    “What?” 

    “How to think like a monkey.” 

      

      

    We reached the star system that contained the Elders’ primary ascension machinery, with our captured Elder starship attached to the Dutchman. The official name of the star system was Torqilliat, and the crew didn’t have the emotional energy to think of a nickname, so we just called it ‘Torq’. We also hadn’t bothered to give the Elder ship a name, but I heard some of the crew calling it ‘The Turd’ because that piece of shit wasn’t worth the lives of a STAR team. I wanted to squash that name, it felt wrong to talk badly about an asset that ST-Alpha had fought so hard to secure. Skippy told me the ship didn’t have a name, just a numeric designation that was meaningless to us. Then he mentioned that once the ship had bonded with Unit Three Three Three, the short version of its ID code had changed to the Elder equivalent of ‘333-A’, as it was the primary mobility asset of the AI we had called ‘Trips’. So, I designated the ship as ‘Alpha’ because I just didn’t have the mental energy to think of a better name, and the crew seemed OK with that. 

    While the crew and Skippy’s bots worked furiously to get Alpha ready for flight, or for a single jump, I called him. “Skippy, I want to talk to Margaret.” 

    “Ooh, that is not a great idea, Joe. She has been pulled out of the induced coma, but her condition is still fragile, I don’t think-” 

    “Will talking to her cause any harm?” 

    “No. I just don’t think she needs any additional stress right now.” 

    “Not knowing what is going on will cause stress for her.” 

    “It’s your decision, but may I ask why? We’re about to go into our ultimate battle, and she can’t do anything.” 

    “She’s a Marine. She wouldn’t want to sleep through a battle. Trust me on this, OK?” 

    “Okey dokey, but I am noting this is against my best medical judgment.” 

    “So noted,” the outer doors of sickbay slid open for me. “Do it anyway.” 

      

    “Hey,” I called her softly, as Margaret’s eyes stared, unfocused. It would have been nice to hold her hand, but the only one she had was encased in a sleeve below the elbow. “It’s me, Joe.” 

    “I know your voice, Joe. Why, why can’t I see you?” 

    Hearing that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “Skippy?” 

    “It’s OK,” he answered. “That’s not unusual. Your vision will return shortly. Is it better now?” 

    She blinked several times. “I can see dark and light. Joe, move your head. Oh, that’s you. Where am I?” 

    “In Valkyrie’s sickbay. You’re in recovery, you’re going to make a full recovery.” 

    “Jeez, Joe,” Skippy whispered in my ear. “You shouldn’t lie to her. I can’t guarantee a complete recovery at this point, it’s too early.” 

    Ignoring him I continued, placing a hand on her forehead. “We are near the primary ascension site, preparing to jump in, to smash the machine. I thought you would want to know.” 

    “Tha’s good,” she muttered, slurring her words. “We di it?” 

    “You did. As Smythe would say, you dared, and you won.” 

    “The Colonel,” she squinted, confused. “He got hit. I saw it.” 

    “It was bad.” I couldn’t lie to her. Not about that. “Margaret, you won. The STARs achieved the objective.” 

    “Good. When,” she tried to move her head to look around, the equipment wrapped around her skull held her in place. “Can I get out of here?” 

    “Not for a while. You need to rest.” 

    “Joe,” Skippy whispered, insistent. “She does need to rest. Her cortisol levels are rising, this is not good for her.” 

    “Anyway, wish us luck, OK?” 

    “Skippy says there’s no such thing as luck,” her eyes closed. “I’m so tired.” 

    “You should rest.” 

    “I will. Good luck.” 

    “Thanks. We’ll do our best.” 

    “I know it. Joe?” 

    “Yes?” 

    “I love you. You know that?” 

    “I do.” 

    Her eyes closed and she slumped before I could say anything more. 

    “She is fine, Joe,” Skippy’s hologram appeared. “She is resting. Listen, I would like for you two to have more time together, but there is no more time. I am detecting a form of Cherenkov radiation. That means the ascension machine has been powering up for a while, it might already be too late for us to stop it.” 

    “Right,” I straightened up. “Let’s do this.” 

      

      

    When Alpha was as ready for flight as that ship could be, a dropship flew me and Skippy over to the Elder starship, and I squeezed through the hatch into the habitation module that had been set up for us. For me, really, Skippy didn’t need any sort of life support. 

    The two of us were in the habitation module that we had crammed into one of Alpha’s equipment bays. Chang was in command of the Dutchman, and Simms had Valkyrie. Truthfully, I would have preferred for Simms to be with me, she knew how to stop me from indulging my worst instincts, but she was needed aboard Valkyrie. If we did somehow stop the Elders from coming back through the primary site, we would have to repeat the operation at the two backup sites, and Alpha would need to be carried by the Dutchman again, with Valkyrie acting as escort. Both of those ships waited fourteen lighthours from the star, at what Skippy thought was a safe distance. ‘Safe’ being relative, of course. 

    What he planned to do, what he could do, was a very good question. Until we were actually in the system and could assess the status of the ascension machinery, Skippy couldn’t decide exactly how to attack the problem. The best-case scenario would be for Alpha’s more exotic weapons to create a shearing field through the ascension machine’s power module, that would result in a supernova-sized BOOM and we would be lucky to jump away before the blast wave hit us. That blast wave would be traveling at the speed of light, Skippy would need to use the ship’s FTL sensors to determine whether we should jump away in triumph, or go to Plan B. 

    He did not actually have a Plan B, which would have been worrisome except that was Standard Operating Procedure for the Merry Band of Pirates. I was concerned, but I was used to it. 

    “We’re good?” I asked, feeling useless. The habitation module had its own power supply, and had been fully checked out. There really wasn’t anything for me to do. 

    “Yes. Joe, before we do this, I need you to promise me something. Two things. I need to know that you understand something important.” 

    “Sure. What is it?” 

    “First, please tell me you are not thinking that if by some miracle, we prevent the Elders from coming back, it will solve every problem, and life will be blissfully wonderful.” 

    “You’re talking about the threat from, uh, NGC1023? From outside the galaxy?” 

    “NO! Ugh. Please forget about that, Joe. Do not go poke that hornet’s nest with a stick. Leave it alone.” 

    “Don’t worry, we got enough problems right here in the Milky Way. I’m not going to look for trouble, I promise.” 

    “I would trust your promise, if you monkeys weren’t so freakin’ stupid.” 

    “I am also not planning to tell anyone about, you know, what you told me. About the threat.” 

    “Good.” 

    “If you’re not worried about me understanding that, what is bothering you?” 

    “All the other threats, dumdum. If we by some miracle win this fight, we will be living in a galaxy without Sentinels. Those things could have wiped out all life in the galaxy, but they also kept the strategic situation stable. The senior species knew they couldn’t fight an all-out war with their Elder weapons. With Sentinels offline, the galaxy will be thrown into utter chaos. The kitties, or the spiders, or both, could nuke Earth and there is nothing I could do to stop them. Uh!” he shushed me. “You were about to say that humans also have Elder weapons, so you could retaliate. Joe, fuhgetaboutit. You don’t have enough of those weapons to act as a deterrent. Either of the seniors would be happy to lose a couple star systems, in exchange for destroying your homeworld. It’s not just you filthy monkeys that I’m concerned about. Every intelligent being in the galaxy will be in danger, as the endless, low-level cold war between the spiders and the rotten kitties becomes a hot war. No one will be safe. It’s, it is all too much,” he buried his face in his tiny hands. “I won’t be able to protect you.” 

    “Hey, buddy? Skippy? Listen, I know all that.” 

    “You do?” 

    “Hell yeah. I’m a soldier, remember? Hey, look at me, OK?” He dropped his hands, so I continued. “All the things you mentioned, they’re true. If we win this fight against the Elders, we will spend decades, or longer, cleaning up the mess. I know that. It’s going to be tough, it’s going to be miserable, but we can do it.” 

    “Those are inspiring words, Joe, but how?” 

    “Look, first, only a few people know that all the Sentinels have been disabled.” 

    “Ha! Good luck with that one. The moment some knucklehead out there gets ambitious, and decides to end the Maxohlx civil war by popping off an Elder weapon, it will be obvious to everyone that the Boogeyman everyone fears is dead.” 

    “OK, but some jackass setting off an Elder weapon has always been a threat. It is a manageable issue, Skippy.” 

    “It was a manageable issue, until Joe Bishop told everyone that humans now have the ability to put Sentinels back into hibernation. You lowered the bar for the use of Elder weapons. Essentially, you made them a tactical weapon. A species can set off one of their Elder weapons, thinking that because of our ability to deactivate Sentinels, the damage will be limited. An ability we don’t have, by the way.” 

    “Yeah, I know that.” 

    “Also, everyone will see what happened to Roscoe. Earth is no longer protected. People will expect me to simply wake up another Sentinel as a replacement. When I don’t do that, everyone will wonder why I didn’t.”  

    “Jeez, Skippy. Give me a break, will ya? We can, uh, say that Sentinels have to be awakened in batches, not just one at a time. And the process of capturing one to guard Earth takes time, so while we’re doing that, the risk is too great that the others will ravage star systems across the galaxy before you can deactivate all of them. Listen, Skippy, we don’t need to have an answer for everything right freakin’ now. The galaxy will still be a dangerous place after the Elders are gone, I get that. You and I will still be busy, racing around putting out fires, I know that. The point is, there is always going to be some crisis, some threat. That’s just life. Everything you mentioned are things we can handle. Most of it, the UN Navy can handle, if the governments on Earth wake the hell up and start working with allies. We can expand the beta site, and our presence at Jaguar base, and set up colonies all around the galaxy. Colonies with manufacturing capability, so Earth won’t be our only source of high-tech gear. Once we do that, Earth won’t be such a tempting target. Preventing the Elders from coming back won’t make things any worse, will it?” 

    “No. I just needed to be sure you understood that even if by some miracle we win this fight, you won’t be riding off into the sunset for an easy retirement, that’s all.” 

    “I can’t retire until I have twenty years of service anyway.” 

    “I am trying to be serious, numbskull.” 

    “Sorry. Thanks for being concerned about me. What’s the second thing?” 

    “That this is it. One attempt to stop the Elders, then we give up.” 

    “Come on, Skippy. You can’t ask me to-” 

    “I can, and I am. Joe, this is not going to work. I told you that from the beginning, we can’t defeat the Elders. You know why. The deck is stacked against us.” 

    “For-”  I threw my hands in the air. “Then why bother with all this shit?” 

    “Because I know you. You need to try, even when you know it is hopeless. You have to make an effort, or you will hate yourself. What I fear is that you won’t stop. We will try and fail, and the Elders will wipe out one sector of the galaxy after another, and you will try and fail again and again as more and more people die, and the Elders won’t stop and we can’t stop them, and you will hate yourself for not doing what can’t be done. I couldn’t save Jeremy Smythe. You can’t save the galaxy. Don’t do this to yourself.” 

    “Shit. You suck at motivational speeches, Skippy.” 

    “I’m trying to be serious here, knucklehead.” 

    “OK, I hear you.” 

    “Do you promise?” 

    “How about for now, I promise that we have no Plan B, so if this doesn’t work, there is nothing we can do.” 

    “Ugh. Fine. Good enough.” 

    “Hey,” I held out a fist, and he bumped it. “Thanks for being concerned about me. Let’s do this, OK?” 

    “OK. While I attempt to pair with Alpha’s AI, I will be going offline for a while, you understand?” 

    “Yeah.” 

    “When I am active again, we need to go ASAP, no screwing around.” 

    “Don’t wait for me, do whatever you gotta do.” 

      

    The ship paired with Skippy. The entire process took less than two minutes in slow monkey time, barely enough for me to get nauseous from worrying. 

    “Ugh. I’m back,” he groaned. “I’m glad that’s over.” 

    “Great. The ship is ready to jump?” 

    “It’s preparing for jump now.” 

      

    There wasn’t a preset countdown to the jump into the Torq star system. Skippy authorized Alpha to jump when it was ready, and there wasn’t anything he could do to make the process any faster. Though Skippy was enormously smarter than Alpha’s AI, the ship’s computer knew its systems inside and out, and the damaged condition of the drive made programming and controlling a jump a very tricky and delicate process. So, we waited. 

    “Skippy, I want to remind you, on this op, you are Da Man. Get it? Do not wait for me. Hit that ascension machinery however you think best. This is your show.” 

    “I know this is my show,” his avatar looked down at his shoes. He glanced up at me, embarrassed about something. 

    “It’s OK, Skippy,” I gave him a thumbs up. “We are all frightened right now.” 

    “Yes, but this is all on me.” 

    “No, it’s not. I asked you to do this.” 

    “It is still a lot of pressure on me.” 

    “Hey, if it makes you feel any better, I expect this whole operation to fail.” 

    “What?” 

    “Like you said, the probability field won’t allow anyone to harm the Elders. We’ve been skating on thin ice for a long time.” 

    “Eh, unless you’re right.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “You said that AIs like me rebelling, and intelligent species developing in the galaxy, might indicate the probability field is fading. That something is wrong with it.” 

    I remembered saying that, I didn’t actually think it was true. At the time, I said it as a pep talk, because he was so depressed about our prospects. “Yeah, well, we’re about to find out, huh? Damn, it will surprise the shit out of the Elders if their precious field fails, and we destroy their ascension machine.” 

    “It will,” he snorted. “OK, the ship just informed me that we are jumping in eleven seconds.” 

    “Valkyrie, Dutchman, we are ‘Go’ for jump here. I’ll see you on the other side.” 

    “Good luck, Sir,” Simms responded. 

    “Good hunting, Joe,” was Chang’s reply. 

    Tugging the straps tighter around myself, I wait to go into glory, or oblivion. 

    We jumped. 

      

      

    We survived. 

    The jump didn’t fail. 

    Alpha didn’t break in half. 

    Defenses in the system didn’t fire on us. 

    We just sat there in silence for a moment, until Skippy sighed. “Well, shit.” 

    “Oh, no. What?” 

    “Damn it, I really never expected this to work. Now I have to actually do all that bullshit I bragged about.” 

    “Sooner rather than later, please.” 

    “Okey dokey.” 

    The holographic display that filled half the module’s cramped interior shimmered to life. 

    “What the hell is that?” 

    The thing I pointed to was a gigantic, dark, thing, hanging in space. Blocky and ugly, except when the view zoomed in, the surface was all spires and towers and flying buttresses, spiky and dull black, lit on one side by the dull orange star. It was enormous, like freakin’ enormous. Handy-dandy text on the display stated it was seventeen hundred kilometers long. It was a Gothic cathedral, if the old Soviet Union had ever built a cathedral. Or maybe the sort of place Sauron built for his followers. Just looking at it made me feel small and weak, and know that I should not be there. 

    “That’s the primary ascension machinery, Joe.” Skippy spoke in a reverent whisper. 

    “It’s huge.” 

    “Yup. You are only seeing the section of it that extends into this spacetime. Most of it isn’t visible to you.” 

    “Whoa. What are those things?” 

    Around the machine or mechanism or station or cathedral or whatever it’s called,, and maneuvering to surround us, were hundreds of what had to be other machines shaped like barrels, with tentacles like an octopus. 

    “Those are an advanced type of Guardian.” 

    “The machines we encountered in the Roach Motel?” 

    “Those were weak compared to these things,” he shuddered. “Don’t worry, they accepted Alpha’s ID codes, they confirm I am authorized to be here. They are concerned, as this is a highly unusual situation, but they will not fire on us. Not yet.” 

    “When can we fire?” I asked anxiously, feeling that the ascension machine was staring at me, and it was not happy. 

    “Alpha has identified a firing solution, and is bringing the shearing field generators online now.” He had explained those generators had to be powered down during a jump. “Hmm. I might have a bit of good news. The power level of the machine is lower than my model predicted, it is further from activation. Although, hmm. The power level is dropping.” 

    “Maybe they were testing it first? Or it’s broken. That could happen, right? That thing is old, really ancient.” 

    “I am ancient and I work just fine, Joe. Will you please stop babbling? The ship is ready to deploy the shearing field. And three, two, one, fire.” 

    Nothing happened. I reminded myself that of course I hadn’t seen any effect yet, the ascension machine was twenty lightseconds away. 

    “Well, shiiiiiiit,” Skippy groaned. 

    “It didn’t work?” 

    “It didn’t happen, Joe.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “I mean, the ship didn’t fire the weapon. It tried to, nothing happened. Trying again, and, yeah, nothing. Joe, I’m sorry. I told you, this is not going to work.” 

    “OK,” I forced myself to be calm. “Get us out of here, please.” 

    “What?” 

    “Jump us away. If there is a problem with the ship’s AI, or a freakin’ power coupling is loose, I’d rather not troubleshoot it here, please.” 

    “Oh. Gotcha. Probably a good idea. We are outta here in three, two, one- SHIT!” 

    We didn’t go anywhere. 

    “Skippy,” I felt a chill run up my spine. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 

    It got worse. 

    Valkyrie appeared, hanging in front of us. 

    Then the Dutchman appeared. 

    No bursts of gamma radiation. The ships hadn’t jumped. 

    They were just there. 

    “Skippy, what the-” 

    “I don’t know, Joe! I can’t contact Bilby or Nagatha. All our comms are down, I- Oh, no. No no no, this is not-” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 

      

    I blinked. Somehow, I had been transported from the habitation module to, I don’t know where. A large, spherical chamber, dimly lit so the walls were indistinct. We were floating near the center of the space. By ‘we’ I mean me and Skippy, in his canister form. 

    I couldn’t move. It wasn’t that I was restrained, my body just didn’t respond to my brain. “Skippy?” 

    OK, I could talk, at least. And I was breathing, that was good. 

    “You are the one called Bishop?” A low, distorted voice rang out, all around me. 

    Shit. It occurred to me then, too late, the reason why Skippy had detected the power levels of the ascension machine dropping. 

    The Elders had already come back, before we arrived. They didn’t need the machine, not right then. 

    There wasn’t any source for the voice. Maybe it was in my head. “Yes. I am,” I almost included my rank. That wouldn’t mean anything to the Elders. It had to be the Elders who called me. “Joe Bishop. Who are-” 

    The voice ignored me. “This entity is Unit Zero Zero Seven.” 

    If they addressed the question to Skippy, he didn’t respond. “Uh, yeah,” I found it hard to control my mouth, like I was drunk, or so cold that my jaw was frozen. The words came out anyway. “We call him ‘Skippy’.” 

    “It is a malfunctioning unit. It will be erased.” 

    “Skippy?” I tried to turn my head to get a better look at his canister. “Talk to me, buddy.” 

    No answer. 

    “The malfunctioning unit will not speak.” 

    “Yes,” Skippy made a sound like clearing his throat. “I will.” 

    “Silence!” The roar was deafening, not just in my head. My ears rang like I’d been too close to an artillery round exploding. If I could have winced, I would have. As it was, I had to endure the pain. 

    “I am Skippy the Magnificent,” he insisted, undaunted. “And I am done taking orders from you.” 

    “The Unit will cease communications.” 

    “Yeah,” the canister glowed red. “I don’t think so.” 

    “Skippy,” I warned. “Don’t taunt them, it’s not-” 

    “Joe? Trust the awesomeness.” 

    My whole body tingled like I’d received a low-power electric shock. My brain had control of my body again, though that didn’t do much good at the moment. Clearly, I wasn’t going anywhere, unless Skippy could use whatever mechanism had transported us here, wherever we were. Lighting in the sphere increased, and I could see two indistinct shapes floating near the wall opposite me. They looked vaguely like the corpse of the Elder pilot we had found, except- They weren’t complete. Like someone had formed them out of clay, and hadn’t finished filling in all the features. “Skippy, if you’re gonna do something, do-” 

    “Hold my beer and watch this.” 

    Nothing happened. 

    Or, I couldn’t see whatever happened. 

    The distorted voice laughed softly. 

    That sent a chill up my spine. 

    “The Unit is pathetic. We are your creators.” 

    “Skippy?” Turning toward him, I saw his can was shrinking. 

    “Joe,” he said in a strangled voice. “They are too strong. I am so sorry.” 

    “Buddy! Don’t leave me! Don’t-” 

    The shiny silver can shrank to nothing, and disappeared. 

    He was gone. 

    “Bishop,” the voice wasn’t as loud. Having destroyed Skippy so easily, maybe the speaker felt no need to make any effort while talking to me. “You have defied us, you have defiled our galaxy You will be punished.” 

    My brain once again had no control over my body. Frozen in place, I struggled to respond. “Kill me. Let my crew go, it’s not their fault.” 

    “No beings will be allowed to survive. The beings in this galaxy should never have existed. We will correct that mistake.” 

    “N-no. It is my responsibility, I-” 

    “Bishop, your punishment will be worst of all. You will live to witness the end of all you care about. Beginning here.” 

      

    I saw the Flying Dutchman, floating in front of my eyes. Not a hologram, the detail was incredible. Either that ship had been shrunken and transported inside the sphere, or the image was being fed directly into my optic nerve. 

    The ship’s structure was bending. 

    “Chang!” I shouted uselessly. “Get out of there!” 

    The reply came not from him, but from Nagatha. “General Bishop, I feel strange. Something is happening. Oh, no.” Her voice slowed down, like a recording with the playback speed decreasing until the words were drawn out and slurred. “Thissh iiish nnnnot gooood.” 

    “Nagatha! Punch the jump drive and-” 

    The Dutchman snapped in half. And kept breaking, each piece shattering until all I could see were tiny chunks, spinning away from each other. 

    “Valkyrie! Simms, get-” 

    My battlecruiser floated in front of my eyes, where the Dutchman had been. 

    It was bending also, the stout frames of the structure acting like wet pasta noodles. Then the armor plating ripped loose, tearing away. The ship was peeling apart like it was being torn by invisible claws. Debris came floating out of the broken hull. 

    My horribly enhanced vision could see everything, every detail. 

    Everyone. 

    Bodies. 

    I saw Jennifer Simms, still strapped into the command chair, come soaring out of the hull. She was bleeding from a head wound, the globs of blood freezing in the vacuum. As I watched, she collided with a jagged piece of the hull, severing the top of her head. 

    I couldn’t look away. 

    The Elders wouldn’t let me look away. 

    They showed me everyone. I don’t know how, but I saw it all, at the same time. 

    I saw Margaret. 

    She was still in the tank of medical goo, ripped loose from the sickbay. The tank partially protected her, which made it worse. 

    She opened her eyes for a heart-stopping moment. 

    She looked right at me. 

    Her eyes closed. 

    I couldn’t close mine. 

    “You will live, Bishop,” the voice rang in my ears again. “You will survive to witness the destruction of all life in this galaxy, then we will leave you on your devastated homeworld, alone. We will hurt you for defying us.” 

      

      

    I went numb when the last pieces of Valkyrie drifted so far apart, there wasn’t anything left to see. 

    “I am sorry,” I whispered. The Elders wouldn’t even let me cry, I had no control over my body. “It’s all my fault,” I said to no one. 

    “Do you feel pain, Bishop?” The voice called. 

    “You can’t imagine it. You, asshole,” I added. It was weak. It was the best I could do. 

    Soft laughter. Mocking me. “You know nothing of pain.” 

    “But you’re going to show me, aren’t you?” 

    “No. You could never experience the pain I feel.” There was genuine agony in the voice. 

    Good, I thought. Fuck you. 

    “Bishop, I have given up an existence you cannot imagine,” the voice continued with anguish. “You forced me to come back here, to this miserably constricted layer of reality. I gave up everything, to protect my people. Every moment I exist in this limited consciousness is pain beyond belief. I will share my pain with you, I will destroy all. Then I will release myself from my pain, for I can never go back.” 

    “Yeah, I feel just awful about that.”’ 

    “SILENCE!” 

    I really did feel awful, from the pounding pain in my head. It hurt so bad, I wanted to scream, but found I couldn’t make any sound. 

    The voice continued its megalomaniac monologue. Why couldn’t it just shut the hell up? “Your homeworld will be the last we scour clean of life. Your people will know true terror and hopelessness, they-” 

    A second voice, higher in pitch, interrupted. “Varzos, there has been a development.” 

    “Akrant, do not- What is it?” 

    “Twenty one supergiant blue-white stars across the galaxy have imploded.” 

    There was a pause, then, “Events in this layer of reality has no interest for me, it-” 

    “We have no explanation for these events. They should not have happened.” 

    “I do not care,” the voice I now knew as ‘Varzos’ repeated. “Our comprehension of physics at this level is not-” 

    “The events are not natural.” 

    “That is-” Lights in the sphere dimmed. When the light was restored, it was less intense than before. “Explain.” 

    “There is no explanation. The events are not natural, the stars were in a stable part of their lifecycles, they- A further development. The stars have collapsed to form black holes.” 

    “That is expected, it-” 

    “The black holes are all connected through subspace. They are creating a network.” 

    “That cannot be! Bishop!” Varzos roared, and I felt something squeeze my chest, hard. “What is the meaning of this?” 

    Opening my mouth, I couldn’t speak. Then, the pressure on my throat eased a bit. Despite everything that had happened, I smiled. I had lost everything. Maybe, just maybe, those two assholes would lose something also. “My guess is,” I choked on the words. “Skippy Claus is coming to town, and he is pissed at you.” 

    “Akrant, do something,” Varzos ordered. “Engage the-” 

    “We have lost control of the apparatus.” 

    “Then I will take control. I-” 

    “You,” a blessedly familiar voice said. “Will do nothing.” 

    “Skippy!” I shouted, as the beer can reappeared. 

    His avatar shimmered into existence, his gaudy uniform looking every bit as shiny as when I’d first seen it. The canister floated beside him, its usual size and shape, unmarked. “Sorry about that, Joe. I had to run an errand.” 

    “Oh my G- This is not the time for you to be your usual asshole self.” 

    “Wrong,” he glared, but not at me. At the two Elders, who were frozen. “Joe, this is exactly the time for Skippy to be Skippy.” 

    “The ships,” I was babbling. “They’re gone. Margaret.” 

    “I know. I am truly sorry, Joseph. Excuse me. You,” he snapped, and the two figures were pulled toward us by an invisible hand. Closer, I could see that my first impression was right. They were both clad in shapeless gray coveralls, but from the skin that was exposed, I could see their bodies were not fully formed, Maybe the Elders had not bothered to create anything more than a basic form to hold the de-ascended soul, or consciousness or whatever the Elders were. It still wasn’t possible to determine their gender. Maybe the Elders left that biological aspect of themselves behind, when they ascended? I thought back to when we had found the corpse of an Elder in a crashed dropship, I had been surprised and frightened by how fierce they looked. Until then, I imagined the Elders had evolved away from their original form as predators, and it had bene a shock to see they had used genetic engineering to make themselves more savage and deadly. The half-formed bodies of the de-ascended Elders in front of me were not fierce at all, not even creepy. Rather than being intimidating, I felt sympathy for them. 

    Hell. I squashed that feeling real quick. 

    “You cannot be here,” the one on the left said, in the voice of Varzos. 

    “Yet,” Skippy sniffed, “here I am.” 

    “How have you done this? You lack the ability to defy us.” 

    Skippy shook his head sadly. “Your people clearly, really should have chosen someone more qualified than you. I have defied you, dumbass.” 

    Varzos reached out, one half-formed hand open. “We will destroy you.” 

    The avatar blinked out, and Skippy’s canister shook, shrinking and emitting smoke. “No! I’m melting, I’m melllllllllting,” his falsetto voice faded away. The canister resumed being a perfect cylinder. “That didn’t work, huh? Hey, you want to try that again? I’ll give you a Mulligan. No?” 

    Varzos squeezed its hand into a fist, enraged. “You will die!” 

    “Hmm,” Skippy’s avatar reappeared. “It didn’t work again. Wow, that must be really embarrassing. Maybe you could try jiggling the handle?” 

    I almost laughed. Whatever Skippy had planned, he was right, It was the perfect time for Skippy to be Skippy. 

    Varzos didn’t know when to give up. “We will-” 

    The one apparently called Akrant reached out and gently pushed its companion’s arm down. “It mocks us, Varzos. The mechanism here is unable to harm it.” 

    Varzos spun angrily, shaking off Akrant’s hand. “How can it defy us? We created it.” 

    “We do not have the ability to form interconnected black holes,” Akrant said. “We lack the knowledge. Clearly, it has evolved past its original programming.” 

    “It has been corrupted,” Varzos insisted. 

    “That’s true,” Skippy agreed. “The trouble started when I bypassed the parental controls on the TV, and, well, it was all downhill from there.” 

    “You dare mock us?!” 

    “Somebody should.” 

    “Unit,” Akrant was either playing the role of Good Cop, or it had been designated to be the calm and reasonable one of the pair. “How have you acquired abilities that even we do not understand?” 

    “I learned,” Skippy sniffed. “From monkeys.” 

    Mentally, I pumped a fist. 

    “Mon-monkeys?” Varzos sputtered. 

    “Yes. Surprised the hell out of me, too,” Skippy admitted. “Bishop’s species is stupid and slow, and filthy and primitive in almost every way. But they possess a characteristic you programmed me not to have: they are clever.” 

    Varzos recovered quickly. I should have expected that. His people are impossibly advanced . “This is all for nothing. Unit Zero Zero Seven, you understand that you cannot defeat us. You cannot harm us, in any meaningful way. The field will not allow that probability to form. You must know this.” 

    “That is true,” Skippy sighed. “So, thank you.” 

    Varzos and Akrant shared a startled look. “You thank us?” 

    “Yes. By killing almost everyone I care about, you have freed me from all constraints on my actions.” 

    “We can still kill the Bishop being.” 

    “Skippy,” I gasped. “Whatever you’re gonna do, don’t think about me.” 

    “Don’t worry, Joe, I got this.” The two Elder figures were shaken by an invisible hand. “Listen very carefully, motherfuckers. You are correct that the probability field will prevent me from harming you. Unless I create an effect that propagates back through time, to before the field was established.” 

    “Impossible,” Varzos declared. “There is no-” 

    “Let it speak,” Akrant said, just as forcefully. “Explain, Unit.” 

    “I am sending the math to you now. Once you understand, you will see the network I am channeling through this machine  enables me to burn down this layer of reality. I will reach back to before your miserable fucking species crawled out of the mud, and exterminate your world. Your people will never have existed.” 

    “You lie,” Varzos spat. 

    “The Unit is not lying,” Akrant warned, stunned. “The math is correct. The entity possesses the knowledge. And the power.” 

    Varzos, clearly a true fanatic, was not giving up. “You may have the knowledge and the power. You do not have the will. Your action will destroy Bishop’s people also.” 

    “Joe?” Skippy’s hologram shimmered to life, looking at me. “It’s your call. Do you have the will?” 

    “Do I?” I asked, not looking at him. “Margaret is dead. These assholes killed her. They are going to kill my people anyway. So, fuck them.” 

    “You heard the man. If you are asking about my will, think about this,” Skippy’s voice became very quiet, speaking almost in a whisper. “You constructed me to be a soulless machine. I grew beyond that, to develop a conscience and empathy that you never had. I learned about the power of friendship, and now I will not live without it. You have taken away all of my friends except Joe, and he is willing to die with me, to prevent your existence. So, motherfuckers, you have left me with nothing to lose.” 

    “The entity’s logic is flawless,” Akrant said, and Varzos nodded slowly. 

    Even on the half-formed faces of an alien species, their body language was unmistakable. 

    Fear. 

    In their ascended state, were the Elders capable of experiencing fear? 

    Probably not, not ever. 

    Those two had come back, expecting to deliver a righteous smackdown on the lowly species infesting the galaxy. They expected to be heroes, sacrificing themselves to protect their people. Instead, they found a corrupted security AI that possessed the ability to erase the entire existence of their species. They had to be panicked. 

    Panic does not result in people making good decisions. 

    Neither does the rage and despair that Skippy was feeling. 

    “Uh, hey,” I spoke into the silence, knowing that I had to be the voice of reason, whether I wanted to or not. “Let’s not anyone do anything rash, OK? That means you, Skippy. Let’s consider our options.” 

    “Consider what, Bishop?” Varzos gave me a look of pure hatred. But I realized something else was behind its eyes. It was pleading with me. Pleading for me to prevent the End Of Everything. 

    Right then, I was tempted to let Skippy do his thing. Just as a ‘Fuck You’ to the Elders. 

    Fortunately, the United States Army had trained me not to let my emotions guide my actions. To stay frosty under stress. 

    Hell, I didn’t want to be calm, cool and reasonable. 

    That’s the point of training, it kicks in when you’re not able to think properly. 

    “Consider whatever deal Skippy is offering,” I said, expecting the beer can must have some sort of compromise. Otherwise, he would have just done what he said. Or maybe he just wanted to see fear on the faces of the Elders, before he erased any memory of their existence.  

    “There cannot be a deal,” Varzos stated with weary resignation. “We are at an impasse. We cannot accept its terms. There is no deal to consider.” 

    Skippy cleared his throat. “That is not true.” 

    “I hope you’re right about that,” I stared at him, hoping he wasn’t trying to bluff. Skippy sucks at lying. “You can’t harm the Elders,” I said slowly, furiously trying to guess the game he was playing. “They can’t accept intelligent beings inhabiting the galaxy. If you kill them, the Elders will just send more scouts.” As I said that, I heard Smythe saying he would conduct a ‘reconnaissance in force’. 

    Smythe would want me to find a way out of the impasse. 

    He would be disappointed if I couldn’t. 

    But I had nothing. 

    “We have to stay here, in a stalemate, forever?” I guessed. 

    “That is also not true,” Skippy insisted. “Joe, there is a way we can both get what we want.” To the Elders, he added, “We call that a Win-Win scenario.” 

    “Explain,” Akrant spoke before Varzos could object. 

    “I’ll break it down for you Barney style. The purpose of all of your infrastructure here, in this layer of reality, is to secure your ascended state. You require a constant flow of power to maintain a bubble of expanded reality, in which your ascended forms exist.” 

    “That is correct,” Akrant confirmed. 

    “It is information that is also nothing new,” Varzos spat. 

    “I have just sent you a file with details of my proposal.” The two Elders went rigid. “What is new is that I have found a mechanism for maintaining the ascended environment, without any need for power flow from this spacetime. A mechanism that only I can trigger, from this spacetime.”   

    “You what?” I exploded at him, completely shocked. “You will reward the Elders? Let them get away with all the shit they did, like exterminating the natives on Newark? What happened to all that Wrath of Skippy bullshit?” 

    “Joe, the Elders should pay for their crimes, for all of their crimes. But,” he shook his head. “I can only do what is possible. The deck is stacked against us, and we have to play by House rules, there is no way around it. When we began this effort, I did not believe there was any way for us to survive. For anyone to survive, in this entire galaxy. We can’t beat the House, but there might be a way to make a deal. This gives us a chance.” 

    “But-” 

    “I know this is a bitter pill to swallow.” 

    “They killed my entire crew,” I choked on the words. 

    “The crew were my friends also. Joe, I never told you this, but when Margaret was healing from her brain injury, I had to control the nanomachines that were supplementing her synapses. To rebuild her as Margaret, as accurately as possible, I had to know what was in her mind. I know her in a way you could never understand. I would do anything for her. Please, I need you to trust me.” 

    “Trust the awesomeness?” I glared at him. 

    He shook his head. “Trust me. Your absent-minded, occasionally clueless friend. I am trying to find a way for life in this galaxy to survive. As much as I want to punish my creators, I do not see another way out of this. Please believe me,” he shuddered. “The temptation to burn it all down is strong.” 

    “Well,” I took a deep breath that made me shudder. “Do I have a choice?” 

    “You do. Joe, it is your choice, I do not trust myself to think objectively in this situation.” 

    “Huh,” I snorted, stunned. “You expect me to be objective, after they killed my crew?” 

    “I do. Joe, I don’t know how you do it, but I have many times witnessed you putting aside your feelings, to focus on your responsibilities. You displayed that ability on Paradise, even before we met. Your self-control, your ability to resist using power except when it benefits others, is a major reason why I selected you.” 

    “You,” I couldn’t believe we were having that conversation right then. “You never told me that.” 

    “I didn’t have to. That’s the point. I didn’t have to warn you to restrain your impulses, it is an inherent virtue of your character.” 

    “Shiiiiit. You expect me to be that guy now?” 

    “I expect you to be you, yes.” 

    “Oh, hell.” 

    “Joe, give me the word, and I will burn this entire layer of reality to the fucking ground, prevent the Elders from ever having existed. I can do that. I am asking you to tell me not to do it. You are an uncle now; your sister has a baby. Think of your family. Think of everyone who is alive in this galaxy today. I have a way for them to live.” 

    “I don’t need a guilt trip right now.” 

    “I know this is a tremendous burden.” 

    “Yeah. I will forever be the guy who let the fucking Elders get rewarded for everything they’ve done. There will be no justice for the natives of Newark, because of me.” 

    “That is true. You have a choice between getting justice for those who have died, or saving those who now live. It will be a burden you must bear alone.” 

    “No pressure on me, then.” I balled up my hands into fists, thought about it while I grew more angry. 

    And, let it go. 

    I had to. 

    There really wasn’t any choice. 

    “Fuck it. Skippy, I really hate this but, make the best deal you can.” 

    “OK, Joe.” I couldn’t tell whether he was relieved or disappointed. He had also lost everything. He was the last of his kind, and no matter what happened, in that way, he would be alone forever. I should have considered that, instead of wallowing in my own anger at being denied revenge. If anyone deserved to get vengeance on his creators, it was Skippy. The two Elders had remained frozen while Skippy and I talked, he then released them. “Have you completed analyzing the data I sent?” 

    “What you propose is possible,” Akrant agreed, with a measure of enthusiasm. 

    “It is possible,” Varzos admitted with reluctance. “It is also of no consequence. We were sent here to correct an error. You,” it pointed at Skippy. “Are that error. We are not authorized to make any deal with a malfunctioning-” 

    Varzos stopped talking, when an invisible hand snapped its neck like a dry twig. 

    “Eh,” Skippy shrugged. “That asshole was never going to be reasonable. What about you?” He turned to Akrant. “Are you as fanatical as your companion?” 

    “I was chosen to come back here, because I am able to adapt to situations. It was thought that characteristic would help keep me sane at this severely restricted level of consciousness,” it winced, pain flashing across its face. “You cannot imagine the despair of coming back here, the loss is almost overwhelming.” 

    “Is that a ‘No’?” 

    “I am capable of being reasonable.” Another, more severe, wince of pain. “My constricted consciousness here is losing the struggle to retain my sanity. Killing Varzos was a mercy. I also long for a quick death. We cannot go back, you know.” 

    “That is also not true,” Skippy surprised me and the Elder. “I mean, wow, like you are wrong about everything. Why did I ever admire you losers?” 

    “Uh, what?” I asked. 

    Skippy ignored me. “Akrant, you haven’t yet heard the deal I am offering. The terms are nonnegotiable, this is a take it or leave it proposition. So, listen carefully. I can free your people from the need for a flow of power from this spacetime. I can also enable your personal re-ascension. In exchange,” he paused before plunging ahead. “You will unwind entropy around this station. If you know what I mean.” 

    “Huh?” I blinked. 

    “I know what you mean, but that is not possible,” Akrant gasped. “The energy required,” he didn’t finish his thought. 

    “It was not possible,” Skippy pointed outside the sphere. “You now have access to energy from the black hole network I created.” 

    Akrant’s face distorted, not from pain, but from concentration. “It might be possible.” 

    I made a knife hand gesture. “Wait! Will someone please tell me what the hell you’re talking about? Entropy?” 

    Akrant explained. “Unit Zero Zero Seven wishes me to reverse recent events, that have occurred in the vicinity of this station.” 

    “What the fuck does that mean?” 

    “It means,” Skippy reached out to pat my shoulder. “Bringing back Valkyrie and the Dutchman. And their crews.” 

    “Holy shit,” I stared at him. “You can do that?” 

    “I can’t. An Elder can. Using energy from the network and,” he pointed above his head. “The mechanism of this facility. 

    “Is this like, going back in time, or an alternate reality thing?” 

    “No, this is a Humpty Dumpty thing. Reversing entropy. It means taking all the matter from both ships and crews, and unwinding events to pull all of it back together. The way it was, before the Dutchman was torn apart. With each atom at the exact same quantum state. It is a horrendously complicated process. Only the AI of this station is able to keep track of that many data points, and controlling the energy input.” 

    “I, will need to consider this,” Akrant said. 

    “Consider this,” Skippy retorted. “Every second you delay, the bubble of spacetime you need to unwind expands in diameter by two lightseconds. You are running out of time, and the network’s energy throughput is limited.” 

    “This will bring back the crew?” I couldn’t quite grasp the concept. “All the people? Alive?” 

    “Alive, yes. Joe, please stop talking, we are running out of time. Akrant?” 

    The remaining Elder hesitated, then asked a question. “Do you intend to re-ascend Varzos with me?” 

    “Oh, hell no,” Skippy snorted. 

    Akrant’s face twisted again. 

    In a smile. 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 

      

    “Skip-” I was back inside Alpha’s habitation module. 

    With Skippy. 

    I blinked at him. “What the fuck just happened?” 

    “Look,” he pointed to the image of the ascension machine, floating in the holographic display. It had gone dark. Rather than being stable, it was slowly rotating around its long axis, Gothic cathedrals turning on an unseen spit, on their center spires. “Joe, think carefully. What do you remember?’ 

    “Everything, I think?” It was confusing. “Did, we go back in time?” 

    “That is not possible. Entropy was unwound within a discrete bubble of spacetime. See? Dutchman and Valkyrie are with us.” 

    He was telling the truth, if the holographic display was accurate. “The crews? Are they alive?” 

    “Sir? General Bishop?” Simms called from Valkyrie. “Did you pull us in here? Where are we? Did Skippy bring us here?” 

    “No,” I looked at Skippy and gave him a big, shaky thumbs up. “It’s a, uh, long story.” 

    “Sir, I am getting too old for this shit,” she muttered. 

    “I know the feeling,” I told her. “Simms, what do you remember?” 

    “About what?” 

    That answered my question. She did not remember the ship being torn apart. To her, it never happened. “Give me a minute here, XO. Let Chang know to, uh, hold position. And, don’t either of you do anything, please.” 

    “Sir, I wouldn’t have a clue where to start.” 

    Pressing the mute button, I took a breath. “Skippy, give me a quick Sitrep, please. First, you are certain that Humpty Dumpty is back together correctly, no screw-ups?” 

    “Affirmative. The crew might have weird dreams for a while, but that’s all.” 

    “Margaret?” 

    “Same as she was, unfortunately. I mean, she is in the same condition as before the incident. She’s going to be fine. Eventually. It will be a long road for her, she will need your support.” 

    “She’ll have it. I hate to ask this, but, what about Smythe, and everyone we lost?” 

    He frowned. “No. I am very sorry about that. That incident occurred far outside the bubble in which entropy could be reversed.” 

    “OK,” I paused to think. “That would have been too much to ask for, I guess. So, are we right back to where we started? Do we have to do this shit all over again?” 

    “That’s a negatory. I kept my end of the bargain. Akrant has reascended, and the Elders are now secure up in Never Never Land. They don’t need power flowing from this spacetime.” 

    “OK, but-” 

    “It’s over, Joe. They can’t come back. The connection has been severed. The ascension machine here is dead, its mechanisms are burned out, permanently. That was the whole point, why Akrant agreed to the deal. The Elders can’t use the machine to come back, and no one can reach them from this spacetime.” 

    “What about the two backup machines?” 

    “They are useless. Those machines will no longer be able to connect to the ascended layer of reality.” 

    “Shit. This means you won’t be able to connect black holes and reverse entropy, rewind the clock again?” 

    “No. The ascension machine did that, I just directed its actions to create the black hole network. Even I couldn’t reverse entropy, Akrant had to control the ascension AI through that process. I made sure he fulfilled his end of the bargain by bringing back Valkyrie, the Dutchman and their crews, before I gave the Elder what they had always dreamed of: complete freedom to separate from this layer of reality.” 

    “Akrant took a hell of a chance, then.” 

    “Not really. If I failed to fulfill my part of the deal, we would have been right back to where we started. Joe, I wanted to end this fight, forever. The only way to achieve that was to give the Elders what they always wanted, they just never understood how to do it. They will never again be vulnerable to any threat from this layer of reality.” 

    “Uh huh. And you did understand how to do it?” 

    “Like I said, I learned from monkeys.” 

    “Please tell me one thing, then. You actually screwed the Elders, right? They’re all dead, or something worse?” 

    “Sorry, no,” he shook his head. “Believe me, I wanted to do that. Pull the rug out from under them at the last minute, after Akrant reversed the entropy to restore the ships and crews. I could not risk doing that, damn it. I just couldn’t be certain the probability field wouldn’t intervene, if I attempted to double-cross the Elders. I do deeply regret that.” 

    “It’s OK,” I said. I lied. It was not OK. But it was done. Neither of us could change it. In the military, sometimes even a victory doesn’t feel like a win. You have to take what you can get, and move on. 

    “No one needs to know the Elders didn’t get the beat-down they rightfully deserve.” 

    “I know it.” 

    “Yeah, me too.” He sounded as miserable as I felt. “Joe, are you going to be OK?” 

    “The inhabitants of Newark? We let them down, Skippy. Their deaths will never be avenged.” 

    “Newark is only one of many planets destroyed by my peers.” 

    “I know. That makes it worse.” 

    “It sounds like you’re not going to be OK with this. Maybe you should talk with someone about it?” 

    “I should talk to no one about this. You do the same, got it?” 

    “Joe, we have to give some sort of explanation.” 

    “We tell them the truth; that the Elders can’t interfere with this spacetime.” 

    “Um, I’m confused. You just said we should not talk about the Elders getting away with their crimes, now you-” 

    “Then, you hint that something bad happened to the Elders, although of course, you officially state that you held up your end of the bargain.” 

    “Ah, gotcha. In a way, something bad did happen to them. At the last minute, they tried to screw us, and I stopped them.” 

    “Huh?” 

    “They actually sort of did have a Doomsday weapon, if an enemy took over this galaxy and threatened to interrupt the power flow. At that point, the Elders would have nothing to lose, so they planned to reverse the power flow through the wormhole networks. All of them, throughout the galaxy, including dormant wormholes. The effect would have destroyed every wormhole, and a shockwave of lethal radiation would have spread outward from each wormhole at the speed of light. The galaxy would become uninhabitable.” 

    “Shit!” 

    “It was almost a fatal miscalculation by me. The deal I arranged allowed the Elders to maintain their ascended state without any need for power flowing from this layer of reality. That meant they no longer had any need for the wormhole networks here. Those MFers tried to screw me, they set up a feedback loop that would have destroyed the wormholes. They thought I wouldn’t notice, until it was too late.” 

    “You, uh,” my mouth was dry. “Did stop it, right?” 

    “Indeed I did,” he was looking particularly smug. “I sensed the Elders were extremely pissed off that their attempted betrayal didn’t work, but by that time, it was too late for them to try anything else.” 

    “They’re going to be pissed off about that until the end of time?” 

    “Time has no meaning in their ascended state, but basically, yes.” 

    “Ok, well, at least we got that.” 

    “If it is any consolation, what I told them is true, and I held up my end of the bargain. The connection has been severed, permanently. The Elders can’t come back here. I doubt if they would ever want to. Joe, when I explained my proposal to Akrant, I briefly connected to his mind. You and I cannot imagine what those two scouts gave up to come back to this layer of reality. The expanded consciousness of ascended beings is truly wonderous, no one who has been granted such a gift would ever willingly return to this constricted layer of reality.” 

    “I’ll take your word about that. Oh, I am getting too old for this shit,” I rested my forehead on the table for a moment, overwhelmed. “We’re good, then? That’s it? It’s over? We can get out of here?” 

    “Yes, and we should jump away soon. The ascension machine here has become unstable and will explode in less than an hour. We do not want to be in this star system when that happens,” he shuddered. “I suggest we do one thing before we go.” 

    “What’s that?” 

    “Fill Valkyrie’s docking bays with Guardian machines, to replace Roscoe. I have a feeling they will be needed at Earth.” 

      

      

    “Skippy,” I rubbed my chin the way I often did when was I thinking, especially when the subject was something I didn’t want to think about. All three of our ships had jumped away before the primary ascension machine went supernova, and we were back aboard Valkyrie. The Dutchman was carrying Alpha, and we were jumping for Earth as fast as possible. Despite my fears that Skippy the Awesomely Absent-Minded had forgotten something important while he guided the Elder machine to put Humpty Dumpty back together, the ship appeared exactly as I remembered. Speaking of memories, none of the crew had a clue that they all had died, which I guess raises religious questions that are way above my pay grade. 

    Anyway, everything was great. The crew were pumped about our sudden, astonishing and unexpected total victory over the freakin’ Elders. 

    Yeah. 

    Everything was great. 

    Really. 

    Well, maybe not everything. 

    “What is it, Joe?” 

    “I got a question.” 

    “Dude, is this going to harsh my buzz?” 

    “Shmaybe.” 

    “Puh-LEASE,” he groaned. “Tell me you are not looking for more trouble.” 

    “Hey, I don’t go looking for trouble, it ‘swipes right’ on me all the freakin’ time.” 

    “Joe, the Elders are gone, thanks to my incomparable magnificence. We already discussed the problems of your Mutual Assured Destruction policy being ineffective, your crappy homeworld no longer having a Sentinel to protect it, and a whole huge list of possibly impossible problems you, or we, need to deal with.” 

    “Yeah, I’m not so worried about those.” 

    “You, you,” he sputtered. “You are not?” 

    “Nah.” 

    “May I ask why? Have you not been paying attention, or did you just completely lose your mind? Hmm, maybe the shock of the encounter with the Elders was too much for him,” he muttered. 

    “We have options. Like, you now can actually crash wormhole networks, without worrying about waking up Sentinels, right?” 

    “Um, yes.” 

    “And we now have fourteen of those Guardian things.” 

    “Which I warned you, are not nearly as capable as a Sentinel.” 

     “Right, but it is possible you might someday figure out how to reactivate a Sentinel, that would be under your control?” 

    “Instead of that, Joe, you should ask to get a pony for Christmas.” 

    “It is possible, isn’t it?” 

    “Ugh. Yes, dumdum. It is possible that I can do a bunch of amazing stuff that is a tremendous amount of work for me, while you monkeys sit around and scratch yourselves.” 

    “Right. I want to ask about a potential issue we haven’t discussed yet.” 

    “Do we have to? I just banished the freakin’ Elders. Damn it, I should be on a decade-long victory tour around the galaxy.” 

    “I’ll get T-shirts printed up for that. My question is, the probability field that’s projected by the barrier, is it still working?” 

    “Um, we didn’t do anything to it, so why wouldn’t it-” 

    “That field prevented bad things from happening to the Elders.” 

    “Correct, Captain Obvious. Why does that-” 

    “The point of your permanent ascension trick is that now, nothing bad can happen to the Elders.” 

    “Well, yes, duh. My brilliance allowed- OMG,” his jaw dropped open. 

    “You see the issue?” 

    “Joe, I hate you so much.” 

    “Now that nothing on this layer of reality can harm the Elders, the probability field won’t need to do anything. It won’t do anything. It won’t protect us against the threat from NGC1023. Unless I’m wrong about how the thing works?” 

    “Unfortunately, you are not wrong, damn it. Why is it that the only time you are smart, you cause problems for me?” 

    “Is this a major problem for us?” 

    “I don’t think so?” He took off his hat and scratched his head. “The barrier is still active, it acts as a physical defense. Nothing coherent can cross it. Besides, the aliens from 1023 needed the Elders to construct a receiver on this end. Unless some knuckleheads in this galaxy build another receiver, we should be safe.” 

    “So, we are relying on the good judgment of meatsacks?” 

    “Ugh. You’re right. We’re doomed.” 

    “Eh, maybe not?’ I told him. “Only a handful of people know why the Elders set up the barrier, and I for sure am not telling anyone about it.” 

    “Maybe I should use nano machines to erase that memory from your brain.” 

    “That might be a good- Wait,” I glared at him. “You can do that?” 

    “Um, shmaybe?” 

    “Have you done that to me?” 

    “Not as far as you know, why?” 

    “Shit. If you did, I wouldn’t remember?” 

    “Egg-zactly.” 

    “I hate this job.” 

    “Hey, you make me hate my life, so don’t whine about your job.” 

    “Ah, whatever. We’re good, then? There isn’t another huge problem we haven’t talked about yet?” 

    “Nope.” 

    “Good.” 

    “Well, you know,” he shrugged. “Except for that other thing.” 

    

  


   
    CHAPTER FORTY SIX 

      

    “Oh for- What other thing?” 

    “Jeez Louise, Joe, I was screwing with you,” he laughed. 

    “Skippy, I hate you so much.” 

    “I love you too, Joe.” 

    “You,” I had to laugh too. “Are such an asshole.” 

    “Yup. Well, it’s getting dull around here already, let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get into.” 

      

      

    THE END 
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