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      Landing

      

      The Hart News logo filled the screen for three seconds as the sounds of a crowd faded in. It wasn’t an angry crowd, but a busy one with shuffling feet, the murmur of many people talking with the occasional note of a parent calling after a child who followed the urge to explore.

      The chiselled features of Gavin Hale who had a smile on his face that seemed to come naturally, easily to him faded in along with lines of people in the background. The space was massive, with transparent sections of hull above and to his right that made it look cosmically expansive thanks to the field of stars outside. “The journey to the Haven System is over for me. For five days my fellow travellers and I were aboard Ozbourne Starflight Starliner Seven-Oh-Seven where we learned about this place, its laws and the opportunities we would have access to once we arrived. Most of these people, myself included, were able to train and apply for positions within this solar system before we reached spacedock. As you’d expect, I’m going to continue my career as a journalist but now I’ll be doing so with the blessing of Haven Fleet and the civilian arm of the government, Haven Nation. They’ve given me a non-conditional resource budget, and I’ve already hired three people for the Hart News Affiliate station that will eventually have offices throughout the solar system. Two were aboard the starliner, one is a member of the military who will…” he turned the view of the recorder so it was looking through a five-storey tall transparent bulkhead.

      The light from the main thrusters of a corvette class military starship was fading fast, then a V formation of several more followed it as they accelerated overhead and outward, past the station. Between the heavy military craft were over a dozen armoured shuttles. Most of the people waiting in line looked in time to see them. A wave of Uriel fighters, more fighters than Gavin had ever seen together in one place, followed. “Welcome to Freeground Alpha,” a voice said from his side.

      The recorder view turned to the source, revealing a fit young woman in a white and blue uniform. “Major Ramona Sanjay?”

      “Reporting for my first day on the job,” she replied with a nod.

      “Was that flyby for our benefit, or is there something else going on?” Gavin asked with interest. There was no sign of worry in his tone. If those ships were off to some dangerous encounter, that’s where he wanted to be.

      “I’m sure Captain Dwayne Sands directed his response force to fly by here on purpose, but they have work to do elsewhere in the solar system. I’ll check with Haven Fleet to see if we can get you or another correspondent cleared to join them later, but it might be too dangerous right now.”

      “I’d like to join them as soon as possible. Why is it too dangerous right now?” Gavin asked, moving the recorder so it could follow them both.

      “Most of the Haven System is safe, but there are still dangers hidden in the outer asteroid belt and Planet Lonos,” she explained as they started to walk to the large arch that would take them to a shuttle bay. “Before we get into that, can I share a little public service announcement for everyone on their way here?”

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Hi everyone,” she started, looking directly into the small floating recorder’s main sensor so she would make eye contact with everyone who watched the recording in the future. “The uniform I’m wearing is new; white with a blue stripe down the side. It means I’m a member of the Civilian Service Corps. We’re first responders and other staff members who are available to help you with many aspects of civilian life. If you see someone in a white uniform with a red stripe down the side, they have peacekeeper training. My blue stripe means I have medical and rescue training. I’m wearing a sidearm, so that indicates that I can help peacekeepers too. The rounds I have loaded are non-lethal. Talk to any one of us if you have a problem, and we’ll make sure you get help quickly.”

      “Thank you, Ramona. I can see several people in white uniforms here. Some of them have green stripes.”

      “Oh, those are the Junior Guides. They’re younger members of our service who can take care of most simple problems and call someone with more training in if needed. Right now, most of them are handing out food, water, and pulling people who have special destinations out of line so we can get them underway.”

      “Special destinations?” Gavin asked. He knew the answer, but needed it said aloud for the audience, which would include over two hundred thousand people on their way to the Haven System already.

      “Some people, like you, aren’t going to Danner Ridge. Some have opted to be sent directly to military intake, others have specialized skills that are sending them to many places across the solar system. I think a little over a hundred are going to homes that are ready here, on Freeground Station, because they start on the job training day after tomorrow.”

      “So, there’s no shortage of jobs in the Haven System?” Gavin asked, pressing his question with a preconception; “I ask because there are now over two hundred thousand people on their way here. When I originally set out it was a little over five thousand.”

      “Most people don’t like artificial intelligence driven systems, and the Haven Nation believes that sentient life, mostly organic, should take direct accountability for its own survival and upkeep, so we employ people instead of machines wherever we can. The fact that there are so many people on their way here is actually creating new jobs. That, along with the existing labour force needs of the solar system will provide millions of positions, not just hundreds of thousands. We only ask for everyone’s patience as we present the options and try to place everyone in a rewarding career. If you don’t find a job, or can’t work one, you will still have a home and your needs will be met. You’ll even have a reasonable luxury credit allowance. Keep in mind that a career track is the fastest way to earn full citizenship aside from military service.”

      “If you want more information on that, it’s in the data packet accompanying this message,” Gavin said, wanting to get back to the topic he was most curious about. “So, about the trouble on Lonos?”

      Major Sanjay tilted her head for a moment then answered; “Lonos is a large, wild world that’s earth like. Right now, there are about thirty thousand people there who are squatters or descendants of people who were at one time settled there after being marooned or making it their home port. Now they’re in danger. During the Edxi invasion, more than one lander touched down and some of the Edxi are causing trouble so Captain Sands is taking his team to resolve the issue.”

      “When can my audience and I get a closer look?”

      “I’ll try to get you cleared before the action is over,” Major Sanjay placated. “Our ship’s waiting though, so if there’s anything you’d like to say about where we are right now before we move on…”

      “Thank you, Major,” Gavin said as he turned to the recorder. “So, the journey to the Haven System is over for the first group. The chaos most people expected on arrival just hasn’t come about. What you see behind me are the last people to be welcomed, given packages including adjustable clothing that doubles as a safety garment, a communications band that has many features built in, and other essentials including food and water in case they have to wait at any point in their journey and need something along the way. I’m happy to say that families are being kept together. Earlier today I watched a brother and sister discover each other after they put on their wrist bands then connected to Crewcast. That system put them together as soon as it read their DNA. They each thought the other died during the war on Rodus. The Haven Nation is doing everything they can to care for us as we arrive, and I hope they’re ready to keep it going for a while. Hundreds of thousands of people are on their way.”

      A recording of the brother and sister Gavin mentioned played. They were each in new white vacsuits with Haven Fleet Cadet written on the backs. There were tears as they collided with each other then held on as if for dear life. To the side was a teenage Guide in his white and green uniform holding their things for them while they reunited.

      The playback ended and Gavin Hale reappeared. “I hope there are many more reunions to come, mostly thanks to this.” He held up a translucent, flexible wrist device and slipped it on. “While I’m in transit, it’ll track my location and send data about my condition to Haven Nation computers. If I get lost, ill or am injured, they’ll know, and responders will be dispatched. Once I’m at my destination, I can turn that feature off.”

      “The only time it’ll automatically go on is if you’re in distress or if you cross into areas set aside for military use,” Major Sanjay added.

      “Or if I’m wanted for a crime,” Gavin added. “It’s a socially responsible way of giving everyone living in the solar system a connection to the government.”

      “It’s how we knew the containment the fleet put down around the Edxi had broken down on Lonos early enough to respond.”

      “So, I have a question for you;” Gavin asked light heartedly. It was important that he keep things as casual as possible. The Haven Military had promised to give him as much information about what was happening in the Haven System as they could, and so far, they’d delivered. If he took a negative tone the good relationship he was building with them could start breaking down. “Are the Edxi still an issue in the Haven System?”

      “Only in certain hot spots, but we have a defence satellite network in place, carrier groups, and other assets that will complete the mission soon,” the Major replied.

      “The mission of eradicating the Edxi?”

      “That isn’t the word we use, but it’s not far from accurate,” Major Sanjay replied with caution.

      “I understand, we’ll come back to that in another broadcast,” Gavin said as he returned his full attention back to the recorder. “On our way to this station, I saw signs of their military might, and can say that I’ve never seen more dangerous looking ships in my life. That, and what I’ve seen on this station so far, indicate that this is a solar system in transition. Major Sanjay is a member of a team of hundreds…”

      “Thousands, over three thousand now, actually,” Ramona said with a cheeky grin as she popped her head into frame then back out, adding. “Not including Guides.”

      “I stand corrected, thousands of people who are gathered from all parts of the military and emergency response professions who are now serving only in the Haven System indicate something to me. The Haven System may have been warred over, and must be defended with military might that is technologically advanced, but they are doing everything they can to make the new arrivals feel at home. I believe it’ll only be a matter of time before civilians see the military less and less, and are seldomly reminded of how dangerous the galaxy beyond the Haven System is. One of my correspondents is on his way to Danner Ridge, where the military rebuilt a resort town, then sent manufacturing ships in to print new buildings, expanding it to a city that can support over two hundred and ten thousand people. He’ll be reporting from there in three hours. That’s another thing that impresses me about the people who already live in the Haven System.” The recorder followed him as he crouched down.

      Gavin made sure the recorder could see the entire circular emblem, it was wide enough for him to stand in, but he crouched down beside it. “This is the insignia of Freeground Nation. They built this station centuries ago. The new founders of this solar system are from the area of space that this once dwelt in. You might not have heard of the Freeground Nation or their territory. It was sectors away, on the other side of the Iron Head Nebula, in a dark corner of space that travellers crossed to get to several different important star systems. Now, after the Freeground Nation was driven out, the children of Freeground, the people who founded this gathering of cultures in the Haven System, saved this station from the Iron Head Nebula. They fought the Order of Eden and braved natural hazards to transport it here with the help of Nafalli tribes they met along the way. This circle and sword symbol represents an important part of their past and they respect it. The repairs and refit of this station will be complete soon. It’ll provide a central hub for their military after its fully modernized. For now, it serves as a sort of Mannerist Station, Lookout Point, or Ellis Island, providing a place for the people coming to Haven to be gently sorted and welcomed to the solar system. They appreciate their past, and honour the peaceful traditions immigrants bring with them. My research has revealed that, while the military was important to Freeground Nation, they believed in strong civilian representation and democracy. With the appointment of interim Science Minister Caniili Olaana – a Nafalli - and Public Welfare Minister Karmen Uba and an election coming up in one month for those positions, I can already tell they intend on continuing that. I’ve never seen a Nafalli govern alongside humans, but with over a million Nafalli in the system, I see wisdom in how the government is set up at the moment. This place is a colourful tapestry including several races, and I hope that it lives up to words spoken by the last Hart News correspondent that broadcasted from here, Barret Johnson, who was killed during the Order of Eden invasion.”

      After taking a breath and making sure he was recalling the words correctly with a cadence that matched Barret’s, he said; “With so many forces for freedom gathered in one place, I feel confident in announcing the dawn of a golden age in the Haven System.”

      He took a moment, considering the path of his predecessor, who seemed cleaner and more polished as though he was from an older tradition of reporter. “Thank you for those words, Barret. Now it’s time for me to continue my journey to Haven Shore, where a new building is being erected near the recently restored Everin Building. Keep watching for us. There’s a lot happening in the Haven System. There are so many stories to tell.”
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      The Merciless hung in the glittering starfield alone. Far from Rodus and the solar system, the slim shard in the void sky seemed too delicate to be that great ship at first.

      “It looks so small from here,” said Callum, who was sitting behind the co-pilot’s station, where Yawen watched the navigational console.

      “Not for long,” Easy replied as he transferred helm control to the Merciless Flight Centre. “Over to you, Flight. You fix any bumps or scratches.”

      “Understood, Corsair. We have control,” Flight replied.

      “Now we’re sightseeing,” Easy said, flashing a smile at Yawen before starting a long stretch in the pilot’s seat.

      The Merciless loomed larger and larger in their view as they watched the Clever Dream slip into one of its landing bays first. The seventy-metre-long ship normally looked imposing compared to other corvette class ships even though it tended to be a little smaller. Compared to the Merciless, which was now a full kilometre long after its recent refit, it was tiny. “What do they do with that much ship?” Easy asked, shaking his head.

      “Anything they want,” Yawen said, eying the rows of heavy paired cannons before they were too close to the Merciless to see them.

      Easy and Callum each had a chuckle at her remark before the pilot pressed his question; “No, really, what is this kind of heavy metal for?”

      “The Merciless is the centre of the Special Operations Combat Unit, and a carrier group that will be forming around it as Haven Fleet can free up more combat ready ships. They’re job is to tame the Cluster.”

      “Okay, now it doesn’t seem big enough. That’s supposed to clear the Order, the Edxi and any other trouble out of ninety-eight solar systems?” he asked as the Corsair passed into a heavily armoured landing bay. There were several turreted heavy anti-fighter guns in the corners.

      “There are a few corvettes running missions right now, I bet. It’s probably half made up of hangar space, so it’s got enough support for a start,” Yawen explained.

      “It just makes what we’re doing even more important,” Callum said as a light clang and creak sounded from the landing gear touching the deck. “We help other rebels arm up and coordinate so the Order doesn’t point everything at them.”

      “Well, that’s not true,” Yawen scoffed. Callum had a habit of oversimplifying things; it was an annoying tendency. “Yeah, we arm rebel factions, and sure, that’s supposed to get the Order’s head turning every which way, but our alliance with the captains is a way for us to gain credibility with other resistance groups so they’ll buy guns from us and rebellions become a real concern for the Order everywhere. They’re not supposed to be looking at us specifically, that would cut our mission pretty short.”

      The transit pad they landed on turned the Clever Dream towards the fore of the ship and moved along the deck, drawing them into one of the main pressurized hangars. “Well, I was partially right,” Callum retorted, shaking his head.

      “You know that the captains, especially the ones from Last Crisis, want to keep the heat they draw with the Order down as much as possible, right? They don’t want any heads turning in their direction if possible until they’re so well armed and there are so many of them that they can stand toe-to-toe with the Order and their other enemies.”

      “Like that’ll ever happen,” Callum said. “They’re dreaming. Even the Merciless and the whole fleet can’t do that. How do they expect to…”

      “They mean to stand toe-to-toe with enemies one system at a time. There isn’t much near Rodus yet, so they have a better chance there. Back to my point, though; the point of the Clever Dream and the Corsair acting on their own is mainly to enable other fighters. We don’t want the Order looking at us much.”

      “I get it, I get it. Next time I have an opinion, I’ll put together a comprehensive report and submit it to you through proper channels,” Callum said, his Irish accent sharpened by frustration.

      “Don’t talk to me like I’m some kinda Fleet robot,” Yawen said as she got out of her seat and picked her jacket off the hook on the back of it. “We should be able to have a normal conversation…”

      “Oh, I was trying to have a normal conversation when you decided it had to have the detail of an intelligence report. I know, you can’t help it, it’s like this switch goes off in your head whenever you get near too many officers, or when it’s go time, and you become Soldier Yawen. Then everything has to be complete and correct in all ways.”

      “That’s it: you stay here, watch the ship. Frank, you’re with me. Someone from Fleet might want to get a look at you to make sure you’re in one piece anyway.” The most frustrating thing about Callum was that he was right. It was something she didn’t know how to change, and Yawen wasn’t sure she wanted to. She knew she was a good soldier, even if he was exaggerating about her demands for correctness when she was in that mode.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Easy said, quickly double checking the controls, making sure they were fully slaved to Merciless Flight, then rolling out of his seat.

      “Have fun at the debriefing,” Callum said, dropping into the co-pilot seat.

      “You’ve just got to have the last word, don’t you?” Yawen said as she closed the cockpit door, barely giving Easy enough time to get through. That would bother Callum for a while. He really did have a problem with that, getting the last word in at the end of every conversation. It was definitely a sign of his immaturity.

      The hatches of the Corsair were all opening and technicians rushed the ship almost like it was an invasion, scanners and other tools in hand. A pair of carts piled high with boxes of manufacturing heads for their fabrication printers were already being wheeled towards the main rear hatch. There were hundreds of them on each, hopefully enough to last quite a while. Behind that were palettes of rare raw materials. Crewmembers in loader suits were getting ready to move them aboard, their heavy mechanized feet clanging against the deck.

      “I’m sorry that’s spilling out into the cockpit,” Yawen said to Easy as they followed a blue line that appeared on the deck that was meant to guide them to their next stop.

      “Don’t worry, I get it. Having to tell the Admiral that his daughter and Carnie won’t be coming to this meeting isn’t going to be fun. Anyone would feel the pressure.”

      “That’s what you think that argument was about? Me venting at the nearest target?” Yawen asked, a little irritated.

      “Probably, but I wouldn’t call that an argument. Until someone starts yelling, you’re still just talking. That’s how it was in my family, anyway. It’s better that you let out a little steam at Callum before this debriefing. He’ll probably forget all about it by the time we get back.”

      Sel Marda emerged from the forward lower hatch and rushed to their sides. He was still in his battered coat and vest, but he’d put his dark blue uniform trousers and medal from the United Irish Brigade on. They were so clean that they didn’t match the rest. “Where’s the Clever Dream?”

      “Another bay,” Yawen replied. “Probably getting the same checkup while all the parts the Merciless has for us are being loaded.”

      “Ah, aye, I’m glad I’ll be here to thank the Admiral personally. I didn’t expect a refit kit for the Holland.” He looked around at the deck crew, who were busy at work checking, servicing and loading the Corsair and the hangar in general then shook his head. “Would you look at this place? I’ve seen a carrier before, but, other than the deck gang, it’s almost alien. The deck is so smooth, it’s almost like I’m stepping on glass.”

      “Most of the ship is made of new self-repairing materials,” Yawen said, enjoying the new captain’s awe. “This is the latest generation of them. Panel by panel, they’ve cut the weight down by almost a third while adding about fifteen percent to the strength. I’m becoming a kind of tech junkie. It’s something that’s changed since my rebirth.”

      “Rebirth?” Sel asked.

      “Oh, right, you don’t know. The Order already killed me once in the Cefa System. My memories were transferred to a new body and here I am.” It got easier to talk about it every time Yawen spoke about it. In fact, she was starting to enjoy bringing it up.

      People like Sel Marda, who was the picture of astonishment, were especially fun to reveal it to. “Does that happen a lot in the Fleet?”

      “The success rate is getting lower now, I think, so they try to bring everyone back using simulations, but no,” Yawen replied quietly as lift doors ahead parted. “The Resurrection Program isn’t happy with anything short of full duplication and they’ve had trouble with some of us because they couldn’t accept that they weren’t the originals, or they come out suicidal.”

      “Why would that happen? I’d be troubled, sure, but I can’t see how I’d be suicidal.”

      “Some people come back with big trauma from the moments before death. Ask Alice about it, she met one,” Yawen said as the transit car moved them aft with a muffled high machine whine. “Maybe you shouldn’t, now that I think on it.”

      “Ah, not a happy memory, I imagine,” Sel concluded, changing the topic. “Do you think there will be a lot of questions for me at this meeting?”

      “I’m not sure. I know they’ll want to know a lot about the captains and the alliance.”

      “I’m going to be here a while, then,” he said, looking at the floor. “Can’t believe how clean and new everything is on this ship. I mean, my crew keeps the Holland tidy and ship-shape, but there are no scratches or marks anywhere here.”

      “It’s a thing with self-repairing surfaces,” Easy said as he followed the Captain’s eyeline with his own. “I’m still not used to it either, especially since they haven’t bothered to invent a system that makes your bunk for you. Clean it, sure, but make it?”

      “No? All this but not that?” Sel asked.

      Easy shook his head and shrugged. “Nope. It’s a practical joke, it’s gotta be.”

      Yawen was about to tell the pair that making your bed every time after waking up was a good way to reinforce good habits and start a shift with an easy win. A way to begin things by making a tiny mark on the world, or ship, around you. It was supposed to be empowering. She thought better of it though, there were more important things to concentrate on.

      The doors opened and another blue line on the deck directed them down the hall and around the corner. They just stepped out when Iruuk emerged from another car and joined them. “I feel like I’m back at the Apex Program, about to hear the results of my first section evaluation. They always did those in person.”

      “I only had to sit through two,” Yawen said.

      “I had four,” Iruuk said.

      “You must have finished a lot of elective qualifications.”

      “Too many, I think,” he said, stroking the fur under his long chin. None of it had turned white yet, which is a trademark amongst many Nafalli.

      To her, and to the fleet, there was no such thing as too many completed qualification courses, whether they were elective or not. As long as you finished the compulsory, you were encouraged to learn as much as you could, even after training was completed. She wished she didn’t let herself get distracted during her time in the Apex Program. If she worked harder, she may have command of her own Clever Class Corvette. Shaking that off, she turned the conversation to something else. “Eager to see your father?”

      A little whine escaped him as Iruuk dropped to all fours and rushed up the hall in a blur. He skidded to a stop and rose up to full height, saluting perfectly. The young Nafalli must have caught the scent of his father before he saw him, because that’s who stepped into the hallway next. He wasn’t much taller than Iruuk, but he was more filled out, giving Alaka a more powerful appearance. His long limbs yanked his son into his arms, and Iruuk’s snout dug into his father’s fur as he embraced him in return. “It’s so good to see you, Son.”

      “Dad!” was Iruuk’s only response for some time.

      Admiral Valent stepped into view, grinning at the sight before looking in Yawen’s direction when his grin faded but didn’t disappear altogether. It was clear to Yawen that he expected to see his daughter, and Alice didn’t take the time to tell him she wouldn’t be going with the Clever Dream to the Merciless before she set out on her mission.

      Yawen, Frank and Sel saluted stiffly and held it until the gesture was returned by Admiral Valent. She told him the bad news right away. “I’m sorry, Admiral, Captains Valent and Lucas couldn’t make it, an opportunity came up at the last minute. I’ll be happy to explain everything.”

      “All right, thank you, we have time,” Admiral Valent said. He was taller, even broader than she expected, and his vacsuit uniform was perfect in fit and cleanliness.

      “You’re a Captain now? You’re rising quickly, congratulations,” Iruuk said to his father as he was held at arm’s length.

      “It’s been a lot of hard work,” Alaka said, taking the sight of his son in. “You’re filling out so well, but you’ve been hunching.”

      “It’s the Clever Class, they’re not made for us,” Iruuk said with a shrug.

      “Well, do your best to get out for a run every day,” Alaka said with a smile. “I remember when you’d ride around in my shoulders so much that you would fall asleep there.”

      Iruuk’s big blue eyes rolled. “Not in front of the Admiral, Dad,” he whispered.

      “Don’t think I could carry you around now,” he persisted proudly.

      “No, definitely not,” Iruuk said with a snicker. “Do we have time to visit for a while?”

      “The Merciless will be here for three hours, seventeen minutes,” Admiral Valent said, his attention momentarily drawn to the transit car doors, where Dame was entering. “Besides, the Clever Dream could use a set of the new capacitors, that should take a couple hours to install.”

      “So, if your mission permits a visit, we have a little time,” Alaka said.

      “Speaking of visiting,” Admiral Valent said to Sel as he shook his hand. “Come on in, there’s someone waiting for you.”

      “Oh?” Sel said, following the Admiral into the briefing room, which was decorated with a model of the Merciless hanging over the conference table there. To their left were thick transparent metal windows overlooking the bay the Clever Dream was in. Flat displays to either side listed activities and their progress for the tasks in the hangars.

      A young man in a Samurai Squadron uniform, jacket included, was standing beside the table. A big smile spread across his face in a flash as he saw Sel. “Brother!” he announced, opening his arms.

      “Oh, by all the stars, Little Harry!” Sel exclaimed as he picked the man up. He was only a couple centimetres shorter but several narrower, and laughed as he was squeezed in Sel’s arms before he was put back down. “Never thought I’d see you again!” There were tears in his eyes as he took his brother’s chin between his thick fingers and looked at the even younger man, who was just as happy to see him. “You’ve got none of the boy left in you.”

      “I grew up while we were finding our way,” Harry laughed as he was released.

      “You grew into a pilot,” Sel said, looking at the callsign written above the Samurai Squadron emblem, which was a skull with crossed katana on its forehead. The name there read; ‘Ram.’ “What’s this?”

      “My callsign. I earned it from a bad habit I had in qualification sims,” Harry explained.

      “Got it. Great name, you’re going to be a legend,” Sel said, ruffling his brother’s hair.

      “What about you? You’re captain of the Holland? The Holland? I couldn’t believe it when Da told me.”

      “Aye, long story,” Sel said, turning to everyone at the door with his arm around his brother. “This is Harry, my brother. Used to call him Little Harry because we had an uncle Harry. Not so little anymore,” he finished proudly. “Where’s Da?”

      “Da couldn’t be here, he’s serving in the Haven System. Most people are, with immigrants coming,” Harry explained. “I’ve got to step out so you can finish your briefing, but I’ll meet you outside as soon as you’re done.”

      “Aye,” Sel Marda said, wiping his eyes hurriedly then kissing his brother on the cheek. “You’d better.”

      Distracted by the reunions, and by the sight of Dame wiping a tear from her eye, she wasn’t ready when Admiral Valent quietly asked; “What’s my daughter up to?” from behind her. There was no malice in his tone, but she still wasn’t looking forward to having to explain why Alice wasn’t there.
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      One More Captain

      

      Everyone took their seat around the long, dark, glossy table, only half filling the space. Admiral Valent was at the head, and whether he was aware of it or not, the two group photos behind him reminded everyone there of his path through the galaxy. One featured the Samson crew, including a couple people Yawen didn’t recognize. He looked like a different man then, with a white scarf around his neck, a long coat with a dark vacsuit beneath. The crew was gathered around him, each trying to make their own impression. Ashley had her arm around Stephanie, a bald man beside her looked worried as he forced a smile, while most of the men – especially Shamus Frost – were making an effort to look tough. It reminded her of the crews they were working with, and many of the people she’d taken on as crew for the yet to be renamed, Sendega 601.

      The other group portrait featured the bridge crew of the Revenge, and there were a few new faces, like Liara, but several familiar ones from the Samson. It looked less spontaneous, too, with everyone in uniform standing straighter. Minh-Chu, who wasn’t technically a member of the bridge staff, was there as well, standing beside Ashley.

      These portraits were Yawen’s focus for a few minutes while the three captive Order agents were signed into the Admiral’s custody by Edda Paley, or Dame as she liked to be called. The crew were catching on, and more were using her callsign all the time. The moment the captives were signed over, Yawen, who had sat beside the Admiral across from Alaka, started saying; “Captain Valent and…”

      Then she was startled by the sight of Remmy Sands in the doorway, smiling like the cat who’d caught the canary. “Remmy?” she asked.

      He regarded her, taken aback. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember meeting you, but yeah, it’s me. Not all original parts, but… hi?”

      He was one of her favourite people to check in on Crewcast, and there was little chance he knew it, since he had thousands of people in his outer social group, most of whom followed him because of his Remmybase, the seemingly endless collection of Earth visual and audio entertainment that he’d put together, updated and shared. Most of it was from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, which made the collection ancient, nearly a thousand years old, but the characters in the documentaries and fictitious features still seemed relatable. “I know you from Crewcast, and the Remmybase stuff, Sir,” she said, recognizing that he was a Captain.

      “Yawen,” he said after a minute. “I saw you a few times in the reports about the group of Captains here. Congratulations on the Sendega Six.”

      “Six-Oh-One, Sir,” Iruuk corrected politely.

      “Right, Six-Oh-One, sorry. I’m guessing you thought I was dead?”

      “The news was everywhere,” Yawen replied, nodding. “Sir,” she added. It was difficult to be formal with him for some reason. Perhaps it was because there were other reasons for her to watch his Crewcast profile. His sense of humour was one, and she always thought he was easy on the eyes.

      “Everyone thought I got buried when the bunker blew,” Remmy said, sitting down beside Alaka. “They were right. Long story short: I got out thanks to the wonders of modern medical technology and one arm. Also, some insanely good luck. I’d like to talk to you later about something, Lieutenant.” He nodded at Yawen.

      The nervousness about telling the Admiral about his daughter was joined by a new, more welcome anxiety, and she was happy she didn’t blush easily like Alice, even though she was just as fair, only blonde instead. “My pleasure, Sir,” she replied, realizing immediately that her response sounded a little too forward. Admiral Valent regarded her with a raised eyebrow, and Remmy had started to grow a smile that he seemed to be trying to hold back by the time she tried to correct with; “I’ll only be here for a few hours.”

      “Remmy’s being assigned to your group. He’s going to follow you down to your base in the Raven. Introduce him to whoever you like, but he’s going to be there for support long term,” Admiral Valent said to the room in general. “That’s his primary mission. His secondary mission is to pick up the search for Mary Reed.”

      “I’ll end up in the Doxan System but it probably won’t be a long stay,” Remmy explained, clearing his throat before going on. “I’m pretty sure she’s moved on. I wish I could take a few of your more well travelled crewmembers with me. I haven’t seen much of the lawless side of the galaxy, so maybe I could borrow someone, you know, as a guide.”

      “Speaking of people who are more well travelled, Captain Valent and Captain Lucas are sorry they couldn’t be here,” Yawen said at last, thankful for the natural opening on conversation. Her own light, Irish accented voice filled the room, which was rarely an uncomfortable thing for her, but with the Admiral staring at her expectantly, the pressure for her to properly explain what was going on was high. Explaining the situation the right way was critical. This was something the Admiral would remember about her for a very long time. It could affect her career, even her friendship with Alice. “An opportunity has come up that Captains Valent and Lucas couldn’t pass up, and no one else was better qualified. The timing was important.”

      “All right, there’s nothing about this in the reports we were sent, so you’ll have to fill us in,” Admiral Valent said, leaning back in his chair.

      “Well, we met with the leaders of Last Crisis, and trade has started. After a couple days of Noah, I mean Captain Lucas, selling a lot of guns and equipment while Alice strategized with him and the rest of the Captains in the alliance about how she would steal two or more Order of Eden Advanced Destroyers…”

      “Wait a sec, did I miss that in the latest report?” Remmy asked, leaning forward with interest.

      “Right, that wasn’t in the reports,” Yawen said, realizing that she’d already botched the beginning of the retelling. “After everyone who is anyone in our alliance of captains watched the medal and memorial ceremonies, Alice spoke to the crowd. She brought up something we saw in Dame and Easy’s reports: that Iverson Shipyards were building several Order of Eden Advanced Destroyers, and they were nearly finished. She promised that she’d be stealing one or more and asked if anyone wanted one.”

      Remmy’s grin grew as she spoke, Alaka’s jaw lowered, and Admiral Valent’s eyes widened. “Go on,” he said.

      “Well, most of the people who initially wanted to be involved dropped out the next day after they saw how thin Alice’s plan was. I mean, I understand, she really just came up with the idea on the spot, and she was including them so they could help with the plan. The ones that stayed were Captains Marda, Sallos, and the two from Last Crisis; Asher and Dagrus. The plan was starting to look good after day one, but things really changed for the better the following day, when Captain Sallos of the Crocodile came in with intelligence about an Order of Eden Specialist who will be arriving on Rodus in time for the New Years Eve party happening tonight. On New Years Day they’re scheduled to install the Order of Eden’s proprietary operating systems and do the final checks on the ships before a test crew takes the ships to the Cefa System where the Order will be accepting delivery.”

      “So, these ships are ready?” Admiral Valent asked.

      “All that’s left is drying paint and holding tank tests, which are under way,” Yawen replied, noting that Alaka was working on his command and control unit. The screen was blurry to her, so she couldn’t make out what he was doing, so she turned her attention back to the Admiral. “It looks like the Order tech who will be installing the operating systems and running the software checks has come to Rodus early so she can get some partying done before getting to work the next day, Sir.”

      “All right, so, at what point will my daughter be replacing her?” the Admiral asked with a sigh.

      “Well, the reason why Captain Sallos was able to get this intelligence is because one of his contacts is a concierge at the Starling Hotel, where this technician is staying. There are guards outside her room – Order of Eden soldiers – and they escort her around like a VIP. Sallos’ contact is pretty sure they’re more interested in guarding the holo-drive that has the Order of Eden operating system on it than the technician, though. She happens to be about the same size as Alice. Lewis and Elise were able to get all the information about the hotel, so Alice and Noah figured out a way to get in, have Alice replace the technician, then get escorted right on board one of those destroyers. That’ll happen sometime before the technician sets out for the party. When she finishes installing the software, Last Crisis and their allies will create a major distraction that’ll pull law enforcement away from the orbital shipyard. That’s when the last phase of the plan, the one requiring the Clever Dream and the Corsair, will kick in. There’s more to the plan, but those are the broad sweeps.”

      Admiral Valent sat back in his chair, which creaked, and thought for a moment. “So, she and Noah are in the hotel now?”

      “Well, yes, Sir,” Yawen said, remembering an important detail. “They may not be able to communicate with us depending on the hotel’s level of security. If we hear from them before midnight, local time, then they’re in trouble. Dagrus’ people are nearby with an armoured shuttle just in case they need to be picked up. There’s another thing. The technician is scheduled to install the software tomorrow, but she has command authority, so she can change the time if she wants. Alice’s plan is to push the installation ahead, to the early hours of the morning, New Years Eve, so there will be a skeleton staff in the shipyard. If she waited until the scheduled time, there would be hundreds of people watching. You know; technicians, fabrication supervisors, finishing specialists, military advisors, maybe even Rear Admiral West.”

      “Smart,” Remmy said, shaking his head, then looking to Dame. “Moving the time up is smart, right?”

      “Aye, Sir,” she replied with a curt nod.

      “Will the Order of Eden guards go along with that?” Alaka asked.

      “If she has command authority, then they should,” Admiral Valent said. “All right, so she knew the Merciless can’t be seen supporting this, right? If we move in to cover their escape, or fire from a distance, the Order will see that Haven Fleet is not only behind it, but that we’re putting major resources behind you. They’ll bring as many ships here as they can, and your rebellion will be in trouble. You may have to move on. Even if we don’t act, and the Merciless is never seen, some Order forces will be coming. Stealing a destroyer, just one, will get their attention.”

      “The captains are willing to deal with the fallout,” Captain Marda said. “Last Crisis has been waiting for months to do something like this. Oh, and she’s not planning to steal just one.”

      Admiral Valent closed his eyes and sighed, looking a little amused.

      “And this drive, with the latest Order of Eden operating system; what do you plan to do with it?” Alaka asked.

      “We’re going to send a copy to Fleet, of course,” Yawen replied. “That is, after Lewis and Elise make copies so they can search for vulnerabilities.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing the Raven is joining in,” Remmy said, looking to the Admiral. “Right? My newbies will be out of the oven in time for me to get in on this, right, Sir?”

      “They should be finished the accelerated training session soon,” Admiral Valent replied. “The tracking says they’ve been training on the Raven for five days, virtually.”

      “I know, I keep checking on them,” Remmy said, tapping his left command and control unit band. “It’s still amazing that they’re experiencing time five times as fast as we are in there.”

      Yawen had no idea what they were talking about, but would make sure to ask Remmy more about it later. “Well, if you’re joining us, then we can take three destroyers. One for each ship with a quad drive.”

      “Oh, I like this assignment already,” Remmy said.

      “When do you have to get in position for your part of the plan?” Admiral Valent asked.

      Yawen checked her command and control unit and smiled. “Not for about seven hours. I’ve got time to tell you about all the fine details of this mission, Sir.”

      “I can’t wait,” Admiral Valent said before regarding the rest of the room. “All right, you’re dismissed. Everyone have a good visit, most of you have luxury credit and equipment allowance privileges aboard the Merciless, so use them while you’re here. I don’t know when we’ll be back. Come see me as soon as you’re free, Alaka. I have a mission for you and the Savage.”

      “I was sure you would, Admiral,” Alaka replied.

      “Now, let’s get into some details about Alice and Noah’s mission,” Admiral Valent said to Yawen. “Remmy, stick around. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you get down to the Hatchery in time to see your newbies hatch.”

      “Aye, Sir,” Remmy said, sitting back down and leaning back. “Storytime. All that’s missing are the snacks.”
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      The Starling Hotel

      

      Hotel seems too small a word for the Starling, which, even after a galactic scale disaster that turned the few artificial intelligence driven robots against the management, still stands proudly near the centre of Keystone City. A tower made of glass and metal that is shaped to look like a shining collection of dark gemstones, the one hundred nine-year-old structure has maintained its status as an elegant destination for some, the party centre of Rodus for others.

      The first seven storeys have everything most humanoids would need with restaurants, clubs, a subterranean production facility for foodstuffs ranging from vegetable to animal to ensure freshness and quality control for every bite consumed by their guests. This, the security systems in the hallways, and the exterior armour ensured the survival of most of the staff during the holocaust crisis. That is, after they fought and won a frenzied battle against the three artificial intelligences that turned on them at the time: Manager, Concierge, and Chef. The war within the building only lasted two days, but during that time the staff rose to the challenge becoming warriors and adding to the history of the great establishment. What’s left out of the history is that many of the guests who used coupon codes or group savings programs to offset the cost of their stays in the less extravagant rooms were used as bait and cannon fodder during those two violent days. One of the employees who was there and didn’t like what he saw then had his loyalty to the company shaken and broken, so he quietly started selling information to the press and to thieves like Captain Sallos whenever he was able.

      The security systems had been enhanced since the global war of artificial intelligence versus human. Every corner of the hallways, elevators, transit cars, retail areas, banquet rooms, restaurants and other open areas are watched carefully. There are artificial intelligences running in the computer system, but none of them have the vulnerability that allowed them to be infiltrated and corrupted. You won’t find any synthetic emotions in the Starling, only the ones you can expect from its largely human staff, which is legion in number.

      Even with all this security, the majority of the hotel is unwatched because the management balanced discretion with safety, leaving the rooms unmonitored. Thousands of spaces within the gargantuan establishment, especially the penthouses above the clouds that were preparing to host grand new years eve parties that evening, leave the holographic recorder controls under the command of their guests. Most guests leave the recorders off, especially since activating them prompts an automated warning from the security software that says; “All actions in the areas you wish to activate your complimentary surveillance on will be monitored by automated systems and may be viewed by hotel staff to enhance your safety.” This is normally enough to give people who were considering turning this feature on an uneasy feeling, which often results in the recorders continued deactivation.

      That isn’t the only security blind spot, however. When the Starling Hotel was built, they included an intricate dumbwaiter system. Modern at the time of installation, which was over a century ago, it was made to take delivery trays large enough for a meal for four to all the rooms on the fifteenth floor and above. While these trays are tracked, the only other sort of security in the shafts are small cleaning robots that are always working. They are programmed to spot and report large anomalies like the human who was making her way up to the fifty-sixth floor on the western side of the building.

      They were programmed to detect her, but the cloaking systems Alice used kept her safe from detection. The shafts were well built, made from thick metal that was easy for her suit to grip as she climbed.

      “You’ve got a cleaner coming up, you’re going to have to move to the other side of the shaft or it’ll bump into you,” Noah warned from the room they rented on the fifty-first floor using their communicators.

      “Right,” Alice replied as she carefully detatched an arm, a leg, then affixed a hand, toes and knee to another wall. When she was sure her suit’s grip was solid, she finished moving to that wall completely. It was easy, but the climb was taxing even with strength enhancement.

      “Can you get out of its way? If it touches your back or something, it’ll warn security that there’s something it can’t identify in the shaft.”

      Alice looked down and spotted the robot; a small thing with green and blue blinking lights that was spinning two cleaning discs as it slowly moved up the shaft, clinging to it with a magnetic belt. “I don’t know how thick I am in the middle, but I’ve got plenty of room.”

      “I’m… I didn’t mean to say you were…” Noah started to struggle, then he recovered. “I just didn’t know how big that robot was.”

      “Oh, he’s tiny, I can keep climbing on the opposite wall,” Alice replied as she did so, making sure that her suit would silently adhere to the walls. Slipping wasn’t an option, especially since it was over a fifty storey drop. A glance down past the robot’s faint lights was a view into a broad rectangular shaft that seemed bottomless. “Only two storeys to go,” she said as she turned her attention back to the task at hand.

      “I’m surprised this is working at all. I didn’t know how good the info we got from Captain Sallos was. I mean, he even warned us that these cleaning robots have really good sensors so they can pick up bacteria.”

      “Yeah, they’d get through most cloaking tech, I’d guess,” Alice replied, feeling a little joviality from the room on the other side of the shaft. These people were in a partying mood. It was uplifting, and as she started to feel giddy, she concentrated for a moment and closed her empathic sense off. “The mood in this place is so good, it’s distracting. I’m passing another room that has a bunch of people getting ready for a party.”

      “Considering there are a few going on in the penthouses and a lot more on the lower levels, I’m not surprised. What’s that feel like, by the way?” Noah asked.

      “Like you’d expect, I guess: everyone’s pretty happy, there’s a little anxiety, a lot of excitement. I could tell a couple people were going because they were being dragged, but even they were hopeful for a good night. I shut that down, though. It’s too distracting. I just want to focus on what we’re here for.”

      “Wishing you were taking someone up on their invitation tonight?”

      The President, heads of several major corporations, and a few public dissention groups all sent Alice Valent an invitation to their new year’s celebrations. The word that she was on Rodus was definitely out, but their base was still a secret for the time being. They wanted to make a deal or at least meet the woman who sent so much business to Rodus’ travel industry, which was still trying to fulfill the half-million tickets sold through the planet’s government.

      Alice felt an urge to attend the President’s party, she’d had daydreams of showing up with Noah, Theodore, Iruuk, the rest of the crew, making a big entrance. It would likely be a trap of some sort, the Order were definitely in the solar system, and they probably made contact first, but she dreamt that they made an appearance. She was rarely prone to having outlandish fantasies, but in her favourite regarding the President’s invitation, she and her crew foiled an attempted ambush and then sat down with the astonished leader in the middle of the wrecked ballroom as though nothing happened, leaving him agog and her crew cheerfully enjoying what remained of the hors d’oeuvres and drinks.

      That fantasy dissipated quickly as she climbed up the shaft. What little concentration she could spare was given to the reality of the situation and what could lay beyond. “I’m happy to celebrate the big nine-nine-nine with you, even if it’s through a virtual connection with us in separate rooms for a while.”

      “Before you start the new year by walking onto a couple brand new Order of Eden destroyers and installing Haven Fleet Flag Programs,” Noah added. She could hear him grinning.

      “Kinda wish you could be there too, if I’m being honest. Would be a lot more fun.” That wasn’t entirely why she wanted him there. Two heads were better than one, and they took this mission personally because no one else on their crews had more experience with being flexible, or sneaky. The dumbwaiter shaft wasn’t the only duct like space she’d climbed through, there had been a couple others. They had both experienced the more colourful sides of the galaxy but in different ways and she wondered if they could compliment each other. So far, things were working out well. He performed perfectly when they were checking in under aliases.

      The hotel was so busy that the second skin disguises they wore didn’t seem necessary. The DNA masking technology probably was, there were people looking for her, but he was just as practiced as she was at using a different name. “Well, I could always wait until it’s time for you to leave so we could cross paths on my way to the shuttle.”

      “The Order guards may suspect something if I give someone they’ve never seen a parting smooch as I pass…” Alice started with a snicker, only to be interrupted.

      “Uh-oh, could be a problem here,” Noah said. “Someone on the sixty-third floor ordered a couple bottles of champaign and some prick in food services is trying to send it directly up to them without going around the shaft you’re in because there’s a queue building up in the alternate route.”

      “Can’t he see it’s closed for cleaning?” Alice asked, looking down and immediately regretting it. It was unusual for her to be unnerved by heights, but the sweat on her palms made it clear that the idea of falling down into the darkness below was enough to make her more than a little uneasy.

      “Oh, crap! He’s using an override code,” Noah said. “Maybe I can redirect the tray. It’s coming up from below, already on the third floor and climbing.”

      “Will it fill the whole space? Do I have room to slip to one side?” Alice asked, seeing the tray rising up below her on the schematic of the shaft system inside her visor.

      “You won’t have room. It’s a big tray for some stupid reason, I’ll send it to another room,” he said hurriedly.

      “They may notice that, you could get caught.”

      “Um, okay, so no redirects. It’s on the twenty-third floor, moving fast. I’m slowing it down a little, so it won’t hit you at fifty klicks an hour.”

      “Um, that’s good, but…” Alice started climbing as quickly as possible, reaching, the hands on her suit affixing, then pulling, doing the same with her legs. She imagined that, to an outside observer who could see through her cloaking system, she would look like a tree frog who was in a big hurry to make its way up. When the tray reached the fortieth floor, she realized there was no way she was going to make it. “I’m going to have to ride the tray,” she said, looking down into the dark shaft.

      “It’s slowing down, it should hit you at about nine kilometres an hour, I’ll try for less,” Noah said.

      “Nine should be all right, as long as I don’t break one of those bottles,” Alice said, smiling as an idea donned on her.

      “You’re going to end up on the sixty-third floor, though,” He said worriedly. He wasn’t the type to stay behind and take care of the technical aspects of something like this, but she had to ascend from their room because the person she was replacing was a woman about her height and size. Not being able to see exactly what was happening made him nervous.

      “Then you can send me back down, right?” Alice asked, holding to the side of the shaft with her hands as she let her legs dangle.

      “Well, I didn’t think of that, but, sure, I guess,” Noah said. “What are you going to do about the visit to sixty-three?”

      “Invisible Man party trick,” Alice replied, catching a glimpse of the tray rising to meet her feet. She had an instant to position herself properly before it collided with her, triggering the impact dampeners in her suit. She managed to plant her feet between the giant bottles and catch one before it toppled over.

      “What?” Noah asked, laughing. “Like when Woone started messing with Iruuk at the party? I mean, it was hilarious, but…”

      “Yup, why not?” Alice said. “I’m cloaked, so all you have to do is stop the tray from pushing out onto the table by the hatch. I’ll hand them their champaign bottles instead.”

      “I can do that, get ready, you’ll be there in a sec. Okay, the tray won’t move itself out of the shaft. You’re good. Hope you don’t freak anyone out.”

      “Oh, and these bottles are huge, by the way. About a metre tall each,” Alice said. “I kinda want to steal one to christen our new destroyer.”

      “Hate to be a buzzkill, but I think they’d notice if the invisible woman kept one of the bottles to herself,” Noah replied with a snicker. “I’ll order one to our room though. Take it with me when I leave. Oh, you’re coming up to sixty-three, room nineteen.”

      The tray came to a graceful stop and the large room service shaft door opened, revealing a room filled with people dressed for a party. “Oh! The champaign’s here! Oh, my God, they’re huge bottles,” one man who was dressed in little clothing but plenty of body paint and makeup styled like he was an exotic bird said with delight.

      “Yeah, they are!” someone out of sight said. “Get ‘em so we can pop ‘em!”

      Alice picked the first up with the help of the synthetic muscle in her suit. Sure, she could have done it on her own, but grace required strength in that situation, and she placed the bottle on the table in front of the hatch with care. At first only a few of the people noticed. “Look! It’s delivering itself!” the exotically painted party goer said in surprise.

      Nearly everyone in the room turned and watched as the second bottle seemed to lift, tilt, then drift to the table where it set itself down with grace. When she was finished, Alice said; “Happy new year!” She cringed as she realized that her helmet automatically deactivated the sound dampeners so she could speak aloud. Normally it was a feature, but she saw it as a bug in that moment.

      “Did you just?” Noah gasped in her ear.

      The laughter and cheers that included a few people calling; “Happy new year!” back as the hatch slid closed and the tray started moving back down were a relief.

      “I think my little performance was a hit,” Alice said, opening up and reaching out with her empathic gift. There was a lot of amusement, some surprise, but no sign that anyone would be calling the management to complain about an invisible girl in the dumbwaiter. Satisfied, she closed the sense down, feeling a little giddy at momentarily tapping into their party mood. “No, I don’t think that spooked anyone.”

      “Oh, man, I thought we might be screwed there,” Noah laughed. “All right, you’re on your way to fifty-six. Get ready.”

      “I can’t believe I did that,” Alice sighed as she focused on the task at hand. The tray slowed down and the hatch opened. The shower was running, her passive scanners showed a woman looking in the closet across from the dumbwaiter, and Alice spotted her as she rolled out.

      “Did you order room service, Martin?” the woman asked as she turned, a large towel wrapped around her.

      “What?” a male voice, most likely belonging to a fellow named Martin, asked from the shower.

      “Are you sure this is the right room?” Alice asked after making sure the sound dampening system in her helmet was active first.

      “Yes, why?”

      “There are two people here. Confirming the target’s identity,” Alice said, moving to her right so she could get a better look at the woman’s face. The recognition software in her suit confirmed that it was Specialist Enid Scott, of the Order of Eden military, her target. “Confirmed, it’s her.”

      “I’ll ask when you come out,” Enid said, shaking her head as she turned and started across the room to look at the tray.

      Alice grabbed her from behind and covered Enid’s mouth, the synthetic muscle in her suit enhancing her hold to a python grip as she poked the woman in the side of the neck with her injector. After three pumps of her heart, the woman went limp, and Alice put her down on one of the two queen sized beds. “One down.”

      Without delay, Alice rushed to the bathroom and watched her cloaking system strain to counter the steam within. The man in the shower was a little shorter than Noah, but portly. “Wanna jump back in?” he asked as he lathered a generous helping of shampoo in his hair. “I’ve gotta get one of these installed in my quarters if I ever make it high enough on the ladder. This thing has more spray nozzles than I can count.” There was an inexplicable sense most sentient beings had, that they were being watched, or not alone in a room, and no cloaking system had ever defeated that. He seemed to have a keen version of that, so she wasted no time in crossing the bathroom floor.

      “No thanks,” Alice said as she injected him in the back of the neck. She tried to catch him, but she only managed to protect his head as he slipped right through her arms. The safety software in her suit decided it was better to let him go than to affix to his skin. While she didn’t mind sparing him a few abrasions, she was a little irritated at ending up half under him in the steamy shower.

      “Everything okay?” Noah asked.

      “Um, yeah,” Alice replied as she pushed him off and tried to deactivate the shower. The nozzles around her switched to pulse mode. Another press added vibrations to the air. Yet another made the nozzles hum, filling the air around her with a fine spray that had a musical quality. “God dammit! I always have trouble figuring this fancy crap out!”

      “Um, what?” Noah asked, starting to sound worried.

      Alice brought the room information up on a small window in her display and skimmed the instructions for the shower. A moment later, feeling a little foolish, she pulled the control knob and was relieved as the water stopped. “New problem. Going to need you up here I think.” Her suit shimmied the water off as she left the room and rushed to the armoured briefcase beside the bed. “One sec, I’m making sure our mission is still on.”

      “Okay, hangin’ on,” Noah replied.

      Alice put the case on the bed and started examining it, looking for a locking mechanism. There was a small blank screen five centimetres wide and two tall with a clear division down the middle. “I don’t think the intelligence we have on this operation is complete,” Alice muttered under her breath. On a whim, she brought the case to Enid’s side and pressed her thumb to it. The panel lit up, showing that it was running a biometric check starting with her DNA and ending with a life signs verification to make sure she was alive.

      “Oh, crap, more trouble?” Noah asked.

      “Maybe not,” Alice replied as she rushed to the bathroom and pressed Martin’s thumb to the security panel. The case clicked open and she looked at the crystalline holodrive that contained a brand-new Order of Eden operating system installer. It was a perfect match to the one they’d made with their own software on it – fifteen centimetres long, eight across, and seven thick – with a handle at one end and shielded contacts on the other. “We’re on, but you have to get up here now. We’re going to have some work to do if you’re going to look like Martin here.”

      “All right, you take over watching the dumbwaiter system, I’ll start climbing,” Noah said with surprising joviality. “Looks like we get to spend the beginning of nine-nine-nine together after all.”
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      The Hatchery

      

      As soon as the main doors to the cargo hold where the Advanced Temporal Training System was set up opened, Yawen understood why the Admiral called it the Hatchery. There were at least two hundred white, oval pods in rows with thick cables and tubes between them. Minh-Chu was giving Ashley a brief kiss before slipping into an open one of the pods near the entrance. “See you in two hours, or ten for me,” he said before his vacsuit sealed and he submerged into a thick, clear liquid.

      The top slid closed and initialization text started scrolling quickly over the surface of the capsule. A woman with short blonde hair looked at it and a flat display she had in her hand and nodded. “He’s already syncing up. No problem. First real instructor to fully dive in instead of remotely connecting from an external terminal.”

      “What about strain? Will he get a cooldown period like everyone else if he’s in for only a couple hours?” Ashley asked.

      “Well, he will,” the blonde woman replied. “To us it’ll be like fifteen minutes, but to him it’ll be like sitting in a waiting room with a favourite hobby or something to watch for fifty while his mind adjusts back to its native time flow.”

      “So… he’ll gradually experience time slower and slower until he’s ready to come out?” Ashley clarified.

      “Exactly. That way he should avoid the vertigo and feeling of displacement that we’ve seen in the people who are emerging today,” she replied. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Ashley said, following her to another pod that had a flurry of text scrolling across it. There were five of them in a row which Remmy was walking towards. He looked at her as she noticed him. “Coming to meet your sister?” he asked.

      Holding up a yellow rose for a moment, she nodded. “I have an hour before I have to start my shift on the bridge. I got someone to cover for me so I could be here when my Fiancé was going in and she was coming out.”

      “This might not be the best time for a first meeting,” the blonde woman said. “Tammy Dermen has been fully in the simulated environment for three days. For her it’s been a little over seventeen including sleep, and they’re going to be a little sick when they come out. She’s part of a group that’s had their simulation speed turned up a little over the five times limit. Adjusting could be difficult.”

      “That’s not a certainty,” Zac, the lead Medical Technician aboard said as he joined the group with Shamus Frost in tow. “I bet Nigel here will be fine. A little dizzy spell then he’ll be ready to start a watch aboard the Raven.” His narrow-bodied medical robot followed behind him while four other members of his medical staff went to the sides of other pods.

      “Keep an excretion vessel handy, just in case, Ensign,” the Doctor said.

      “I have one standard barf bag, right here, Doctor Young,” he said, whipping a slim piece of paper into the air so it flapped out into a bag.

      “Ah, he’ll be fine, right, Zac?” Frost asked, looking a little worried.

      “Fine, yes, but there is still a chance of chunks. These guys only got two real-time hours of adjustment time. That, and their resting periods should be plenty to keep them from suffering long term ill effects, but we still don’t know what’s behind the extreme vertigo some people experience when they come out of a multi-day full dive,” Zac replied in a whisper so Doctor Young couldn’t hear. “I just like teasing her because she takes herself a bit too seriously sometimes, like when the Admiral pays us a visit.”

      “Don’t mind me, I’m a fly on the wall,” Admiral Valent said.

      “Doctor, I was wondering something,” Ashley asked.

      “What’s that, Commander?”

      “When they’re in there, I know their bodies are improving depending on their physical activity, but are they thrashing around at five times the speed too?”

      “Oh, no, not at all. The physical improvements are accomplished through a tightly controlled administration of muscle development drugs and electrostimulation to develop muscle memory. Rest and cooldown periods include a recovery medication regimen that keeps them from being sore when they emerge. Your Fiancé isn’t going to make any physical gains because he’s only going in for two hours to instruct the pilots that are in the virtual facility. He’s going to be a real asset, supplementing the artificial intelligence trainers and tutorials that are already working with the future pilots in there.”

      Five capsules opened at the same time. Each was bone dry, and the medical staff reached in to help the subjects out. They were in white and yellow training vacsuits with trainee rankings on them. Their texture made them easy to grip, so their minders had no trouble helping them. “Feels like I’m in a coffin in there when you open your eyes,” Nigel said as he was helped out by Zac and the spindly but strong arms of his robot assistant. They sat him on a pull-up seat beside the capsule as he retracted his visor and hood. “How long has it been out here again?” he asked as Zac scanned him.

      “Three days, lad,” Frost said, taking his nephew’s hand, initially shaking it then holding it so he could steady the young man.

      “Oh, that is wild. It was seventeen in there. I went through the whole assessment and the first two phases of basic training. Then I was on the Raven doing repairs, running the communications and digital infiltration systems,” he said as he looked stunned, opening his eyes wide then squeezing them shut as if forcing them to focus.

      “That’s where they put you? Crackin’ and hackin’?” Frost asked.

      He nodded. “Turns out I’m a little better at spotting vulnerabilities and running software than I am at running and gunning. I kinda like it, too.” He looked around as though what he was seeing was new to him for a moment then asked; “So, it’s new years today, or did I miss it?”

      “Today,” Frost said. “You like the training in there?”

      Nigel’s focus settled on his uncle, but he still seemed unsteady on his stool. “It sucked at first, getting into the routines, used to the discipline was rough, I’m not gonna lie, but I managed. I get it. You have to put your life in order before you’re ready for this fleet, this war. You have to get your personal stuff squared…” Nigel stopped suddenly, saying; “Whoa dizzy.”

      Zac held the bag in front of him just in time for Nigel to grab it and throw up whatever was in his stomach in two heaves. After a few taps on his command and control unit, Zac nodded. “Vertigo. I set your comm-con to inject you with something to help. How’d you do in there, anyway? It says you were pushed through most of the weapon training and went straight to ship life, squad work and a specialization?”

      A napkin was pressed into Nigel’s hand by Zac’s robot and he wiped his mouth, nodding. “Yeah, turns out learning the weapons and equipment we were going to use was dead easy. I learned to use and fix anything anyone in the fleet shoots or wears in three days, including the implants. I think that’s why they moved me on to the comms station. Most of the early hardware stuff was easy.”

      “Says you,” another trainee said with a rueful chuckle. “I barely qualified on my own kit. Some people are made for that techy stuff.”

      “Yeah, but no one takes Edxi out like you, Roscoe,” Nigel called back.

      “Well, unless you’re talking about Tammy. Oh, shit, thought I’d get back without having to…” Roscoe managed to say before vomiting into a bag.

      “You may experience dry mouth if I give you the counter to the symptoms you’re suffering right now,” the nurse standing beside him said.

      “Gimmie the fix, I’m so bloody dizzy it feels like I’m about to fall outta my chair,” he replied before retching again.

      “I was busy keeping up with you Roscoe,” Tammy said before noticing Ashley, who looked like her identical twin. She took a step back and got a better look, astonished.

      Perhaps Admiral Valent knew that there would be a lot of things to see when he invited Yawen to the Hatchery, or maybe that wasn’t on his mind, but she was happy to be there regardless. Seeing Frost greeting Nigel as he came back to reality, and Ashley meet Tammy for the first time were as incredible to her as the grand experiment underway in the cargo hold.

      Ashley looked expectant and nervous as she held the rose out for Tammy. “Feeling dizzy?”

      “No, I’m fine, Commander,” she replied tentatively taking the yellow rose.

      “Call me Ashley,” she said. Then, in a rush that was so unguarded that her lisp returned in full, she continued; “I didn’t know if I’d have a chance to meet you for a long time after this. I had to be here, even if it’s just to say hello, to see what you’re like and to open the door between us. Wait, you just went through something; are you feeling okay? Do you need a bag or the Doctor?”

      Tammy Dermen regarded her in stunned silence for a moment then stood and took Ashley into a tight embrace. “We have the same lisp. It took me years to tame mine down until it was almost gone. We’re so alike, but you’re amazing. I’ve read everything about you. I even remember meeting a little girl who was just like me, so long ago.”

      “I remember that too!” Ashley replied excitedly. “It must have been you!”

      “I thought it was an old dream, you’re real! We’re like sisters!”

      “Twins!” Ashley squealed.

      “I was afraid to make contact. You’ve done so well for yourself here, I thought I might get in the way, or that you’d think I was just looking for favours.”

      “No, no, I’ve always wanted a sister. You did well too; Boarding Specialist, no one expected you to get that far this quickly,” Ashley said as they parted and she took Tammy’s hand.

      “You were watching me?” She asked, her tone making it clear that she took it as a compliment.

      “Well, I couldn’t watch, I’d still be catching up, but I got the updates and saw some of the highlights, like the end of suit week, when you guys did the training course in your undies. I thought that was hilarious!”

      “It wasn’t my idea, but when Nigel stripped down and took a roll in the mud, everyone joined in. Before we knew it, we were mudding through the obstacle course,” Tammy laughed. “I think our little unit started a tradition. The rest of the class joined in.”

      “So, it wasn’t all training in there?” Frost asked Nigel.

      “They let us decompress here and there,” Nigel replied with a sigh, his nausea passing. “Then they’d put the pressure on again. I’m just glad they let us sleep like normal, unless they decided to wake us up super early. We needed time to process everything in the classes, in the qualifiers. My head is still buzzin’ I tell ya.” He ran his hand over his short-cropped hair.

      “Is it a real buzzing? Do you hear or feel anything unusual?” Doctor Young asked from a few pods down.

      “No, Doc, not real buzzing or anything. Everything feels about right,” Nigel said.

      “About right? Or actually normal?”

      “I’m good, normal,” he answered politely.

      “All right, please be clear about your symptoms if you have any in the future and make sure you fill out the entire P.E.S., the Post Experience Survey promptly,” she said as she returned her attention to a pod that she opened. It was still filled with fluid, and from what Yawen saw, she scanned whoever was inside before closing it then marching to the Admiral’s side. “I’m happy to report that Commander Dallow is in fine shape, and that after confirming the scans we have of him, he’s ready to continue serving as the virtual training facility’s Commandant for the rest of the duration. His spirits are high as well. He seems to be enjoying the experience.”

      “He’s a good one, Sir,” Nigel said. “Tough, but smart. The training he’s tuning is challenging, but you learn quick.”

      “He plays with the simulation almost too well, though,” Roscoe added as he carefully got to his feet. “It’s like he believes it’s all real. I know I forgot it was a simulation after a few days. Only remembered a few times here and there until the end. The base and the environment the Commandant set up is like that: so realistic you wonder if where you came from was just a dream.”

      “That’s how it’s supposed to be, soldier,” Doctor Young said with a touch of venom. “You wouldn’t learn nearly as quickly if you were constantly noticing flaws and tripping over seams in the landscape, now would you?”

      “She takes everything about this experiment a little too personally,” Zac told Admiral Valent. “I get that she’s under pressure, but…”

      “I’ll have someone talk to her later,” Admiral Valent said quietly.

      “Ready to start serving aboard the Raven, Specialist?” Remmy asked Nigel as he stepped into place beside Frost.

      “Captain Sands?” Nigel asked, shocked.

      “The original version with a few tweaks,” Remmy nodded.

      “Then, yes, Sir,” Nigel replied, rising to his feet unsteadily and saluting. “Our trip ended with a full night’s sleep, so I’m good. Show me where I can kit up and tell me where to go, what to do, and I’m there.”

      “We’re starting off slow, and I’ll be taking over as your trainer while we’re out there. It won’t be accelerated, but there’s a reason why you five finished the last leg of your education aboard a simulated version of the Raven. I needed you to get used to that ship before you got aboard the real one.”

      “That’s a nice ship, Sir. I thought we were just there to get our space legs,” Roscoe said. “Can’t wait to get aboard.”

      “I love the Remmybase,” Tammy breathed with reverence, still holding Ashley’s hand. “We’re leaving soon, Sir?”

      Remmy nodded. “I know, it’s fast, but you’ve got an hour to get your gear together and move to the Raven. The good news is that you’ll each have your own quarters, we’re not heavily crewed. Once we’re under way, you’ll have a couple hours to get ready for our first mission.”

      “Wait!” asked a bald young woman. “All five of us, Sir?”

      “You did well enough so you can start active duty while you finish your training, Mayu. I like the way you guys work together, too, so I’m taking you as a set.”

      All five of them seemed overjoyed, especially Roscoe, who turned away for a moment to wipe his eye. “That’s just a happy ending and a happy beginning all in one, that is.”

      “Can I get a Hatchery crew, Admiral?” Yawen asked, mostly kidding.

      “It’s called the ATTS, or the Advanced Temporal Training System, Lieutenant,” Doctor Young shot over her shoulder.

      “She hates it when people call it the Hatchery,” Admiral Valent whispered as Frost did his best to conceal a grin.

      “I nearly pulled something when you used the nickname the first time, Admiral,” Zac whispered.

      “Don’t let her know I made the name up,” Admiral Valent said with a warning glance. “That could make the rest of the trip a little difficult.”

      “Right,” Zac said. “If you think she’s uptight, you should meet her research assistant, Jhoone. I’m convinced that they transferred them to the Merciless together to see if two people who can’t get along with anyone can get along with each other.”

      “How’s that working?”

      “I’ve given them the lab furthest from the entrance to the infirmary,” Zac said, shaking his head. “It’s not great. At first it was kind of entertaining, watching them scream at each other, now I’m happy their space is soundproof.”

      “I’ll have their commander talk to them,” Admiral Valent said, adding; “Better her than me.” He turned to Nigel and shook his hand. “I’m glad the first part of your training worked out. Good luck with the rest, and your career, you’re getting a great start with a good Captain.”

      “Thank you, Admiral,” Nigel said, a little starstruck.

      Admiral Valent shook hands with Roscoe, Mayu, a Nafalli crewmember with dark black and brown fur, then Tammy, wishing them all well. “I have to get back to the Strategy Room,” he said, looking to Yawen. “Hope you enjoyed the tour. Good luck out there, and tell Alice she owes me an in-person briefing.”

      “Aye, I will, Admiral,” Yawen replied as he passed. There was only a hint in his tone that he was at all dissatisfied, but she suspected that it hid a lot more displeasure than he would allow himself to show.
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      The Pressure of Infiltration

      

      It took longer than normal to get detailed scans of the technicians because Alice had to keep her device turned down as low as possible so she wouldn’t risk alerting the guards outside. The technicians were as cooperative as people in stasis could be. It was better than keeping them awake and tied up, but Alice worried about the information they might be missing by skipping an interrogation.

      The dumbwaiter system was clear as Noah climbed the shaft between the room they rented under assumed identities. There were no overrides from the staff or robots answering the call to clean.

      The second skin mask Alice made using the scans she took of Enid, the female technician, was already sprayed onto her face. It would take a few more minutes to set, but it was secure enough for a little fun. “Hi!” she said as she took his hands to help him into the room.

      When Noah looked up at her, he was so startled that he let go and nearly fell backwards. The grip his legs had on the shaft saved him. “Wow, you look totally different,” he laughed nervously as she helped him into the room. “That second skin stuff is amazing.”

      After he finished crawling into the room and the hatch was closed behind him, she looked to her command and control unit. Alice closed their connection with the room service delivery system, hoping no one noticed someone marking a relatively small length of shafts being closed for a while. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. I didn’t think I’d actually spook you, though. I only changed my face.”

      “Oh, you’re going to have to make other changes? I thought you were a match with the technician?” he asked.

      “She’s skinnier, I’m going to have to set my suit to transparent and wear it under her uniform while it squeezes me into shape,” she explained, not looking forward to that part of the mission. She did feel a little pique of playfulness and interest from him though, so she pulled on the collar of his uniform, drawing him down. “Don’t get excited,” she said against his lips before kissing him soundly. Surprise and mild revulsion shot from him like a spike, and she stepped away in surprise. “It’s too weird,” she said as his mouth opened, probably to say the same thing.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “I mean, if you didn’t look like someone else, but…”

      “I know,” Alice said. “I guess I should be relieved that you’re not into blondes who look like they’re trying to starve themselves. I hope that’s not the fashion where they’re from.”

      “Me too,” Noah sighed. “But, yeah, I’m sorry, you just don’t look like, well, you.” His levity was returning along with the undercurrent of anxiety that started as soon as they walked through the main entrance of the hotel.

      “Well, wait until you see the guy you’re going to look like,” Alice said as she guided him to the bathroom where she’d stretched the male technician’s body out on the floor beside his female counterpart.

      “Oh, man. That is one hairy guy,” Noah snickered.

      “He’s also five centimetres shorter than you, so you’re going to have to keep your knees bent and hope that the guards we came in with will be relieved. They might notice a height difference. Now, for the other part,” Alice said, taking his command and control unit in her hands and activating the program that would make his custom vacsuit change shape to match the body of the male technician.

      Neither of them had ever used the system before, so they were both surprised as it pressed Noah down at the shoulders and restricted his legs from straightening completely. “Oh, man, that’s uncomfortable. Not painful, but I don’t want to do this for too long.”

      Alice watched as the suit made him thicker in the middle and then everywhere else, as though he was wearing a fat suit. “Your head looks too small now.”

      A feeling of insecurity accompanied Noah’s amusement as he looked down. “Damn, I feel like I’m looking into a fun house holo.”

      “I’ll still love you if you put on a few kilos,” Alice said in a soothing tone, patting his new belly. Then she sprayed his face with the second skin treatment and watched as it changed him, adding girth to his head, enlarging his ears, creating a carpet of short dark hair, and adding a new layer to his face. There was a DNA mask built into it as well, so normal scans would be tricked into thinking that he was Martin the Specialist. Noah was a little surprised, but he played along, taking a small pill that dissolved instantly into a smart gel that clung to, and temporarily changed the sound of his voice.

      He cringed for a moment, then spoke with a deeper, older sounding voice, his face settling into a shape that was not his own by far. “How do you like me now, baby?” he teased, striking a pose that showed off his enlarged belly.

      Alice nearly fell backwards into the shower as she laughed. “I’m not going to be able to keep a straight face for the whole mission!”

      “How about that kiss, little lady?” he puckered his lips, which seemed extra large as they came closer.

      Alice escaped, squeezing past him with a shriek. He chased her into the main room and caught her in his arms. “Man, nothing feels the same. It’s like I’m insulated or something,” he said as she calmed down, aware that there were two guards outside.

      The rooms were supposed to be soundproof, but neither of them were interested in testing that theory with horseplay. “You definitely don’t feel right,” she said, turning around and poking his chest. “The last step is getting into uniform then making your vacsuit transparent.”

      “Okay,” he said, letting her go then switching his suit to transparent mode. “Oops, I got that backwards.”

      Alice boggled for a moment then turned away, blushing, snickering. He was having fun with her, trying to make her laugh, and it was working even though she was cringing. She’d never been with anyone like that, someone who was so confident, or so desperate to get a reaction that they could just toss their inhibitions aside. “Oh, definitely not my type,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t chase her around while he looked like that. There was a delicious sense of fun and play coming from him that she liked, but it was already fading. Superficially, she was happy that wasn’t what he really looked like nude. Every detail was made to match the man he was temporarily replacing.

      “I don’t know whether to be insulted or reassured,” he mused as she heard him fuss with the technician’s jumpsuit.

      After a few moments she turned around and, happy that he was at least half clothed, she activated the body shaping feature of her vacsuit. As it constricted everywhere, but especially in the chest and her middle, she exhaled with a forced huff. “Oh, that’s uncomfortable.” Her command and control unit warned that the suit could only manage a ninety-two percent match. “Damn, there’s too much of me to squeeze and fold.”

      “Do you think you could fit into her uniform?” Noah asked as he sealed his jumpsuit.

      “Of course, I can,” Alice replied as she stepped into the legs. An attempt to draw a full breath failed. “This must be why corsets don’t come into fashion much anymore,” she croaked.

      “At least you don’t feel like you’re being pushed into your boots,” Noah retorted with a snicker.

      He didn’t mean much by it, there was no malice in him, but there was frustration as he pressed his feet into the technician’s shoes. Alice was surprised that the top of the jumpsuit style containment clothing didn’t look right at all on her. “I can’t believe this, I mean, the guards are going to notice.”

      “You’re just too full-featured,” Noah said as he finished fastening his footwear. “I thought you said you were a close match?”

      “I checked the face and the system said it would be easy to build a second skin mask that matched her perfectly. My head is big enough, my face is the right shape, even my eye spacing is right,” Alice took a quick, short breath and finished; “I didn’t check the body beyond making sure that I’d only need a two centimetre lift to match her height.”

      “Oops?” he snickered. “C’mon, no one would notice unless they’ve stared at your boobs for way too long. Besides, you could always say you got ‘em enlarged for the party.”

      “It’s not just that. My hips are only a ninety-one percent match,” Alice said, tugging at the jumpsuit and not getting any slack. “If they do a thorough scan, there’s no way I’ll pass.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Noah said. “It’s their first time here, isn’t it? I mean, people change. They’ve gotta make allowances for weight gain and stuff. Maybe you – I mean she – had too many nights at hotel buffets before she came here.” Alice sent him a scowl and he took a step back. “You know I didn’t mean you, right? Uh, you’re perfect just the way you are,” he replied. “I mean, not now, but, you know, the way you always look. You know, right?”

      He was so alarmed at the idea of offending her that Alice let him off the hook, nodding. “This could still be a problem.”

      “Could we hack into their security system? Overwrite the data they have on her so you match?” Noah asked, relieved.

      “Lewis said there was a high chance that they’d detect that. I’m gonna check the Fleet Tactics Manual, there might be something in there. You keep thinking about solutions. Oh, you look and sound exactly like him, by the way. I doubt anyone will notice the difference in height.”

      “Well, there’s that,” Noah said, looking around the room. “Thanks, I guess.”

      As she started searching for solutions to similar problems in the Haven Fleet Tactics Manual, she activated the holographic projector on her left command and control unit so she could navigate the search results better. A sudden feeling of excitement, and what may have been inspiration came from Noah as he looked at it. “You have an idea?”

      “Wait, it’s just coming together,” he replied a little impatiently. As she watched him, he thought his way through something before looking at her. “Okay, I don’t know if this would technically work, I don’t know enough about the gear, but what if your hologram projector, or the stealth system could just send a beam, or a signal, or project an image right into the scanners when they looked at you? In a way no one could see, but would be sent right into the detectors? The scanners?”

      “That’s a good idea,” Alice said, tapping the question into her command and control unit. She grinned as it showed a setting that did exactly that, it was part of their cloaking systems already, a last-ditch chameleon mode. “Yeah, it’s part of a program we can run. If we both set our systems to trick sensors into seeing my shape differently, we’ll have more coverage, too. This could work.”

      “That’s a relief,” he said, falling back onto the bed.

      Alice fell down beside him, still feeling more uncomfortable than she could remember being. “That was good thinking.”

      “I almost lost the idea,” he said after taking a deep breath. “You spend a lot of time in my head. I don’t have to talk sometimes.”

      The anxiety that she thought was attached to their mission came to the fore along with some irritation and Alice realized that it wasn’t about their objective at all. It was about her. “I don’t read people’s thoughts, I just catch…”

      “How they’re feeling,” Noah finished for her. “I get it. I guess you’re getting really good at it, because over the last few days you’ve had conversations with me where I maybe said three or four words. That wouldn’t normally bug me, but some of them lasted half an hour.”

      “Oh,” Alice said, looking up at him, seeing another man’s face, wishing it was his. “I didn’t even…”

      “Realize?” he finished for her. Noah was staring at the ceiling, probably trying not to look at her, just listening to her voice. “Yeah, I think you’re just getting really good at it.”

      “I’m getting better,” Alice said, looking to the ceiling too. “And I guess I’m not. I had no idea this was bothering you.”

      Noah sighed and nodded. “Yeah, it’s just starting to. I’m a talkative kinda guy, you knew that before you met me because you listened to me babble my way across Iora, even add narration to parts that didn’t have logs, and I could have kept going for a lot longer. I know what you do is special, that it’s part of you, and I think it’s amazing, but when you’re already reacting to something I haven’t even said yet, well, I guess I feel cheated.”

      “I can’t read your thoughts, or well, I could, but I would hurt myself by doing it,” Alice explained, and she could feel that it wasn’t helping. “But you want to show me how you’re feeling your own way?” she guessed, wanting more than anything to understand him.

      “That’s it,” Noah said, relieved. “That’s it right there. I grew up putting shows on, making people laugh, shocking a lot of ‘em. It was how I introduced myself to almost everyone while we were travelling around. I want to do that for my favourite person in the galaxy, but you almost always see me coming. It’s impossible to surprise you.”

      “I can turn it off,” Alice said, looking at him by reflex then turning away, taking his hand instead. “I’ll turn it off for you.”

      “That would be cool, but not if you feel like you’re sacrificing too much for me, right? I mean, no one should have to turn off their sight, or their hearing just to be with someone.”

      “I’ll admit; sometimes I can sense how you feel about me, and it’s amazing, I’m always humbled, it makes me feel warm all the way through. I’ll miss that, but I know it’s unfair. You can’t do the same. I’ll block you as much as I can so you can be yourself. I like that too. I love watching you be a showman, or just when you’re being yourself.”

      “Thanks for hearing me,” Noah said, squeezing her hand. “You’re sure you won’t feel cut off or anything?”

      “Sure, I will,” Alice admitted. “A little, but I lived a long time without this sense.”

      “Don’t do it when it could be useful, though. Like if we’re in danger or on a mission like this, or something. I don’t want to have things go sideways because you didn’t use every advantage you’ve got.”

      “Don’t worry, I know when I should lean on this,” Alice replied tapping her temple then adding; “Well, I’m learning. I can even block specific people now. Don’t worry, from now on you’ll have all the challenges guys face when they’re talking to women.”

      “Well, maybe you could read me a little,” Noah said with a snicker.

      “Besides, it’ll mean I have to make an effort to feel closer to you. I’ve been looking forward to that anyway,” she kissed his cheek.

      He turned his face to her and took her lips with his tenderly, and after a few seconds they parted, both cringing as he said. “Still too weird.”

      “Yeah, and I can’t really breathe so well,” Alice said as she slipped off the bed and took the jumpsuit off before slipping under the covers of the other one.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Well, if we’re not going to have that kind of fun, then we may as well relax until it’s time to go,’ she turned the shaping system in her suit off and celebrated the ability to take a full breath as it relaxed.

      Noah pushed the jumpsuit down to his ankles and did the same, only he stretched long and hard. Alice looked him up and down and laughed at how odd he looked – bulbous but tall, nude - before turning away. “Your suit’s still transparent,” she giggled.

      “Don’t care,” he said, flopping onto the other bed. “I’m just happy I don’t feel like I’m being canned. I wonder if they get the Hart News Network here?”

      As an answer to that question, a large holographic display activated, filling the foot of their beds with a selection menu from Hart News. One of the top stories was from the Haven System, called; Arriving at Freeground Station.
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      Counting Down To 999

      

      The time that Alice and Noah spent waiting were less nerve wracking than she expected. She and Noah talked about their new alliance with the other captains, and the longer they did, the more they realized they had to learn about them. All the while, the local news network droned on as the announcers covered different parties around the solar system.

      There was even one on Elenen, a world that was once much like Rodus in its prime that had been devastated by three global wars in the year it was struck by the Holocaust Virus. A disused military complex had been cleared by a security company that was hired by event planners, and while watchtowers and heavily armed sentries made sure nothing got in, wealthy thrill-seeking partiers counted their way down to the end of the nine hundredth and ninety-ninth year since the first successful colony ship left Earth.

      It seemed like everyone on that news network was looking at the new year as the one when humanity would turn their luck around. Spirits seemed high from the Presidential Palace, where Rear Admiral West made an appearance, to large clubs all over Rodus, even on a few local solar system cruises that had managed to come back online since the war. “There must be some crazy parties going on in the Haven System,” Noah said as they watched another interview with a slightly inebriated partygoer.

      They were getting back into full disguise, except Alice was slipping into a complimentary fuzzy robe instead of the jumpsuit. “I heard there’s one on Haven Shore. Gavin Hale is going to be right at the centre of it.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know they had it fixed up enough to party there.” He was on his way to the bathroom to check on the unconscious technicians.

      “The Everin Building is almost fully restored, and there have been robots working to repair what they could making sure that the jungle will recover. My mother produced a whole team of medical hover bots that will treat and feed the animals so they don’t start hunting the settlers.”

      “Are some of they that dangerous?”

      “Some of them, yeah, I was saved by my suit once when a big cat decided to use me as a chew toy. There are big apes and monkeys there, too. I’m just glad that only a third of the jungle burned, it looked a lot worse for a while.”

      “Theo said you had a nice place there,” Noah said as he came out of the bathroom. “Oh, those two are still out and stable, by the way.”

      “Good. Yeah, I didn’t think I’d miss it, but when I think of home now, it’s that place. I gave it away to a military family, but now I think I’ll ask to get one near there. The one I had was big for one person though.”

      He regarded her quizzically, even cocking his head. “Is that an invitation?”

      “Uh, I didn’t mean to…” For the first time since she promised to stop reading him only hours before, she found not being able to sense what he was feeling nerve wracking.

      “Just putting you on the spot. I plan on getting a place with Theo. We’re raking in the luxury credits, so we’ll be able to upgrade as high as we want. Hey, if you and I each have our own place, we can have two housewarming parties.”

      “You first. I want to see what kind of housewarming party Carnie the Showman throws before I put drinks and nibs out at my place,” Alice said, relieved that Noah didn’t press the issue of moving in together. She liked the thought, but it was too early to make plans.

      “Oh, you better believe it’ll be…” he was interrupted as the news took a more serious tone.

      “This just in: The Sky Worshipper, an in-solar system pleasure cruise ship, has gone missing. This ship was near the asteroid field on the edge of our solar system when it was last spotted by the defence network’s scanners. Authorities report that jamming signals were detected shortly before its disappearance. There are eighty-two hundred souls aboard, including the crew. Piracy is suspected since some debris was found near its last location and early analysis indicates that there was weapon damage. An urgent search effort is under way. We’ll bring you more on this situation as it develops, but for now we’ll return to…”

      “So that’s what Elyub was talking about. He said the Opal would be creating the first distraction, and that would be the signal for Last Crisis to start counting down to their own.”

      “The Opal can control a ship like that?” Noah asked. “It must be ten times their size.”

      “Yeah, but the Opal has a lot more firepower and military class thrust. Pleasure cruises like that don’t wander far outside of patrolled areas, so they don’t spend a lot of money on defence. Either way, I hope half the patrols in the solar system are out there, scanning for it. He said he’d be hitting a civilian target, that he’d be able to do it without causing casualties. Here’s hoping he can pull it off. He’s got everyone looking in that direction now, at least.”

      “What was Last Crisis’ distraction again? I kept on hearing different options from those guys.”

      “They’re running their own thing,” Alice replied with a nod. “They’re stealing cargo containers at some Regent Galactic storage facility, putting everything they’ve got behind it. They kept on telling me it was about kicking the hornet’s nest then running away, but I get the impression that there’s something bigger going on. They aren’t leaving empty handed, that’s for sure. They plan on offering most of what they’re taking in trade for a destroyer.”

      “Wow, then it must be a big target. I wonder how they’re going to get past the security? Most of those spots are armed to fend off military attacks.”

      “Who knows. Even if they make a run at it and have to retreat, it’ll make a good distraction.”

      “It’s not the only one they’re making, either. I heard they let the word slip to a few of the local spacer gangs that they would be distracting the defence force tonight, too. Do you think they’ll bite? Take the opportunity to put together a few smaller raids?”

      “If I were at the head of a criminal organization, I would,” Alice replied. “I mean, how often do you get an opening like that?”

      “I just hope it doesn’t get too far out of hand. I don’t want to see bystanders get hit.”

      “That’s out of our hands now,” Alice said, admiring one of the things she liked about him, even when she was only listening to his logs. He had a clear moral compass that kept him cheering for the little guy, and would always point him away from hurting innocent people. She shared those ideals, but suspected that they were even stronger in him. “We can only hope. You should go back to the bathroom; I’m going to see how dedicated our guards are.” She held up the party tickets that the people they were replacing had.

      “Good luck,” Noah said as he retreated.

      Alice checked her second skin mask in the mirror and tousled her hair so it looked like she’d just been rolling around in bed. She opened the sliding door just enough so she could poke her face through and both of the Order of Eden guards, who were in well polished green armour, turned to her. “Is everything all right, Ma’am?”

      “Amazing, just amazing,” she beamed at them. It was strange hearing another voice when she spoke. The intelligent gel pill she’d taken changed the shape of her vocal cords so she sounded exactly like the woman she replaced. “We’re having so much fun, that we’re going to celebrate the new year in our room. Order some expensive room service and some party favours on the Order’s account, you know.”

      “Oh, I know, Ma’am,” one of the guards said, retracting his visor as his partner tilted her helmet in acknowledgement. “Well, you have a good evening.”

      “Oh, I will, don’t worry. Now that we won’t be leaving the room, I don’t think we need you two, so you can solve another problem for me.”

      “Oh? What can we do for you, Ma’am?” the female guard asked.

      “We don’t want these to go to waste,” she held out the tickets, their opalescent anti-counterfeiting coatings caught the light like polished platinum. “I mean, they’ve only shown Alta Oguna’s party once on the news tonight, but it looked fantastic. It’s forty-five minutes to nine-ninety-nine, so you can change and get there in time.”

      “Are you serious?” the male guard asked.

      “We really should stay close to you two,” his counterpart groaned.

      “The only thing you’ll see for the rest of the night if you stay on duty is that wall and the landscape painting on it. I mean, we’re not leaving, so you shouldn’t get stuck here,” Alice lowered her voice to a whisper and smiled at the pair. “It’s one of those times when your partner really surprises you in all the right ways, you know what I mean?” she asked the female guard in particular.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” the guard replied with a knowing smile. “Thank you so much, Ma’am. We’ll check in with you in the morning.”

      “Not until ten. We’re not due at the shipyard until later in the day and we’ll want our sleep,” Alice said as she handed the tickets over. “Hurry up and get there, then send me a picture of you both when you arrive. You should have a good time while we’re visiting this backwater mud ball.”

      “Yes, Ma’am, thank you so much,” the female guard said, overjoyed, already turning away.

      Her partner wasn’t far behind. When they were around the corner, Alice closed the door and retreated into the room. “They’re off. That worked.” Her robe came off and she stepped into the jumpsuit. The shape she was pressed into by her vacsuit kept her breathing shallow but she was doing her best not to let it get to her. “I can’t wait until this is all over so I can breathe again.”

      “Are you sure they’ll stay out all night?”

      “Pretty sure,” Alice replied as she sealed the suit and turned towards Noah. “We’ll wait a little longer, I told them to take a capture and send it to me, her, whatever. Until then, let’s re-check the data drives to make sure we know which ships we should head to first and that we have what we need.”

      They took the drives out of their cases and connected to them with their command and control units. “There are five ships getting their final software installed tomorrow. All Advanced Destroyers,” Noah said after a few minutes. “We’re supposed to go aboard after the programming team is finished reviewing test logs from their temporary software.”

      “Okay, so we’ll be using Haven Flag Software,” Alice said.

      “That’ll wipe out existing software, disable any trackers that are connected to the ship’s computer network, then install our programming on it, securing the ship for us and setting up Haven Fleet style control systems, right?”

      “You did take the qual on the Flag Program, right?” Alice asked, worried.

      “Yeah, I just haven’t seen it installed before. Yawen did it when we took the Sendega Six-Oh-One.”

      “Oh, okay, just making sure.” The cheap hip computer that served as Enid’s secure Order of Eden communication and computing system buzzed and Alice activated it. An image of the two guards, one in a dress made for dancing and the other in a loose shirt over colourful trousers, were waving at her through the screen joyously. “They’re out of uniform and at the party,” Alice said as she replied by tapping; “HAVE A GREAT TIME!” as her response.

      “Final checks,” he said, looking her over as she turned slowly. “Yup, you’re so perfectly her, that I miss Alice already.”

      Alice snickered and motioned for him to turn for her. “Zip up all the way. You’re an important specialist.”

      “Right, everything else good?”

      “Yup, what’s my name?” Alice asked.

      “You’re Specialist Enid Scott,” he said without hesitation. “What’s mine?”

      “You are Specialist Martin Schot,” Alice replied. “One grade beneath me.”

      “All right, check in?” Noah asked.

      “It’s about that time.”

      

      “You know, this ship flies more like a starfighter than a small corvette. I mean, it’s no Uriel, but the controls are amazing and with the new neural assist, well, I won’t ever have to access another system menu while I’m flying,” Pixie, who had spiked blue hair, was explaining to Nigel from the pilot’s seat of the Raven.

      This was part of her answer to what he said to her as soon as he walked onto the Raven’s small bridge, which was; “Hey, I’m Nigel.”

      She introduced herself as Pixie, the pilot for the Raven, then went into the long description of what flying the ship was like. Remmy worked at the communications station and listened, hoping that she was getting close to the end of her epic length reply. Nigel paid full attention, showing no signs of losing interest. If there was a brighter side to the very one-sided conversation, it was that Pixie was showing him different controls and systems at the navigation station and her own. At least it was a bit of an education.

      Finally, a signal came through from Alice Valent’s command and control unit. Remmy’s console decoded it and the channel cleared up. The Clever Dream and Corsair signed on as well, with Iruuk and Yawen in command. “Remmy?” Alice asked, Noah Lucas joining her.

      “The one and… The one you know,” Remmy replied, shrugging off the reminder that he was no longer the ‘one and only.’ “The Raven is in formation with the Clever Dream and the Corsair, ready to go.”

      “Great, then you’re going to take the destroyer we mark and Number Three. Did Yawen and Iruuk fill you in?” Alice replied.

      “Yeah. We swoop in once the Flag Software is installed and running, shoot at the defences, then help you guys get away,” Remmy said. “Nigel here is going to be making sure we get a hard seal and link with the ship. Problem, though; there are only two of you, and you’re planning on taking three destroyers. What’s that gonna look like?”

      “Do you have extra drives in the Raven’s data core? A type twelve?”

      “Yeah, four or five,” he replied. “Oh, you want me to copy the Flag Program onto a drive and get aboard the third ship?”

      “Yeah, do it how you like, it’s a risk. Send who you want, but they’ll have to be able to…”

      “Use the Haven Flag Program,” Remmy said, nodding, excited at the idea. “No one here knows it better than me. We’ll get that third ship.”

      “All right. Limit your risk as much as you can, though. If it doesn’t look like you’ll be able to keep up, abort. Do as much damage as you can on your way out.”

      “Sounds good,” Remmy said.

      “All right, you work out the finer points, we’re going to get to the Order of Eden shuttle now so Noah and I arrive on time.”

      “Let’s start this party,” Iruuk said with a big grin.

      “You said it,” Remmy replied as Alice’s encrypted signal closed. “Man, it’s good to be back.”
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      Breaking Free

      

      Clifford Thomas always thought his name would look good in a history book, or program, or movie. One that, when said aloud, should resonate because it sounded like it belonged to someone with significance, someone who did something great. In his mind, he was destined to be a person of importance.

      In truth, the only significant thing he’d accomplished was paying the one hundred thousand credit fee to the Order of Eden when they began to tell everyone who would listen that they would die if they didn’t. All his friends told him he was wasting his money, that it was one of the biggest scams in history. The Order was also promising immortality, that it was the fate of the Chosen who reserved their place in the future with their payment.

      When the Holocaust Virus infected every robot with a sophisticated emotional subprogram and most of the people he knew were killed, he shed real tears of grief. He paid, he believed in what the Order was saying, but he never actually thought everyone he knew would be killed. In fact, he refused to eat the food that the robots brought him for several days before breaking down and feasting.

      Some time later, when it looked like the people of Rodus were going to win the war against the robots, he went to one of the last Spacerwares stores, where there were other people who paid to be exempt from genocide, most of whom were already working for Regent Galactic and the Order.

      His technical prowess earned him a position there where he was given training for an Order of Eden military branch. He thought that would be his step up. The best way to distance himself from the loss of his friends and his brothers. When he officially entered the service, he was given the task of maintaining the computer hardware in a vast Order of Eden storage facility. Not aboard a starship, or a space station, or even as a field technician who goes on historic missions, but a warehouse. It was grand, storing important equipment, supplies and products in its buildings and protecting thousands of shipping containers of product in the yard, but it was still just a warehouse. It also served as a small port and future mustering point for the Order military. When small groups of them started coming, he got to watch as fresh troops arrived, spent time in humble, cramped barracks, then departed shortly after. There weren’t many of them, and most seemed like little more than thugs. The officers seemed like the intelligent ones more often than not, and he trained on his own, then took exams, which he usually passed with ease.

      Regardless of his expanding knowledge, his supervisors would not promote him. Even though there were Order of Eden starships being built in orbit that needed thousands of crewmembers, he was not moved up or even laterally. He’d become important, but only to the management of Port Warehouse Facility Three on Rodus.

      As Clifford Thomas grew more disenchanted with his life, and as the debt he incurred while paying for a decent lifestyle grew, he started looking forward to hearing about rebel raids. Using his considerable technical talents, he made sure his bosses wouldn’t notice him visiting locations online that celebrated these criminals. After twenty-three days of lurking in different virtual hangouts, someone with an avatar featuring a shifting face approached him. This was someone from Last Crisis. He confirmed it every way he knew how until he was certain that he was digitally nose to nose with one of the most wanted outlaws in the solar system.

      That was impressive. What was even more amazing was the respect that this avatar paid him. Last Crisis knew who he was and they tracked his avatar down by searching hundreds of simulations. Why? They said they needed his expertise, his knowledge of Order systems, and they saw his potential. Most importantly, they recognized that he felt betrayed, and offered him a way to do something about it.

      They were clear about the reasons behind their interest in him, and they gave him time to consider the proposition which was simple. When the Order was run out of the system, he would have a place of honour within the Last Crisis. It would be known that he played an important part in bringing the Order down. He would be an outlaw hero. Even better, when it was time for him to publicly reveal that he undermined the Order of Eden, he would be paid for everything he did. That way his debtors wouldn’t get a piece of his ill-gotten gains or grow suspicious.

      He considered it for three days before sending the first transmission containing transport routes and schedules to Last Crisis. He knew he wasn’t their only spy, so he gave them information on only the easiest, most important targets. Hearing that the crews from a few of those supply transports were found in escape pods, their ships long gone, filled him with a giddy sense of accomplishment.

      From then on, he was more careful about how he sent his data, and he kept track of every transport, patrol, or drone that went missing that he may have had a part in. The platinum he was owed added up to low six figures. While that was reassuring, sort of a retirement plan in the making, he was becoming aware that it was much less important to him that he thought it would be. He was starting to see the struggle of the people who weren’t as well paid, and he had taken the time to talk to several soldiers who were on their way to other posts. Most were hungry to fight the enemies of the Order. They believed that these enemies were lawless or corrupt, against the ideals of a civilized galaxy. They were also convinced that the enemies of the Order of Eden were to blame for the rising prices that they were forced to pay for life’s essentials. By the time Clifford met them, these beliefs and ideals weren’t up for debate. If he tried to ask them too many questions, or suggest another point of view, they started to look at him as though he was a traitor in their midst.

      It was no surprise. The soldiers were separated from their families, subjected to long training courses and loyalty checks, then sent off to fight terrible enemies that included non-humans, rebel factions, and small military organizations like Haven Fleet. Most of the soldiers weren’t the brightest, but they didn’t deserve what they were getting. They also hadn’t been given the gift of immortality. It turned out that very few soldiers were given the Framework Treatment, which would guarantee eternal life. This was not the Order of Eden Clifford signed up for.

      So, when he was contacted online a day before New Years Eve and told that it was time for him to do something much more dangerous for Last Crisis, and that they’d pick him up when it was done, Clifford Thomas was ready.

      Sharing data in an encrypted, anonymous virtual chatroom using an avatar that changed every three seconds did not compare to walking into the control room of Port Warehouse Facility Three with a piece of equipment that he made at home on New Years Eve with spare parts and ill intentions. He was putting himself in real danger. This was insurrection through sabotage.

      He took a shuttle to work that night and entered the small control building. It was a sort of shipment tracking, coordination and Navnet centre all in one. The lights were kept low so cheap hologram projectors and data desks could clearly present endless scrolling information. Everyone in the control room knew who he was, he’d worked with them for the better part of a year.

      “Well, look who it is,” Supervisor Richards said. She’d leant him a little over nine thousand credits at one time that had grown to over twice that thanks to the interest. “You actually showed up for work tonight? I can’t believe you came in at all. Half the staff called in with the Nine-Nine-Nine Flu.”

      “I’m just here to finish my last task of the year,” Clifford shrugged, holding the case he carried up for a moment. “Right at the last minute, of course, but I need to finish this quarter with a perfect work record.”

      “Of course, so you have a better chance at all those promotions,” she said with a smirk. “What’s the job?”

      “The secondary processing cluster is due for an upgrade, and there aren’t many drop offs scheduled tonight, so it’s the best time.”

      “Oh,” she said, turning to one of the two Officers who did show up. “Bring up the schedule, Wayne. Do we have many arrivals on the board tonight?”

      That was another thing about working at the warehouse. No one listened to the technicians until something broke down. If he commented or offered knowledge on any topic it was immediately second guessed and double checked.

      “Two arrivals are expected, but they’re not automated, so we can guide them in the old-fashioned way if our systems are still down,” Wayne replied before biting into an apple.

      “All right, then. Do what you have to,” Richards said, turning her seat to face the panel she was watching the coverage of different parties on. “We’re seven minutes away from the turn of the year, though. Are you sure you don’t want to watch it with us? I mean, it’s not really important to have a perfect work record. We both know you’re not going anywhere.”

      “I’d rather get it checked off the list and start the new year without anything outstanding. Besides; I have a party to get to,” Clifford said.

      “Oh? Anyone we know there?”

      “Probably not,” Clifford said, resisting the urge to wipe his sweaty palms on his jumpsuit. He opened the tall access hatch at the back of the control centre and looked over his shoulder at the officers. They settled in at their stations, watching the big holographic projection featuring festivities from across Rodus, standing by for a notification from the local Navnet that would warn them that another transport was coming in. The schedule said that there was one due just after midnight.

      The main system cage would be intimidating to someone who didn’t know what they were looking at, and deadly if they breached the shielding on many of the wires there. He’d done minor work inside several times, but he’d never gotten close to the main power supply lines. That was what he looked for as he tapped a control on a bulbous processor cluster to put it to sleep. He carefully unclasped the retention bracket then opened his case, where the fake one he made waited. It was almost an exact match, except the protective shroud was the wrong colour; green instead of red.

      “Hey, are those the same? You put the wrong one in, and we won’t have backup processing if the main goes down,” Wayne said, looking over his shoulder.

      “They’re not the same. If they were the same, it wouldn’t be an upgrade,” Clifford explained, feigning confidence, something he wasn’t good at outside of simulations.

      “I’m just making sure…”

      “If I didn’t know what I was doing, I wouldn’t be stuck here, passed over for promotion over and over again,” Clifford said as he carefully placed the new processing cluster into its socket then secured the retention bracket. That was the careful bit. The outer layer actually did have hundreds of processing cores suspended in non-conductive liquid, but he’d built an explosive into the core. It would function slowly compared to the original, but well enough to fool the lazy officers for several hours if the main processing core went down. “There, it’s finished,” he closed the hatch and locked it. “Another testament to my brilliance. Taking something out of a socket so another can be put in.”

      “I almost forgot,” Supervisor Richards said with a little laugh. “You didn’t give me a work order number for this.”

      “You should already have it, being the magnificent leader you are. Happy new year!” Clifford said over his shoulder as he left the control room and closed the door behind him. He rushed down the steps and moved at a pace that was just short of a jog as he started across the yard surrounding the small building.

      “Hey, come back here!” Supervisor Richards shouted as she opened the control room door. She didn’t waddle down after him, but watched him retreat from the top of the stairs.

      “Sorry! Party to get to!” Clifford said nervously.

      A new message made his pocket communicator buzz and he fumbled it free then looked at it. ‘NOW,’ was all it said.

      That’s all it had to say to prompt Clifford to enter the communications code that would detonate his device. He’d never been so nervous in his life, but he only delayed a moment before tapping an activation sequence into his small communicator. Milliseconds later, a loud pop sounded behind him and white light filled the windows of the control centre. Supervisor Richards screamed in surprise then started coming after him.

      The device was supposed to go off with a little cracking sound, not detonate with such a grand spectacle of light and sound that it could be heard outside of the systems closet. It definitely did the job, but improperly, sloppily.

      Supervisor Richards wasn’t shuffling her feet as she normally did, or waddling around, she was running after him. “What did you do! Traitor! Get back here now!”

      “Oh, no,” Clifford said, breaking into a sprint. “It wasn’t me!”

      “Then why are you running?” she cried, enraged.

      “Supervisor! The shields, automated defences, the…. Everything’s down!” Wayne called from the doorway. “I can’t hear a damn thing, either!”

      “I’ve got to get this welsher! I need to get my money out of him before the Order gets him!” Richards shouted. “If he goes into detention it’ll take years for me to get my money!”

      Clifford glanced over his shoulder and started at the sight of her catching up rapidly. He tried to redouble his pace, but his lungs were already burning, legs cooperating as best as they could because he hadn’t actually run at all in years. The sounds of descending ships boomed overhead as the light from their thrusters illuminated the yard around them.

      Richards got a grip on his collar and she turned him around roughly. “What did you do? What is this, you little welsher!”

      “It’s what you deserve! You don’t get to look down on me any…” Clifford was interrupted as she slapped him.

      “Start making sense, you idiot! What did you do?” she asked, shaking him like a doll until she slapped him again.

      The coppery taste of blood from his split lip along with the ringing in his ears convinced him that he wouldn’t live to see his glory. She didn’t have a weapon, but her hand felt like a steel paddle and she was angrier than he’d ever seen anyone get in real life. Then he realized something that made him feel real defiance for the first time in his life and he hissed it at her along with the words spoken by rebels across the galaxy. “I regret nothing. Down with the Order. Hate fate.”

      Supervisor Richards growled through gnashed teeth and threw him to the ground. The impact knocked the wind out of him, and as he was starting to take a breath, a thick toed boot kicked him in the belly. It was the first of many blows as he tried to protect his face and head with his arms and she began to rant. “You’re worthless! You’re nothing! This little tantrum means nothing to the Order! The Eden Way is bringing order, power, abundance to humanity, and you’re trying to blow it up one computer closet at a time? Ridiculous! You’re a worm! A welsher…”

      A loud whining pop silenced her, and when Clifford looked up, he saw that there was a neat hole through the middle of her head. Richards body slumped and fell to the side, revealing a man with waxy skin in an armoured long coat. “Clifford?” The sound of a battered combat shuttle almost drowned him out.

      “Yeah,” he replied more shakily than he would ever admit when he told the story.

      “Time to go,” the tall figure said, getting Clifford to his feet. “Reinforcements will be on their way in seconds.”

      Fighters and small ships swept by above, destroying the automated turrets, shield emitter panels, and antenna arrays he disabled. “I did it, I made this happen,” he said as he hurried to the shuttle beside the man who must have been Ethan Asher, the leader of Last Crisis. He flinched as several missiles hit the Control Centre, almost certainly killing the pair of officers inside, reducing it to a flaming ruin. The barracks were next, and he was happy they were empty as the cheaply built structure was blasted apart. Seconds later a trio of small, thick hulled ships landed and a group of troops in mismatched armour charged the armoury.

      Several fighters with oversized thrusters and grabbers dove down, taking hold of shipping containers, then blasted skyward. “This is a raid? I thought you would be ending the Order tonight.”

      “We’re dealing a critical blow to the Order on Rodus, but the fight is just beginning,” Ethan said as they crossed the threshold of the shuttle’s ramp and he pounded a button that got it rising. “You’re a hero, Cliff. You’ll see.”
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      The Party’s Over

      

      It was a magnificent evening. Rear Admiral Kenly West had tended to everything that required his attention the day before, and all he had to do was have a good time at the Presidential New Year Celebration. He also made sure he didn’t make an ass of himself while he was in the section of the massive, richly furnished and decorated ball room that was being recorded. In a break from recent habit, he’d stayed away from anything that would inebriate him for most of the night.

      It was important that he showed the masters of industry and politics for that solar system that he was happy to be social with them without having to make himself numb. It made the event so boring at times that he found himself staring at the bar sometimes, but he managed to get through three hours of hobnobbing and chin wagging. He mostly listened to people boast about what a great year they’d had, to their big plans for the next. Often, they’d try to include him in their plans, finding opportunities for him and the Order that could connect to their organizations. Some of them seemed to think the Order was in the business of private security. Others thought they would consume whatever food items or other supplies their company sold, while many of the politically minded guests simply wanted to know more about the Order’s future position in the solar system, especially since several large land purchases were being reviewed so they could be finalized at the end of the following month.

      By the time he was finished listening, nodding, and offering assurances that the Order were friends to all, he was ready to duck into the smaller adjacent ballroom. The one where all recording was blocked. It had been decorated like a great big lounge. There was a stage with a dance floor in front of it where some guests danced to pounding music that he didn’t much care for.

      As soon as he was through the door, he met a pair of twins, Jess and Ness. They were almost identical, only Jess was male and Ness was female. He was dazzled at the glittery makeup, dark purple dresses and carefree attitudes.

      They wanted to know who he was as soon as they noticed his formal uniform. They were thrilled at meeting someone for the first time on that special night. He introduced himself as Admiral Kenly West, but didn’t have much time to continue the conversation since they dragged him to the dance floor, where he did his best to keep up with the pair as they lost themselves in the music, keeping him in the centre until Jess was lured away to another group.

      Ness urged him on, getting closer to him over the next few songs, until he finally needed a break. “I’m parched, and not nearly as inebriated as I normally am when I do this,” he shouted over the music.

      “Do what?” she asked.

      “Dance,” he laughed as they retreated through an invisible barrier that cut the volume of the music down. They passed through the lounge area with large padded seating around tables and headed to the bar.

      “You don’t have a drink!” Jess, whose deeper voice reminded him that this was the male one, said as he turned to the bar and signalled one of the bots behind it.

      “He’ll get you something, but I hope you like it sweet,” Ness said as she stepped in close. “Would you believe that he’s already found someone to kiss at midnight, and I haven’t? We’re minutes away, I’m practically frantic.”

      This is some sort of setup, it must be. Kenly thought to himself. Then he remembered that everyone who was at the party had been vetted by the president’s people. Even he was looked into. Perhaps it was a practical joke of some kind. He could tell that under all that makeup she was still a great beauty, and Kenly hoped he could get her away from her brother, at least for the latter half of the night. The novelty of having twins on his arms wasn’t as intriguing if one of them was male. After a moment of thought, he accepted a tall, blue and yellow drink from Jess and touched Ness’s hand. “Allow me to correct that horrendous wrong.”

      “Oh, you’re volunteering to be her midnight date?” Jess asked with a grin.

      “I’m flattered, but you barely know me. I’d hate to be judged by my looks alone,” Rear Admiral West told them both. “I would hate it if you were only after me for my body.”

      Ness and Jess both laughed for a moment, then her brother asked; “Then you’re not volunteering? How sad.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Kenly West said with a chuckle.

      “We’re minutes away. There isn’t much time to get to know each other, so tell me one thing about yourself,” Ness said, taking his hand.

      Kenly gave himself a moment to think by sipping the drink. There was an immediate tingle on his lips, his tongue, and he started to feel more relaxed. It was almost syrupy and too sugary, but he refrained from wincing as his reply came to him. He looked into Ness’s eyes and said; “I love sweet.”

      As she regarded him with a gladdening look that was drawing him in, a man who cast a great big shadow joined them. “This is my date, Arwol,” Jess said as he tucked himself under the large man’s arm and started to walk away. “Have fun with my sister, we won’t be far.”

      “Have fun!” she called after them.

      Kenly turned to wish them well, but was interrupted as his second in command stepped into view less than two metres away. She looked incredible in a long dress that had a slit up the side, and complimented her new tan. “Senior Commander Fetra. Come to wish me a happy new year?”

      She looked absolutely serious. “We have to talk in a private room. I have one set up for us.”

      “Is this a subordinate? Why isn’t she wearing a uniform?” Ness asked, a little irritated.

      “I gave her three days off starting with this evening,” he said, wondering what could be important enough to drag her away from the President’s side.

      “I’ve had to go back on duty because you haven’t been answering calls. Come on, this can’t wait,” she said, turning and leading the way to the back of the lounge.

      “Can she talk to you like that?” Ness asked as Admiral West followed Commander Fetra. “Wait, where are you going? It’s a minute away from…”

      “I’m sorry, but duty calls. Perhaps we can enjoy the moment when I return?” he asked over his shoulder.

      Ness stared after him in shocked disappointment, and he silently vowed to try to get back to the party as quickly as he could. He followed Commander Fetra through a curtain into a private room that had a row of seats, a drink dispenser and a bed in the middle and he snickered. “I don’t know what you have in mind, Commander, but I don’t think the President will be happy if…”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. This was the only type of private booth available right now,” she replied, activating a holoprojector. A large storage and barrack facility appeared above the bed, filling the space. Several mid-sized ships were hovering over the base, staying low as dozens of fighters and people on the ground were raiding it. “This is live. The Ermington Port Warehouse Facility. Its sensor system is down, so this feed is from a delivery drone that stopped short of returning to it thanks to the attack. The attack is only minutes old, but they’ve made off with over thirty containers of goods, several armoured shuttles, and they’ve raided the armoury, which was only defended by two guards who gave little resistance from the inside.”

      “What? Where are the soldiers? The automatic defences? How did they get through the shield?” Rear Admiral West asked, outraged. He put his drink down and looked to her, voicing his realization as he had it. “It was an inside job.”

      “Yes, that’s the only way. Someone knew the barracks would be empty tonight and there was only a skeleton staff. As for the security forces, this base has always been lightly guarded because the shield and autocannons made it practically impregnable. The few guards that would normally be there are off because it’s new years eve. I’ve already assigned a few of our new people to begin an investigation. I didn’t want to make assumptions about a military response because the Justicars aren’t under your…”

      Rear Admiral West activated his communicator as he drew it out of his pocket, gripping it white knuckled as he tapped Captain Jaden Holm’s ident then the call button. He waited, watching the holographic playback that filled most of the room. Old fighters were still moving cargo containers into the holds of three mid sized freighters so quickly that there didn’t seem to be much concern for how badly shaken the contents may be. The largest of the containers, which were nine metres high and eighteen wide, had their doors flung open, and people on the ground were loading large crates onto battered shuttles. It looked like this group had brought everything they could fly to this party.

      An Order of Eden combat shuttle was pulled out of a container with two more inside by a man in an exoskeleton with a heavy frame that gave him incredible strength. The ship’s lights were already on, and the second the exoskeleton enhanced man stepped out of the way, it lifted off. As Rear Admiral West watched it move laterally, pick up two cargo containers then rocket towards the stars, he felt as though his blood was about to boil. “That could be a million credits in supplies and equipment going away! Do we have a tracker on that ship? The others they’re stealing?” the man in the heavy suit was already running into the large shipping container to pull the next armoured shuttle out with two people right behind him. West assumed they were the pilots.

      “If there was tracking data, there would be a name tag under that ship, but they’re disabling it before they take off. They’re well practiced at it,” Commander Fetra replied. “I don’t know how they’re doing it. They might have a copy of our software, or new hacks of their own.”

      “Do raids like this happen often on Rodus?”

      “This is most likely the biggest, most well organized raid this planet has seen,” she replied.

      “So, no,” the Rear Admiral said. “You could’ve just said…”

      “Rear Admiral West?” Captain Holm asked, sounding like he’d been interrupted. There was a city street behind him, and it was day, so he was somewhere on the opposite side of the planet.

      “Are you on your way to…” Rear Admiral West pointed at the hologram, specifically at the flaming ruins of the control building, snapping his fingers.

      “It’s the Ermington Port Warehouse Facility, or Warehouse Facility Three,” Senior Commander Fetra said.

      “Are you on your way to Port Warehouse Facility…” West repeated into the communicator.

      “No,” Captain Holm said, unmoved. “We’re investigating something else.”

      “Are you on the ground? In a city? Where are you now?” Rear Admiral West asked before reconsidering the question. Then, shaking his head, he moved on. “Never mind, that doesn’t matter. I need you, the Prowler, and everything else get to Port Warehouse Facility Three now, the one in Ermington. It’s under attack and the planetary forces aren’t engaging because they’re already…” he looked to Senior Commander Fetra and asked; “Where are they?”

      “Most of them are aiding in…” she started to answer.

      Captain Holm interrupted; “…the search for the Sky Worshipper, that pleasure cruise that went missing. The alert squadrons are already out there. Whatever they redirect will be at least twenty or more minutes away.”

      “I’m forwarding you the live feed of the raid now. Get your ship and everything you have over there, goddammit!” Rear Admiral West said. “I don’t care if you and the Justicars are the Admiral’s pet battalion, I’m giving you a direct order!”

      “Yes, Sir. I’m on it. Just so you know, I have people scattered across Rodus right now and no one outside of the Order knows the Prowler is here. We’ll be making our presence known if we try to take this on. We’ll lose a big advantage.”

      “What do you mean, try to take this on?”

      “From the looks of this feed, the raiders will be gone before the Prowler gets there and launches her fighter squadron,” Captain Holm said as he started to run. The streets in the background were filled with revellers.

      “If you get there and the raiders are gone, then you’re going to split your fighters between Facilities One and Two. I’m putting everything we have on high alert.”

      “Yes, Rear Admiral,” Captain Holm said, still maddeningly unmoved. “Is there anything else, Sir?”

      “Nothing for now,” Rear Admiral West said, closing the channel. “I’m going to be watching him.” With a flick of his wrist, he closed the holographic projection of the raid. “I think this is the beginning of a long stretch of sobriety. Too bad, too, I was looking forward to one more night of debauchery.” A tap on his communicator summoned the soldiers that were assigned to guard him as he stepped through the curtain to the party.

      “So, you’re going sober?” Senior Commander Fetra asked as she followed him.

      “I have to. The first training centre opens in three days and it’ll be at capacity. There will be supply and equipment shortages soon if we don’t make up for what we’re losing right now thanks to that raid. I saw a lot of logos from our flagship retail stores on those containers too, so I expect there will be product shortages if I don’t find a way to make up for it. Spacerwares and the restaurant chains are the backbones of our local funding. We can’t have an interruption in manufacturing and supply lines.”

      “I’ll start looking for local manufacturing facilities tomorrow,” Senior Commander Fetra said.

      “Does the President know about any of this?”

      “Yes, I was right beside him when I got the alert. He’s sent what he could in that direction, but it wasn’t much. He has to prioritize the search for the Sky Worshipper over the defence of a corporate facility. It’s better for his approval rating.”

      “Ah,” Rear Admiral West said as he spotted Ness in the lap of a man in a jumpsuit covered in corporate logos, including one from Spacerwares. He was some kind of professional racing star or zero gravity athlete, no doubt. They were kissing deeply, possibly continuing from the moment the year changed. He understood that, she was a lovely woman who probably thought there was some kind of romantic drama between him and Valerie, so she found someone else.

      He understood Senior Commander Valerie Fetra’s position, too. She and the President were starting a public courtship, and it was very good for the Order. He wouldn’t tell her to force the President to send more military power after their enemies, even if he thought it would make a difference. The President was her instrument to play, and he didn’t want to see that spoiled. “You’d better go find your date,” he said as the six soldiers assigned to him took positions around them. They were completely out of place in heavy green armour.

      “You’re going to take care of the raid and general security for our assets?” Senior Commander Fetra asked.

      “Yes. I’ll send a request to Admiral Scanlon for more forces here, too. We’re six weeks away from having new grunts trained, three months away from having something other than cannon fodder to add to our ranks. You should concentrate on other things. We’ll need the President’s ear and support.”

      “You know that’s not the reason why I’m in a relationship with him, right?” Valerie asked in a whisper.

      “Yes, but it should be,” Rear Admiral West replied immediately. It was the first time he considered that she actually had real romantic feelings for the President, and it was a little surprising, but he wasn’t about to give her the impression that he thought she was dating him professionally. “Have a happy new year.”

      “All right, you too. I’ll be back on duty tomorrow morning.”

      “Afternoon. One of us may as well make something of tonight. You’ll find me in the office. I’m going there now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Planting Flags

      

      The construction frames at Iverson Shipyards were massive, surrounding five Order of Eden Advanced destroyers along their port, starboard and aft sides. They were moored in several places with thick arms and, as the shuttle made their way to it, Noah said; “From here, they remind me of those cheap toy ships that you had to pop out of their frames and snap together yourself.”

      “Now you get to collect the real thing,” Alice said before answering the hail from the dock yard. “This is the Order of Eden Shuttle Three Zero Five with two Specialists aboard. Sending our ident codes now along with a manifest. Please verify and allow us passage through your shield.”

      “This is Iverson Shipyards Orbital One Tower. Happy New Year, Shuttle Three Zero Five. Checking. Please follow the Navnet course we’ve sent you until you are cleared,” came the response through the communicator.

      “Locking that course in and awaiting response,” Alice said as Noah started piloting the ship along the assigned course. She was more nervous than expected, and was starting to bite her fingernail when she stopped.

      “Just commit to what we’re doing,” Noah said after muting the recorders in the cockpit. He could see that she was nervous, it was either a good sign that he was starting to get to know her moods, that he could read her or it was a very bad sign. A sign that anyone would be able to tell how nervous she was by looking at her.

      Alice nodded and let out a long exhale. That was the rule of confidence men and women everywhere; make sure you believed what you were saying and played it through to the end, no matter how ridiculous your lies were, or how mad the plan was. It was something she’d done before when she was desperate, but those were little scams. This was one of the biggest heists she’d ever heard of. “I know, I’m okay.”

      The shuttle came up over the shipyard facility and Noah whistled in appreciation. The other half of the orbital yard was as large as the section reserved for the destroyers, but it held two partially built super cruisers, or dreadnaughts as the Order had reclassified them. There were large contained sections that they couldn’t see into, and along several long rails were completed compartments. “So, they finish most of the compartments outside the ship, then they slip them inside the main hull like building blocks?”

      “Yeah, I wish we could do a broad scan of this, we’d learn a lot about these dreadnaughts. It looks like there are over fifty compartments ready to go, but they’re shut down for new years,” Alice replied.

      “How long before you think those dreadnaughts are ready to go?”

      “It’s hard to say. We’d have to know how long it takes for them to finish each compartment, but I’d guess at least three months. It looks like the schedule we saw was wrong and they had some kind of visual spoofing system that tricked anyone who looked at the shipyard from long range. Either they’re behind schedule, or the Order wants everyone to think that there will be two more dreadnaughts in the Cluster real soon.”

      “It’s going to take a lot of people to crew those ships,” Noah said as their course took them into a turn that brought them right over the destroyers.

      “There must be troop transports on the way. I wonder how many more shipyards Iverson has, or how many other contractors are doing work for the Order nearby?”

      “I hope this slows things down. It would be great if we made the Order second guess the big contractors, or stop trusting them altogether.”

      “It’s been a while since we heard from the tower,” Alice said, unmuting the recording systems in the cockpit and opening the channel to them. “This is Specialist Enid Scott aboard Order of Eden Shuttle Three Zero Five. Is there a problem?”

      “Oh, no, just got distracted for a moment. What is your purpose here tonight?” the Tower Controller asked.

      “We’re getting an early start on configuring the final software package for the Advanced Destroyers,” Alice answered with confidence, resisting the urge to over explain. She wanted to answer all their questions in advance, but that could make them suspicious.

      “Why now? You’re not due until tomorrow.”

      “We’re doing it now so there’s no one in the way. I don’t want to wait for people to clear out of one section or another, or log out of a system so I can do my job. We can run all the diagnostics and fix all the bugs we want now without worrying about your people being in a section we’re testing gravity in, for example.”

      “Right, right. You’re clear. Don’t deviate from the course we’re sending you, or you’ll smash into the shield. Once you’re under the shield, you can fly around all you want if you stay close to your destroyers, just don’t scratch anything until your people get here to fly these ships out. Oh, and we’re running with a skeleton crew here, so don’t expect any help until oh-nine hundred.”

      “Don’t worry, we like to work alone. Happy new year, Tower,” Alice said as Noah nodded at her, indicating that he got a new course through a temporary gap in their shields.

      “You too, don’t work too hard,” the Tower Controller replied.

      As they approached, the size of the ships became more apparent. The statistics they had from Dame and Easy’s data were one thing, but seeing the destroyers up close was another. They were three hundred fifty metres long and heavily armoured. These were deep space destroyers, made to run for years using recycling systems. The fuel they used could keep their reactors going for at least half a century, and their hulls were made to protect their crews from extreme radiation even if the shields failed. As the one she was headed to loomed so large that it blocked out the view of the planet below, the significance of what they were attempting started to sink in. It should have made her more nervous, but instead she found herself grinning as the shuttle jostled and the airlock chirped, indicating that there was a good seal. “Here we go,” she said, looking at the status of the destroyer as it came through on the cockpit display. “No atmosphere, and no artificial gravity in there. This boat is completely turned off. I’ll be floating from here.”

      “Well, good luck,” Noah said. “Talk to you on the private channel.”

      Alice looked to give him a kiss goodbye, but stopped as she was reminded that Noah still didn’t look like himself. She moved on to the back of the shuttle where the round hatch awaited. She took a helmet from the overhead rack, put it on, tested it, checked the oxygen supply levels and lowered herself down. Her vacsuit would have done a better job, but she was still pretending to be Enid Scott, so she had to use the older, cheaper style of gear that the Order provided. After lowering herself through the hatch and securing it behind her, she activated the wrist light on the Order of Eden communicator, which she affixed to her wrist out of habit, and pushed down the hallway.

      “I’m off to Destroyer Two,” Noah said as the clangs of the mooring system in the shuttle letting go of the hull made it vibrate under her hand.

      “All right. I’m not far from the bridge,” Alice said, smiling at a memory. It was one she concocted when the shock of dealing with Peter was too much. She’d retreated into herself so utterly that Quan linked her and Jake together so he could be a part of her imagined life, where she’d reverted to a toddler. Ayan, who was playing the role of her mother in that controlled dream, and Jake were passing her back and forth while they all floated in zero gravity. While the circumstances that brought that on were anything but good, the memories she made with her father were precious to her.

      When she arrived at the bridge, the door system activated, its panel lighting up and flashing green as it scanned her. It flashed red and Alice pulled the small command and control unit she’d brought with her from her pocket so the holoprojector could send a fake visual scan result directly at the system’s sensor, one that matched what it expected to see. It flashed green again, and the outer hatch to the bridge opened. As she passed through, the hatch closed behind her. The inner doors slid aside.

      The bridge was a simple, rectangular design with enough room for fifteen people to work. Everyone would have plenty of elbow room, too. The horizon of Rodus was visible through a transparent section of hull at the front that slightly distorted the view thanks to its thickness, which was at least two metres. “These ships are built to last,” Alice said under her breath as she drifted to the captain’s seat, which was in the middle of the space on a short dais. It took her a moment to find the workstation that had the data port she needed, but once she spotted it, a quick push sent her in that direction.

      The door covering the LDFP, or Large Data Format Port, was unlocked, hanging open a few millimetres, ready for Specialist Enid Scott to install the final military software package for the ship. The lights inside showed that the computer was online, so, with a rare giddiness in her heart, she slid the large drive into the slot. It wasn’t the Order of Eden’s drive, or their software, but the Haven Fleet Flag Program, and, to her delight, her command and control unit showed a status bar that told her that the software already installed and running the destroyer was copied to her drive in seconds. The computer built into her drive analysed the software the shipyard used to test and control every system aboard the ship, then updated the Flag Program. A cartoonish character holding a Haven flag, ready to plant it on the hull of a ship appeared with text that asked; ‘PLANT FLAG?’

      Alice tapped the display and the cartoon character, who looked a lot like her mother in a black vacsuit, stabbed the flag into the hull of the ship she was standing on before a status bar started filling, crawling from left to right. It took less than a minute for the data on the ship’s main computer to be erased and for the new software to be installed. Alice held her breath as she watched the display go dark, the computer’s lights flash, then go out. Her command and control unit displayed the options she hoped to see next. They were made to either force the ship to perform a function, or to help setup the new Haven Fleet software so it could control the ship as the new operating system.

      A few hours of practice went into what she did next. It was all fairly simple, but if she got something wrong, or did things in the wrong order, it could mean disaster. She activated Disguise Mode and set it to Order of Eden. That way it would seem that the ship is running Order of Eden software to anyone who wasn’t on the whitelist, a list of people who could use the real ship software. It would especially look like an Order ship to anyone communicating with it from the outside. Alice then copied the premade whitelist containing the names of her crew, the Corsair crew, and Remmy Sands to the ship. They were all given command authority as well, only she and Noah were given captain status.

      After making sure that she’d done everything properly, she tapped the FORCE STARTUP button on the back of the drive. The lights and displays for the main computer control station lit up and dozens of status bars began reporting the status of the software’s connection to all the ship’s main systems. Every one of them finished in seconds, mostly thanks to the fact that the Haven Fleet Flag Software was able to use the data from the shipyard’s temporary testing software as a map as to how the systems were built and how they were to be controlled.

      “I’m activating life support for the bridge, communications, internal security, and putting thrusters, energy weapons, shields, navigation and tactical systems on standby,” she told Noah on their encrypted channel. “Everything’s already secure, no one can so much as open a door on this ship without our clearance.”

      “Wow, that was quick. I’m just about to hit the red button. The one that says force startup. I checked everything twice.”

      “You’re not far behind. The computer systems on these ships are simple but powerful. I think they’re taking a few lessons in design from updated Freeground tech.” Alice watched as one bridge station after another activated then she moved to the command seat. The panels next to the arms showed a familiar Haven Fleet interface, and she activated the interactive holographic surround display. “Good, we’re half way through this,” Alice said. The ship’s batteries were fully charged, and the reactor was on standby. “This is better than I thought. I’ve got all the testing logs here, and the power systems are ready to go. I even have mooring control. I can leave as soon as the shield is down. Oops, there’s a little problem.”

      “Little?” Noah asked.

      “They only put enough fuel in the reactor to run it at optimum levels for three weeks. We’re going to have to buy more on the black market or get some delivered by the fleet.”

      “You’re right, that is a small problem. At least we’ll be able to get them out of here,” Noah replied. “Now that I can see a status screen, it looks like this one is setup the same way. I can’t believe how well set up everything is. I guess they were really pushing to get these finished by the end of the year. We’re a little ahead of schedule, though, aren’t we?”

      “Yeah, but that…”

      “Specialist Scott?” asked the voice of the Tower Controller. “How are things going over there?”

      Before answering, Alice scrolled through a list of thousands of quality assurance logs. All but two were green, marking the systems as tested and functioning within manufacturer and client standards. The two that were still red was a hygiene unit on deck nine along with a drink dispenser in the main galley. “I see there are a couple issues left, but I think your company has done a wonderful job. You should be proud.”

      “Oh, thank you. I’m on the graveyard shift, so you and your partner should feel free to contact me if there are any problems. My name is Cedrick. Maybe you could stop in when you’re finished? You know, to toast the new year?”

      It seemed like Cedrick was a genuinely nice guy. One who would most likely take most of the blame for what was about to happen, and Alice felt for a him a little. It didn’t shake her resolve in the least though. “Well, thank you Cedrick. I’ll be sure to do that,” Alice replied, closing the channel with him. She started setting up a series of functions that would activate when she tapped an icon on her command and control unit.

      She was almost finished setting up the script that would enter her command sequences into several different bridge stations when her command and control unit vibrated three times, indicating that the Clever Dream, the Corsair and the Raven were all in the area. There was an encrypted call coming in from Yawen. “You’re early,” Alice said.

      “We figured we should get here sooner rather than later. Besides, we’re keeping our distance. The shipyard won’t go on alert. As far as we can see, they haven’t detected us at all. So, how are things going in orbit?”

      “Pretty good. I’m just about ready to go,” Alice said as she entered the last few instructions and added Noah to the call.

      “Hey, good to see you guys. I was hoping we wouldn’t have to hang out, testing systems for two hours while we waited for you to show up,” Noah said.

      “So, how does getting a third destroyer look from your end, Remmy?” Alice asked.

      “Not so good,” Remmy replied. “I don’t think a smash and grab is an option. Even with all the distractions our allies are making, this shipyard is made to defend itself from outside attack, so coming in from out here, then boarding a destroyer, setting up this software then getting out could be more of a gamble than I’d like.”

      “All right, I’ll get to the third destroyer in the shuttle,” Noah said. “That way you guys can link with Destroyer Two, slave it to the Raven, then take off. Less risk. The Corsair will dock with Destroyer Three.”

      “All right, that sounds better,” Remmy said. “Oh, and we’ve got some serious firepower, so we’ll take out one of the destroyers we leave behind.”

      “I have another plan,” Alice said. “Something a little bigger, I’m sending you the targets and timing now.”

      “Head’s up,” Iruuk said, breaking into their channel. “We have two small Order of Eden ships headed for the shipyard. They’re armed shuttles.”

      “I’m on my way to Destroyer Three now. I’ll have it ready to go in ten minutes or less,” Noah said as he ran from the bridge of destroyer two.
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      Checking On Assets

      

      Things looked perfectly normal as Sergeant Ike Lidden looked down at the shipyard from the side cockpit window of the armed combat shuttle. There were no signs of disturbance or anything abnormal as he looked the visual details over carefully. “Anything moving down there?” he asked.

      “One of our service shuttles. It just docked with AD Three,” replied the co-pilot, who also served as the sensor and tactical officer.

      “AD Three?” Ike asked.

      “Advanced Destroyer Three, there,” he highlighted the ship on the window he was looking through. “They’re beauties, aren’t they? Can you imagine what it’ll be like when they start launching missiles? We’re going to win all three wars with hardware like this.”

      “They’re not bad,” the pilot said. “Compared to the new dreadnaughts coming from the main docks downspin, they’re not that special. I would like to get a look at the quarters aboard though. I hear they’re made for long deployment. More elbow room in every compartment. Too bad they’ll only be finishing ten this year. Production hasn’t even started on the next batch.”

      “We’re just getting most of our contractors set up in this region of space,” Ike said as he took a closer look at the shuttle and checked the scans for Advanced Destroyer Three. They were too distorted to be useful thanks to the energy bloom of the shipyard’s shields. “Not a lot of shipyards will be able to afford to tool up to make this model, either. They’ll be making the smaller destroyers we’re used to.” He thought for a moment, wondering what his Captain would do. “All right, patch me into the comms system. I’m hailing the tower.”

      “Done,” the pilot said. “Just wondering; why wait until I’m flying this close to the shipyard? Why not contact them as soon as we were assigned to check up on them?”

      “There’s a chance the people I’m after could take the Control Room. I wanted to see what they did when we came up on scanners,” he replied. Then, he called the tower and said; “This is Sergeant Ike Lidden, Order of Eden Justicars to Tower. Checking status. Reply with your All Clear Code. You have fifteen seconds.”

      “This is Tower Control,” came the nervous reply. He was definitely a civilian. “Can you give me an extra minute to look it up? This is the first security check that didn’t just get clearance to dock and come… hey, I found it. All Clear Code follows: zero, nine, five, xray, November, bravo, two…”

      “Just press the right icon. You don’t have to read it out,” Ike said as his co-pilot snickered.

      “Oh, I can do that? Here, sending the code.”

      The code cleared on Ike’s wrist computer system and he nodded. “All right. So, you haven’t been hijacked. Anything unusual going on?” He called Captain Holm and added him to the communication session so he could listen in while he waited for the response.

      “No. It’s all quiet here. Is there something going on? You’ve got a lot of firepower with you.”

      Ike ignored the question. “There have been some minor disruptions elsewhere, I’m just here to make sure you’re tucked in for the night. Is there a finishing crew on duty right now? I saw a shuttle move down there.”

      “Oh, those are your guys. They said they wanted to install the final versions of the software, you know, the full military package, before they had officials and other techs to deal with tomorrow. They are Enid Scott and Martin Schot. Isn’t it funny how they almost have the same last name? They even rhyme. It would make them a good hyphenate if they got married; Scott-Schot.”

      Their profiles appeared in small windows on his wrist display. They were checked into the facility about ten hours early. Captain Holm muted the Tower Controller and spoke to Ike from the bridge of the Prowler. “Get to AD One now. Send your backup squad to AD Three. You need to verify the identities of those techs. I’ll send four squads your way now but it’ll take a while for them to arrive.”

      “On it, using my overrides to get through the shipyard’s shields,” Ike said, tapping the co-pilot on the shoulder.

      “Act as though you have no backup coming. If sabotaging this shipyard is the main objective of these rebels, then they may have other ships running interference that could blow our shuttles out of the sky,” Captain Holm said. “If you run into Valent, take her alive or make sure she’s in a recoverable state.”

      “I’m on it, Captain,” Ike said as Jaden Holm closed his end of the call.

      “Hello? Is there something going on?” asked the Tower Controller.

      The co-pilot nodded at Ike, indicating that the override code they used brought a section of the shield down. “Get us in there. We’re docking with AD One.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” the pilot and the co-pilot replied.

      Ike sent orders to the other combat shuttle to dock with Advanced Destroyer Three, board it, then question the Specialist who was aboard. Then he spoke to the Tower Controller. “We’re going to render assistance to our Specialists. Lock the control room door and remain where you are for now.”

      “There is something going on, but you won’t tell me? My mother told me this could happen when the shipyard started taking military contracts, I should have…” the Controller started to complain.

      Ike stopped listening as he watched the mooring arms release the first three destroyers and begin retracting. “Pilot, get us docked. Military speed.”

      As the armed shuttles passed through the shields, Ike’s sensors cleared up and he saw that the beam weapons aboard three destroyers were powering up. He stepped backwards, through the cockpit hatch and into his shuttle’s main cabin where his squad – fourteen members of the Justicars in full armour – were sitting. “Pop this can now! We’re going the rest of the way in our suits!” His helmet sealed an instant before chaos erupted.

      The squad member closest to the door, Harvey Prentice, flipped the emergency evacuation button’s cover open then pounded it. The rear hatch released and was blown clear by explosive bolts and the air rushing out of the cabin. Ike’s tactical system warned him that the cockpit had been struck by several high intensity beam weapons. The pilot was killed, the co-pilot was in critical condition.

      His squad leapt from the back of the shuttle two at a time, scattering as half the shield emitters hidden under each of the horizontal bands that made up the top layer of their of heavy armour switched to flight mode, giving them enough thrust to maneuver and travel in space. “We’ve got to get to Destroyer One. Set foot on the hull however you can then we’ll meet up at the aft bridge airlock,” Ike ordered as he spun in the microgravity, got control,  pointed his shoulders at the ship beneath him, then throttled up. The destroyer looked like it was getting larger by the second, but with the great blue-green-grey planet of Rodus beyond it, his stomach lurched, tricked into reacting to what it must have thought would be a very long fall. His instinct was to slow down, especially since he was anything but famous for his landings, but with the beam weapons sweeping the sky for targets, he wasn’t about to slow down until he absolutely had to.

      He looked up in time to spot Shuttle Two. It was accelerating towards Destroyer Three. As it swept in behind it, the rear hatch of the shuttle blew off, the soldiers were about to leap free when three beam weapons made to repel boarding shuttles and shuttles at close range focused on the nose of the shuttle, burned through the armour then its interior. In an instant all but three soldiers were killed. They all had framework enhancements, so most of them would regenerate, but he suspected that it wouldn’t be in time to board Advanced Destroyer Three.

      The rest of all three destroyer’s weapons got to work burning through the shipyard’s turrets, antennae, the main sensor array, then the stabilization systems. Destroyer One’s main thrusters came to life, slowly pushing the ship out of the U shaped slot it was assembled in. Before it left, the destroyer turned just enough to catch the edge of the orbital shipyard’s main hull. As it made contact, the ship’s thrusters flared. If his visor didn’t protect him, Ike would have been blinded by the flash of the engines throttling up. He landed on the back edge of the bridge. If it weren’t for the compensation systems in his suit, he would have broken his legs. The ship started rolling, turning away from the shipyard along with Destroyers Two and Three. He looked over his shoulder and saw the shipyard begin to list awkwardly, unable to maintain a stable orbit. He opened a channel to Captain Holm as he watched thirteen of his squad members make contact to the hull then start running to the bridge. “Captain; we’re going to lose the shipyard. We lost most of Squad Eight, need a team to come recover the ones that regenerate.”

      The shipyard’s shields failed, and Ike spotted a shimmering distortion for a moment as it passed within metres of his head. “Did you get aboard AD One?”

      “I’m standing on the hull,” Ike replied as he started running towards the heavy bridge tower airlock. “I lost one trooper. Looks like we have a cloaked ship coming in. It’s probably going to dock with AD One.”

      “Get in there and take control,” Captain Holm ordered. “That destroyer is expendable. Get Valent. This plan is too big for anyone else to be running it, but if she’s not there, then capture another commander.”

      “Yes Sir,” Ike said as he ran along the hull.

      “What else do you see? What’s going on with the other ships? The video is garbled.”

      “AD Two and Three are accelerating away from the planet, One is catching up. Sensors show that AD Two is empty. AD Three looks to have one humanoid,” he replied. A screech and whine of odd static filled his ears and his connection was severed by jamming signals.

      

      “All right, no more talking between the Order folks,” Remmy said over the allied channel to Iruuk, who sat in the co-pilot’s station aboard the Clever Dream.

      “Are you ready to board Destroyer Three?” Iruuk asked as he looked through the complex calculations for their quad drive jump one last time.

      “We’re docked and ready. I’ll head through the airlock the moment we’re in trans-dimensional space. I want to make sure this works before I pop the hatch. I have no idea what floating in a highly energetic transitional dimensional space would be like, but I don’t want to be the first to try.”

      “I guess it would either be like getting caught inside a super-capacitor at full charge, or you’ll be sent back into normal space instantly. No one is certain yet,” Dame replied.

      “I wasn’t looking for an answer, but thanks,” Remmy replied.

      “All right, we’re ready to try this,” Iruuk said, finalizing the calculations. The quad drive software did the math for him but he still checked them for his own reassurance before they risked the Clever Dream and their new destroyer.

      “Get going, we’re going to have to deal with boarders once we’re in transit,” Alice replied through their link with her. It sounded like she was running.

      “Final check on slave connections to Destroyer One,” Dame said, switching several manual toggles on the left side of the pilot’s station then nodding to herself. “I have full control. Acceleration and trajectory are correct, we are ready to jump.”

      “So, you think this’ll work too?” Iruuk asked in a hushed whisper. He hoped it would work, the calculations said it would.

      “I believe it will work,” Dame confirmed as she checked the mooring systems to make sure that they were hard docked to Destroyer One for the fourth or fifth time. “For at least a few minutes.”

      Iruuk activated the jump sequence and cringed as he heard the quad drives beneath and behind them whine loudly. A bright fracture appeared in front of the Clever Dream and Destroyer One an instant before they entered, and they were surrounded with blue-green light. He checked the status of the paired ships and grinned. “Both ships are shielded and moving through outer dimensional space. Our relative speed is… very high. The quad drives are compensating for the extra mass and balancing the load.”

      “I hope so,” Krooke said over the ship’s intercom. “Two of them look like they’re about to burn out.”

      The drives automatically made a few adjustments, then Iruuk made a few of his own and he sighed a breath of relief as the temperatures started going down. They stopped whining and started humming. “There we go.”

      “Nice work, Sir,” Faloo said from below. “Now we just have to deal with the boarders.”

      “Oh yeah, we finally get to hunt some Order troops down,” Krooke said with a grin so big that everyone listening in could hear it.
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      New Space

      

      “What is this, Sarge?” asked Arken as he looked away from the hull into the twisting expanse of blue and green light surrounding the ship. He wasn’t the only member of the squad who was stunned by the view.

      Ike took a moment to look up from the hull of Advanced Destroyer One and shuddered. The light seemed destructive, with flashes that suggested that it was colliding, maybe fighting with itself instead of combining sometimes. “Hedrow, what are we seeing?” he asked the most well-educated member of the squad.

      “It looks like some kind of wormhole that’s protecting the ship from the energy out there. If I had to guess, I’d say we’re outside of our home dimension, using a kind of travel that’s similar to Edxi tech. My sensors are telling me, well, a lot, most of which I don’t understand, but I can see one thing for sure; most of the forces in this place are trying to push the ship out. The protective field we’re in is probably taking advantage of that, deflecting the energy around it so it skims along instead of getting sent right back into normal space.”

      “All right, will any of that help us get into this destroyer?” Ike asked as he looked at the fortified airlock for the bridge.

      “I don’t know. I’ll think about it,” Hedrow replied.

      “Great, what next? We start punching codes in?” Arken grumbled.

      “Go ahead, I’ll put my override up on your HUD,” Ike said, gesturing towards the panel beside the airlock hatch.

      Arken stepped up to the panel and tapped the fifteen-number sequence in carefully and was shocked as the outer door opened. “Door’s open, Sarge. Think it’ll work on the bridge?”

      “Maybe,” Ike said, wondering if taking control of the bridge was wise while they were outside of their home dimension. “I don’t know. Let’s take this step by step. Time to start scanning and clearing.”

      “In we go,” Arken said as he pointed his rifle forward and entered the large airlock. “Only room for half the squad at a time.”

      With a few glances around his helmet’s heads up display, he picked which squad members would go first. He was one of the seven left outside with Hedrow. He wouldn’t let his best scientific mind out of his sight. The first group moved inside and the outer door closed. “I knew this was an Advanced Destroyer, but is this something it can do? Travel through another dimension?” he asked.

      “I haven’t seen anything about this kind of tech coming out of the fleet,” Hedrow said. “But they don’t tell us everything.”

      The outer airlock hatch opened and Ike could see one of his squad giving the thumb’s up through the inner hatch, so he led the rest of the squad inside. The pressure equalized in seconds, and the inner door slid open. He barely had time to worry about it being some kind of trap. It’s what he would have done. “All right, I’ve got good scans again,” he said as his tactical map started to show details of the bridge section. There was a neck leading to a broad tower top, like square, armoured mushroom. Nothing was moving in the nearby corridors.

      “No life signs in the aft half of this floor. We’re two levels beneath the bridge proper,” Hedrow reported as he drew the most direct route to it on everyone’s tactical map.

      “We’ll take that route, but watch out. There could be troops in stealth gear. Set your rifles to magnetic pulse mode, cycling every three seconds. That’s our best chance of catching them,” Ike said before gesturing for Arken to lead them towards the stairs that would take them up to the bridge.

      The rooms and corridors were dimly lit by the sparse, red backup lighting running along the edges of the hallway. They moved quickly, checking every corner, clearing rooms and closing the doors behind them. “This whole section of the ship seems to be on standby mode,” Hedrow said as they moved. “Strange thing, though. I can connect to the ship’s intranet, I can even see a normal initialization screen, but none of the normal commands are working. It’s as if it’s ignoring me.”

      “There’s an active system panel coming up,” Prentice said, highlighting it on the tactical map.

      “Jack in, but use a buffer,” Ike ordered as he closed a hatch leading into a meeting room. “It could be a trap.”

      “Will do, Sergeant. The last thing I want to do is fry my headgear,” Hedrow said as he got ready, pulling a cable from his wrist that he connected to a small box that would burn out if there was a dangerous energy pulse. The system panel was in the middle of a four-way corridor intersection. It was a tall, flat display with manual buttons and a few data and charging ports beneath it. He looked it up and down. After tapping the display and selecting a few menu items, a layout of the deck they were on came up. “It’s operational, I can get general information. I’ll jack in and see if I can go deeper.” He pulled a cable from his buffer box and plugged it into the terminal. “I’m getting a command prompt. Let’s see what I can see.”

      “I don’t like this, Sarge,” Arken said, looking down each of the four corridors around them. “Feeling a little exposed.”

      “Activate shields,” Ike said, adding; “Just watch your battery time. There’s almost no ambient energy to recharge on here.”

      “Three cheers for high efficiency ships, right?” Prentice chuckled.

      “I bet our shields would recharge from zero to max in seconds if we stepped outside. Doesn’t help us much here, though.” Hedrow shook his head. “All right, the computer is pretending that my commands are working. I tell it to turn the lights on here, and it says they’re on, but we’re still in the dark.”

      “So we’re…” Ike started saying, but he was interrupted.

      “…Not in control,” a woman finished. A perfect hologram of the captain’s seat appeared with Alice Valent casually sitting on it. She was out of heavy armour, not the way Ike was used to seeing her after watching the footage of her in action over and over again. The clip he watched most was the one of her killing Admiral Tafford. Instead, she was in a black military vacsuit with the headgear retracted into the high collar. It showed the rank of Captain with a slender red stripe down the sides.

      “Surrender, and take us back to normal space. This doesn’t have to get ugly,” Ike told her. “You’ll be rewarded for your cooperation.”

      Alice smiled a little and looked them over before responding. “The Order loves its reward systems, don’t they? We do too, but we go about it a different way. We make sure our people have a good home and everything they need for free. Then we ask them to work for luxury credits. Have any of you had the opportunity to vote in an election or referendum since joining the Order? Have any of you felt free?”

      “You’re lying. You got where you are through nepotism and theft,” Ike said, repeating accusations he heard from Eve about the Valent family. They were all con artists, tricking thousands of people to follow them like a cult. “It’s all a show so you can trick people into fighting for you.”

      “You’re demented,” Alice laughed. “All right, what if I told you that you’re at the mercy of the Order thanks to the so-called immortality they gave you? The framework system can force you to do whatever they want. It can even break your body down and remake it. While you’re here, away from your commanders, you’re safe. But if they suspect that you’re disloyal in any…”

      “Ignore her!” Ike burst, turning to his squad. “They’re masters of propaganda!”

      “I’ve suspected that about the framework systems for months, actually,” Hedrow said, unplugging from the terminal. “I know there are incredible advantages, but the Order must have a mechanism to prevent framework technology from being used against them.”

      “Not one Knight has turned against the Order since they were put into service,” Ike countered. “The Justicars are the pinnacle of the Order’s forces in this sector. The Order knows they don’t need a mechanism of control, we are the best of the Knights.”

      “Have you taken a look at a collapsed, inactive framework? Scanned it, then scanned yourself?” Hedrow asked in a calm, rational tone. “There’s no difference now. That’s why the Captain doesn’t use blanks that are recycled over and over that come with programs but no personalities. He uses people who were in the service before their frameworks were installed. Who says they can’t recycle us like blanks? Just recycle the matter into a simpler soldier who won’t question orders. They could break both our bodies down into raw matter then switch us and we wouldn’t know the diff…”

      “Shut your hole! We’re within hearing of the enemy!” Arken barked.

      “So, you already know the Order could shut you down whenever they want, direct you to do whatever they want?” Alice said, looking amused.

      It was maddening, watching her casually sitting in that captain’s chair like it was just some piece of living room furniture. Hedrow was looking to her more than him, more than his commander, and Prentice was starting to do the same. “We’re here to take you into custody for piracy, murder, and sedition.”

      “Sedition? I’m loyal to my people,” Alice’s hologram replied. She pressed a button on the arm of the command seat and four anti-personnel cannons dropped from the ceiling around Ike’s squad. “Surrender. We have a painless method for replacing the framework system inside you with a perfect skeletal structure. You’ll be on your feet in an hour. I used it and I turned out fine.”

      “You really have that?” Hedrow asked. It actually looked like he was about to turn, and Ike couldn’t have it.

      Ike pointed his rifle at Hedrow and was surprised when Prentice and Verden pointed theirs at him. Prentice was the one to speak. “Is it true? Can they just break us down if we turn? Remotely shut us down and use the regeneration to make a replacement soldier using our bloody bones?”

      “That’s above my pay grade and way above yours,” Ike replied. “Point that somewhere else before this becomes a permanent problem for you.”

      Hedrow watched him for a moment, read him, and saw something that made him take a bargaining tone. “Listen, Ike; I’ve seen what the Order does to Issyrians, to Cholids, and other races that get in their way. I was there when Quanen Station was harvested. I still have nightmares. I don’t know what the Order was when you signed up, but now they’re users. They’re thugs. I know they’d do what Valent is telling us if it got them one more good soldier.”

      “You shut that talk down, Hed,” Arken said as he pointed his rifle at him. “That’s treason.”

      The screams of the Issyrian they took captive on Angel’s Landing still interrupted Ike’s dreams. He had no love for the soft bodied aliens, but the memory of one writhing on the table as his Captain pulled it apart was crystal clear. No matter what he did, it wouldn’t leave him. He wasn’t part of the mission to harvest Quanen Station, but he heard it was the beginning of his Captain’s Issyrian compound farm, where he kept dozens, perhaps hundreds of them hooked up to machines. He avoided that deck of the Prowler.

      Even still, he knew Hampon and his followers knew what was coming, that they’d survived one holocaust of man versus machine so they could face another. The Edxi would eventually need to be defeated, and he’d been called on to fight that coming war. “This is just a distraction. Haven, this ship, Alice, it’s just something to do before we get into the real war. Don’t throw your position in the Justicars away like this. Don’t throw your life away.” The sound of air rushing into the halls nearly drowned him out as life support started to come online.

      “Or, do,” Alice said. “Anyone who throws down their weapons now will be treated fairly and, if you pass a non-invasive loyalty check, a simple question and answer while we do a truth scan, you can join me today. If you fail, I’ll release you. You can go your own way without a framework installed. You’d just be another human but you’d be free.”

      “If anyone drops their rifle, shoot ‘em,” Ike said as he kept Hedrow in his sights.

      “She’s got us, Sergeant,” Hedrow said. “Those internal security guns are set to cut us in half. They’re a lot heavier than the ones on the Prowler. Those are fifties.”

      “You have ten seconds to drop your weapons or take your chances. I think I’m being really fair here,” Alice said with maddening nonchalance. Her hologram disappeared, replaced with numerals counting down from ten that cast harsh white light in all directions.

      “Your chance to run, Sergeant,” Prentice said as he started lowering his weapon.

      Ike couldn’t believe Prentice, Hedrow and Verden were about to surrender, about to turn against the Order. It was the most infuriating thing he’d ever seen. “Don’t you dare! Don’t you do it!” The counter was down to five.

      “He’s right,” Verden added as he started lowering her weapon. “Half of us only joined because we were starving. We needed to turn our luck and to find someone to blame.”

      The number three flashed then. The tip of Prentice’s barrel touched the deck and Arken opened fire, blasting his squad mate in the chest and helmet, nearly depleting his shields in the first burst. Prentice turned and started to run only to take two bursts in the back. His suit ruptured and the last round made it through.

      As Prentice’s body went limp, falling and skidding to a stop in the hall, the number one flashed. “Run for the stairwell!” Ike ordered as he broke into a sprint that was aided by artificial muscle.

      Energized, white hot discs began firing at everyone who ran with him, taxing their shields heavily. As soon as he saw the hatch that would take them into the stairs, he opened fire on it using his rifle’s highest setting. The door was red hot by the time he reached it. The last of his shield’s energy reserves drained as he charged through, ripping a ragged hole in the metal.

      Arken and five members of his squad made it through only to be confronted by a turret above them. Before it could turn in his direction, Ike opened fire on it, and with the help of the remainder of his squad, it was blasted apart but not before it managed to scar his armour. Ike checked his tactical system to confirm that Verden and Hedrow had remained behind. Four of his squad had been killed by the internal defence guns. They would regenerate, but if Alice really did have something that could remove the framework system, then he was sure she’d use it as a weapon to disable or kill them. “Mission’s still on. We know where she is. We’ve got to get to the bridge.”
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      The Command Deck

      

      The trip to the bridge was eerily quiet. Ike knew there were three more internal defence turrets in the stairwell, but they didn’t activate. Instead they were allowed to progress through the heavy hatch on the command level. He got nervous the moment he realized it was unlocked. “This could be a trap, Sarge,” Arken said in a private voice message.

      “You don’t think I realized that a couple flights ago?” Ike snapped. He looked at his tactical map and highlighted the defence turrets that awaited them in the broad room in front of the main bridge doors. All the hatches leading to meeting rooms, standby quarters and elevators were sealed. There was nothing adorning the space either, making the room look larger, sparse, like a kill box. “There are ten turrets in there. As far as our scanners can tell, they haven’t deployed yet.”

      “So, we’ll have a few seconds before they start shooting. What are we using? We’ve got five pack rockets; they should be able to do some real damage.” Arken suggested, and he was right, they would.

      “Yeah, those might take care of a few of the turrets, but we won’t have seconds before they deploy once they spot us. These can drop down from the ceiling and fire in about a quarter second. This ship isn’t like the Prowler. The Order spent a lot of credits to make sure these are uncapturable.”

      “Well, that’s working out ultra well,” one of the soldiers behind him scoffed.

      Ignoring the wisecrack, Ike pondered the problem. If they tried to rush in, their shields wouldn’t last. If they tried to use any kind of electromagnetic pulse, it would fail. The whole command section was shielded inside and out. There was even a backup; a special open circuit connected to the deck panels that would try to absorb all the energy and send it to power storage. It severely limited their options. “How many grenades do we have?”

      “No one’s used or lost one, Sarge,” Arken replied. “I already did a count.”

      “So that’s thirty-five. That’s what we’ll be using. Set two grenades up to stick to a turret or the ceiling close to one. Line up down the stairs behind me. I’ll open the hatch, throw two grenades, then run down the stairs beside you guys. When I’m out of the doorway, the next one in line will step up and do the same. While everyone is taking turns, my shields will be recharging. By the time everyone gets a turn, they should be ready and I’ll go again. We’ll do this until the turrets are done or we’re out of grenades. Everyone understand the plan?”

      “So, we’re tossing grenades one after another, then rushing to the back of the line so our shields have time to recharge before it’s our turn again,” a soldier named Ostich clarified. “We’re throwing for the turret emplacements.”

      “Exactly,” Ike confirmed, hoping that their shields would be able to take the punishment those turrets could dish out for a few seconds at least. “Now, line up.” He watched as the remaining six members of his squad lined up down the stairs behind him. He took two grenades from his thigh pocket, made sure his armour sealed back up properly, then set the small bombs to stick to the surface it struck after they were thrown. When everyone was in position and had set a pair of grenades up the same way, he opened the hatch then threw one.

      The first stuck to the ceiling within a few centimetres of the turret hatch and the second was even closer. They went off a second later in a succession of two loud pops. He was on his way down the stairs, pulling two more grenades out before the dust cleared. Another pair of loud pops sounded, and Arken was half way down the stairs when that was followed by two more explosions. “The turrets aren’t deploying,” he said.

      “Not a single one,” Ostich confirmed as she rushed down the stairs. “Doesn’t look like our grenades are doing much damage to the hatches they’re hiding behind, either.”

      “Dammit,” Ike said under his breath as two more grenades went off. “Stop! Take cover,” he ordered, and the next one in line closed the hatch leading into the bridge level instead of tossing her grenades. “Dammit, dammit. I could use a little of Hampon’s wisdom here.”

      “It’ll take three or four grenades to take each turret out if they stay behind their hatches,” Arken said. “One hand rocket per turret should do it though.”

      “I don’t want to risk damaging something in that ceiling. I don’t have the wiring information for this ship. For all I know, there’s a circuit in there that could mess up helm control or something just as crucial. I don’t even know where the power feeds for those turrets are. If I did we’d unplug the damned things.”

      “Maybe we could take a walk on the hull and get in from above?” Ostich suggested.

      “It would take us hours to get through the armour from the outside. At that rate we may as well sit here hoping that we get back into normal space and whatever reinforcements we can call on are closer and better armed than theirs,” Ike explained.

      “Is that an option? I mean, the Captain must be doing something about us disappearing, right?” Arken asked hopefully.

      “What? What do you think he’s doing? He doesn’t know where we are or what’s happening, how the hell could he? You think the beacons on this ship do a thing while it’s in another universe?” Ike growled back. “Got any other brilliant ideas?”

      “Hey, you said…”

      “Sitting on our asses, waiting for someone else to come up with a solution isn’t an option. Think your next idea over before you pollute my air with it.” He found himself missing Hedrow again but he wouldn’t admit it aloud. “I’m open to options that don’t make us look like cowards or get us killed.”

      “The turrets aren’t coming out,” Ostich said after a few seconds of quiet. “What’s stopping us from walking right up to the bridge doors and checking if they’ll open?”

      “If I were defending the ship, I would deploy the turrets when we were between the stairway hatch and the bridge doors,” Ike replied. “It’s…” A rumbling underfoot prompted him to look at his tactical map. The bridge’s security doors were sliding open. There was enough room for his people to charge through three abreast. “It’s a trap. The space between this hatch and the bridge is a no man’s land.” He pulled his hand rocket from where it was secured in his pack and considered the situation.

      “See? We have to use the hand rockets,” Arken said.

      “They could be our best option, sure, but it’s a risk. If every one of our hand rockets hits the mark, then we’d still have five turrets left. I’m thinking we use scanner scramblers and rush the bridge.”

      “Could work,” Ostich said, pulling her rocket from her pack. “I’ve got a lot of practice with these.”

      “We all do,” Arken said. “I don’t have one though, I was given the honour of carrying the Regeneration Reserve this time. It’s just a big battery we never use.”

      “First time we leave it behind will be the first time we need it,” Ike said as he moved up the stairs to the hatch. “All right, I’m assigning different targets for each of our rockets. I’ll go first, toss mine, and everyone with a rocket will go after me one by one. Then the two without rockets will follow. We should take five turrets out. Don’t stand around waiting to make sure. Rush to the bridge instead and take cover inside. There are no turrets in there. As soon as the rockets all hit, I’ll activate scan scramblers so the turrets have trouble targeting us while the last of us get into the bridge.”

      “Aye,” Arken was the first to say, and the rest of the squad signalled that they were ready seconds later.

      Ike took a moment to plan his run then opened the hatch and rushed through it, throwing his hand rocket up as soon as he was in the open. It activated, turning and flipping in the air so it was pointed at its target before the small thruster fired. An instant later it exploded against the armoured hatch in the middle of the ceiling, causing little damage to the large room but plenty to the turret behind its armoured plate. He was passing the elevators near the middle of the room when the turrets above started to deploy, their hatches sliding aside, heavy disc guns lowering so they could cut his people to ribbons.

      A moment before he started firing at the nearest with his rifle as he ran, one of his comrade’s missiles struck their mark. Three turrets started firing white hot charged discs at him, bringing his shields down to sixty-three percent by the time the next rocket struck its mark. The bridge doors were just ahead, still wide open. He fired a barrage of anti-armour rounds at the turret right over the door, damaging its loading mechanism. It was still able to hit him twice more before he made it through the bridge door. His shields were reduced to twelve percent, he was lucky.

      The fifth rocket went off and he activated his targeting scramblers. He looked back in time to see Ostitch get picked apart by fire from several turrets at once, each of them doing their part in breaking her shields down, weakening her armour then firing through its flexible shell. Two more of his men suffered the same fate, and Arken used one of them as cover, firing back as much as he could, but concentrating more on finishing his run to the bridge.

      When the armoured bridge door closed, there were three of them left. The last casualty was Obuden, a soft-spoken member of the squad who was two strides away from making it when all the remaining turrets targeted his helmet and cut it to pieces. Ike, Arken and Lirden caught their breath for a moment, looking around at the darkened bridge.

      Other than the more modern look of the place, what Ike was seeing felt familiar. That was until he moved closer to a screen. Everything on the display was blurred beyond recognition. It wasn’t even trying to pretend to be running Order software, it was just blocking him. “Welcome to the bridge, you’re not going to accomplish anything here. I’ve shut you in,” Alice said through the ship intercom.

      “I could start blasting things up here, make your life complicated.”

      “This ship has a secondary command centre,” Alice replied, it sounded like the receiver she was speaking into was too close to her mouth.

      He assumed that she was wearing a tight hood, she wasn’t in heavy armour when he saw her hologram. “If you managed to re-route everything, then why am I seeing anything?”

      “Because I wanted to distract you from your new situation for a few more seconds. This is a pretty impressive ship. The bridge is so well armoured that it can double as a containment cell. Take some time to think about flipping, fighting on the right side of this war. You won’t be going home.”

      “My offer still stands too,” Ike said, looking around the room carefully. He couldn’t find a way to gain the advantage yet, but he knew there had to be a way. “You surrender now, take us into normal space, and I can guarantee more than fair treatment. The Order can put you up in paradise while you answer their questions. Our orders are to take you alive.” He waited for a response long enough for the silence to become irritating.

      “Well, I can confirm that she’s not here,” Arken said with a shrug.

      “I can see that! She must have used a signal spoof to trick our sensors into showing that she was sitting in the command seat. Not hard considering the level of tech on this ship,” Ike replied.

      “Uh, boss? We might have a new problem. We’re coming into normal space,” Lirden commented as the bright realm they were in was replaced with a starfield.

      Ike spotted several small, irregular shapes in the distance and fought to push the feeling that he was about to finish losing his fight against Alice and her people away. “Everyone she put down is regenerating, this isn’t over yet. Check your gear, do an ammo count. We have to be ready.”
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      An Alternate Route

      Swimming through water without gravity was always a frightening prospect for Alice. There was no light except for her hood lamp in the main water storage tanks. It was better than complete darkness, but not by much. Knowing which way was up was difficult when it was always a relative question. Then there was the worst part; the recurring thought that she’d have little hope of survival if her suit stopped processing the water into oxygen using a membrane built into its face and neck. That would be unlikely, but that function of her custom military vacsuit had never been tested so she didn’t have complete faith in it.

      When she first dropped into the tank from the fill line she used to get down to it, the darkness was absolute. All senses but one seemed muted. In a moment of panic, her mind reached out, and she found the soldiers who had turned in the lower section of the bridge module. Her empathic gift overworked, crossing the line into telepathy for a moment as she sought to anchor herself to anything.

      Prentice, the newest member of the squad, regretted his advancement. He not only wanted to escape the Order altogether, but he was still reeling from a massacre he not only witnessed but was forced to participate in. It happened only months ago, but it was like yesterday for him, and he wanted to find a heavily populated planet that the Order hadn’t touched and disappear.

      Verden joined because she had to. She was enlisted automatically when the Order Debtor Collection Department caught up with her. The amount she owed was unclear, but Verden believed that it was insurmountable, enough to keep her in service for her entire life unless she made it to a high officer rank. She was picked up by the Justicars after months of hard work, learning how to apply everything she knew to becoming the best fighter possible. Her dedication and skill got her the spot, but she still watched for opportunities to break free and run. Her fear moved her to shoot the soldiers who were cut down by the ship’s defences until they were in pieces. It would take them a long time to regenerate. Her hope that Alice would take her on, make her part of the crew so she could turn against the Order of Eden was positively desperate. It had become stronger than her urge to run.

      Hedrow hated the Order as much as Alice did. The reasons struck her in a flash. His brother died in an Order of Eden labour camp. That was when Hedrow was forced to join the military to pay his debt. The Justicars took him immediately because of his intelligence and past military experience. He served with his home world’s defence force, a place that Alice couldn’t get a clear picture of. It was as though Hedrow put the place out of his mind because he refused to remember it.

      After a moment, the reason why he forced himself to forget the place became clear. He’d watched them murder millions of defenceless beings while taking the healthy specimens to containment pods where they were kept alive, harvested for rare compounds. This was shortly after he joined the Order. That harvest was the only one he didn’t participate in. He was involved in the two that followed, there was no choice. If he refused to pull the trigger, or put restraints on a shifter, the Order would put his debt on one of his cousins or their children and press them into service. Until recently, that threat was enough to keep him following orders.

      Only weeks ago he discovered that most of his distant family were already in the service. Most of them had to join because of debt they incurred on their own thanks to rising living expenses. He couldn’t protect them, and he couldn’t save them. He had no friends amongst the Justicars, but he pretended well, even tricking himself sometimes. Then he’d remembered what he’d seen them do, what he’d done along side them. Guilt and hate would return in equal measure. The prospect of turning against the Order, being free of their control, was intoxicating to him. He would fight with a conviction that was overwhelming to Alice.

      “Blood pressure warning. Cranial pressure warning,” the automated voice in her suit warned.

      “Gotta shut this down,” Alice said to herself, concentrating on putting a wall up around the telepathic abilities that she knew she wasn’t supposed to use and stopping her empathic ability from reaching out.

      The warnings faded from her display and she sighed in relief. A headache started to surge and she treated it with mild pain medication then turned her headlamp on.

      There were advantages to being in a full tank of water. You could swim in any direction with ease. If the tank was empty, and she was placed in the middle without momentum, she wouldn’t have anything to push against, so she would hang in zero gravity until she managed to find some kind of thrust, the ship changed direction, or she got help. There were a few old spacer tricks that could save her from that situation, but none of them would get her moving quickly. A full tank was better, even if it did make her nervous.

      “Which hatch did she say we had to open?” asked Woone on their crew channel.

      “Hatch Twenty-Two B, we should see it soon,” Iruuk replied.

      “Wait up, Tree Tribe guy,” Knud huffed. “You move a lot faster than us Burrowers on all fours.”

      “Sorry, just want to get her out of there. Lewis says her vitals spiked a few seconds ago, she could be reacting to a phobia,” Iruuk replied.

      Alice could finally see the inner wall of the main water storage tank from the inside. Her tactical map told her that the hatch was only a few metres away, and she spotted it as she got close. Her crewmates were closing on it too, running along the hall at the impressive speed of Nafalli who were in a hurry. She collided lightly with the hatch and held herself there by gripping the small lip around it. After a quick look around, she saw that, as predicted in the schematics for the ship, there were no controls on the inside of the hatch. It was probably another measure to make sure that no one could hide in the water tanks. The whole vessel seemed to be designed by someone who was paranoid about stowaways and boarders.

      “Here it is,” Iruuk said as his small group stopped in front of the hatch.

      Alice tapped on the inside, eager to get out.

      “We hear you, one second, I have to make sure that the one-way field is active or we could have a mess,” Iruuk said. She could picture him working the controls on the other side, turning a field that would keep the water in while letting foreign objects out. “Okay, it’s all set. Gravity and life support are on out here, so be careful.”

      As soon as the round hatch irised open, Alice was pulling herself through. She didn’t give any effort to decorum, but Iruuk didn’t let her flop out onto the deck like a landed fish. He caught her and helped her sit on the deck while Knud closed the hatch up. “I’m okay,” Alice said as she deactivated her hood and breathed the warm processed air. “I almost lost my mind in there. I thought the space between stars was dark, but… I kept on thinking I could drown any minute.”

      “I thought you’d love the water after I saw you swim on Tamber,” Iruuk said, concerned.

      “That’s different. That was an ocean on a planet, there was light. Before I turned my light on in that tank it felt like I was floating in nothing, all my senses were dark except for empathy. All I could feel were the soldiers who surrendered three decks down from the bridge. Then the ones who were killed regenerated and I felt like I was in their heads while they were cut down by the defence turrets again. I shut everything out and started swimming after that.”

      “How did you get in there, anyway?” Woone asked.

      “I needed a way to hide from their scanners and to get close to the Clever Dream’s docking point, so I used the water fill port at the top of the control centre to get to the main tank. I flushed myself.”

      Even Iruuk rocked back and huff-whuffed a short laugh at that before explaining why it worked to Knud. “Most personal scanning devices need to be set to scan the contents of liquid for them to be accurate. They obviously don’t have anyone in their squad who runs their sensors in multiple modes at once.”

      “Oh, right.” Knud said.

      Alice got to her feet and re-checked the tactical map on her command and control unit. Dame, Faloo and Noro were still aboard the Clever Dream, the latter two were guarding the ship from boarding attempts. The Raven and Corsair were both latched onto destroyers and they were flanking the Clever Dream. The Opal with Elyub in command and the Holland with Sel Marda on the bridge were approaching. “All right, so we actually made it, that’s going to be a huge problem for the Order.”

      “The shipyard is falling towards Rodus so fast that tugs have been warned away from it,” Iruuk said. “It’s the biggest thing on the news because an independent satellite caught the theft of these ships on its sensors. They say everything we left falling behind us will burn up, but the economic impact for the contractor will probably ruin them.”

      “Serves them right,” Alice said, checking a brief summary of the news item. She was relieved to see that the only minder in the control room at the time, Cedrick, got away in an escape pod. His current location was unknown.

      Another news item about Admiral Kenly West leaving the President’s celebration early appeared. Representative for the Order of Eden, Rear Admiral Kenly West, leaves President’s exclusive New Years Eve Party as shipyard falls out of the sky and three warships are stolen. The caption was under a holo-image of him walking with four armoured guards.

      She opened the news item and read a little further. The Rear Admiral had no comment about tonight’s events, but our sources tell us that every major security firm in the solar system has been engaged to protect the rest of the Order of Eden’s assets, including one warehousing facility that has already been raided. West has taken refuge in the penthouse of the Victory Luxury Hotel on Rodus where staffers say he is well protected by a squad of soldiers.

      “One squad?” Alice said to herself. “He’s only got one squad of soldiers protecting him in a civilian hotel?”

      “Who?” Woone asked.

      “Rear Admiral West.” Alice started running towards the docking port that would take her to the Clever Dream. “You three stay here, I’ll send Noro and Faloo down so you can secure the people we’ve captured in the bridge section. Use the internal defences on the ship to make sure they don’t get a chance to resist.”

      “What will you be doing?” Iruuk asked.

      “I’m going to start organizing a smash and grab. We’re either going to capture Rear Admiral West or turn him into a grease stain.”
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      Risk Versus Opportunity

      

      During the few minutes that it took Alice to return to the Clever Dream and get into her heavy armour, the other captains discovered that she intended on attacking the Victory Luxury Hotel. When Remmy Sands called her, she was already deep in planning, reviewing the public floorplan and checking Rodus Navnet to see how much traffic there was above the city.

      “Are you actually planning a smash and grab kidnapping now?” Remmy was nearly laughing as he asked the question.

      “We have a window. He’s only guarded by one squad and the airspace looks normal, there’s nothing but civilian traffic around the Victory.”

      Captains Sel Marda and Elyub joined the call as Remmy replied; “Then it’s a trap.”

      “So, she does plan on leading a raid on the Victory?” Elyub asked. “The hotel does have fortifications. There is healing concrete and armour plating, it only doesn’t seem like it.”

      “We can cut through any of the transparesteel windows in seconds. It’s not like attacking a starship,” Alice replied, relieved when Noah joined the call. “Yanking the Rear Admiral out of there would take three minutes, tops.”

      “It’s too easy,” Remmy objected. “If I were baiting a trap, that’s how I’d do it.”

      “We’ve already won the day, Captain Valent,” Sel pleaded.

      “You set out to capture one destroyer, hoping for two, and now there are three,” Elyub added.

      “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. They’re right, this is an amazing victory,” Remmy said conclusively.

      In a small display window inside her armour’s visor, she could see the layout of a suite just like the one Rear Admiral West was almost certainly staying in. There were great big windows on two sides, it would be so easy to get to him. “I can see the mission in my head, how we can do this so we can cut and run if it gets too hot.”

      “If you take a beat, I’ll back you,” Noah said calmly.

      The channel was silent as Alice looked past the images in her heads’ up display to the small armoury room on the Clever Dream’s lower deck. It was frustrating, being told to take a minute before committing to something that looked so promising, but she knew it was the right thing to do. Her education through the Apex Program had been quick, but it was useful. Tactics were a major focus, and she’d studied countless examples where things went wrong. The ones where a commander over-reached stood out. A few others where a general or captain stretched their forces out too much came to mind too.

      The Order of Eden forces on Rodus were stretched out far too thin, they couldn’t effectively defend all their assets even with the help of hired guns. Then again, if she took a team of Haven’s best on a mission to capture or kill Rear Admiral West, who would she be leaving behind to take care of their new ships?

      Dame had proven herself. Iruuk was her most intelligent officer and he could fight, but like the rest of the Nafalli, he was a teenager. All her Nafalli were warriors, sure, but inexperienced.

      The Corsair was already undermanned. She’d have to take that whole ship and crew with her and the Clever Dream to make the plan work, leaving Remmy, his crew, the Raven and a few of her Nafalli teens behind with three destroyers. There were Order of Eden troops aboard, contained, but aboard. Who knew what could happen while she turned her attention to the Rear Admiral.

      The Order of Eden may be spread thin, but she would be the one who would most likely lose everything if she followed her ambitions. Her people would be over-reaching and it would make them all vulnerable. She punched the air, releasing prideful frustration as she said; “Dammit, I just have this feeling that now’s the time.”

      “So, we’re going?” Noah asked.

      With a sigh, Alice replied; “No, we’re going to take this win and run. I’m on my way to the bridge section of Destroyer One. I’m going to have a word with the soldiers who turned then take care of the ones I have trapped on the bridge before they start shooting the place up.”

      “A scan pulse has passed through our area,” Dame reported from the bridge of the Clever Dream.

      “We have to move on. How long can we stay out of this dimension? How was the stress on the quad drives on the last trip?” Alice asked.

      “The Clever Dream can keep itself and Destroyer One out of our home universe for a little over three hours before we will have to re-emerge,” Dame replied.

      “I’m seeing the same thing from the Corsair,” Noah added.

      “The Raven can manage a little under four hours,” Remmy reported.

      “All right, let’s disappear and start making our way to point Beta. We’re going to have to make sure that we find every signalling device and tracker aboard our destroyers in that time.”

      “We’ll see you at point Theta, congratulations on a successful mission, everyone,” Captain Marda said.

      “Yes, congratulations,” Elyub added.

      “Oh, how was the cruise?” Noah asked him.

      “Bracing,” Elyub replied with a wet snicker. “We pretended that it was a ransom by telling the passengers that we would release their ship if they put enough valuables in the main airlocks. We did quite well. Now they are making their way back towards Rodus. I’m sure rescue ships are already docked with them.”

      “Good work, that really got everyone scrambling,” Alice said as she opened both airlock doors then dropped from the Clever Dream to Destroyer One. They closed behind her as she ran to the nearby transit car and hit the call button.

      “We will split the goods when we meet up later. We are moving out of the area now,” Elyub said before leaving the channel.

      “Activating the quad drives now, we are jumping,” Dame announced flatly.

      A hazard warning appeared on Navnet, marking the area around them as a likely combat zone. There would be guns pointed at them in minutes and fighters there shortly after. It was a good time to go.

      

      The transit car moved through half the length of the ship then up to the lowest levels of the bridge section silently and quickly. It was an oblong box with seats in it. For all the other enhanced features built into the ship, it seemed they made the car to be sturdy but boring. She stopped for Iruuk, Woone and Noro along the way. The trio looked out of place in the transit car. Iruuk was too tall while Noro needed two seats.

      “So, you’re not going after Rear Admiral West?” Iruuk asked.

      “West is safe for now,” Alice replied so all three of the Nafalli could hear her. “If we wanted to get him tonight, we’d have to get the team together as soon as we get to Point Beta, and we’d only be able to leave one of our corvettes behind to guard the destroyers. It’s a lot of organization in a hurry without much of a safety net.”

      “Ah, that makes sense,” Iruuk said.

      “Too bad, I wanted to see an Order Admiral up close,” Woone said.

      Alice double checked her rifle as the transit car came to a stop. It was ready; fully charged and loaded. She slung it and drew her sidearm, which was set up to fire munition twenty-eight. A round that would send nanobots into a framework soldier that were almost exactly like the type that removed the framework system from her body. “Rifles up. Set them to armour piercing rounds.”

      “We’re all set,” Iruuk replied.

      Alice made sure her left wrist unit was set to spray Munition Twenty-Eight nanobots. She wouldn’t leave a single framework behind her. Confirmation that the Corsair and Raven had left normal space crossed her display. Knowing that they were out of danger set her at ease. Alice was behind Iruuk as they passed into the next compartment.

      “We surrender,” Hedrow said, sinking to his knees. “Looking to turn, actually.”

      “I surrender,” Verden said, shivering so badly that her armour couldn’t stabilize her motion. She was about to fall down.

      “Surrendering too. Got a medical problem here, though,” Prentice said, slumping from kneeling to sitting. “Feel like my blood’s on fire and my bones are freezing.”

      “Could use some help,” Verden agreed. She coughed suddenly then and the lower half of her visor was covered in blood.

      “Scan them,” Alice said as she took a scan of Hedrow. The framework system inside him was active, releasing something into his bloodstream. “You must be feeling pretty off too.”

      “Like I’m being poisoned and frozen. It started when we came back into normal space,” he replied. “It hit those two first, I was only a few minutes behind though.”

      “I’m reading two different explosive compounds building up in this one’s legs,” Iruuk said as he scanned Prentice.

      “Quick; open your visor,” Alice told Hedrow. “Open your visors,” she repeated to the other two.

      Hedrow did as he was ordered. “We’re going to die. I didn’t need more evidence that what you told us was true, but here it is anyway. The Captain’s flipped the switch on us. That’s my guess.”

      Alice sprayed him in the face with nanobots and watched the scan results as he slumped, unconscious. She rushed to Verden, who was shivering violently, and did the same. Woone was scanning her, and she shook her head. “What am I seeing?” she asked as she tried to read the results. “Her fatty tissue isn’t human anymore, it’s some kind of explosive, and there’s a conversion going on throughout her entire body. Her heart is pumping something through her system.”

      Alice glanced at Verden scans. It was too late. “What’s happening?” the woman screamed and fell face down.

      “Don’t let them kill me like this,” Prentice plead, panting, his body starting to twitch.

      Alice looked at all three scans. The nanobots she sprayed into Verden’s face weren’t doing a thing, but Hedrow was having a normal reaction; he was already changing. The compounds that were building up in his system were already being converted into new, normal tissue.

      Alice sprayed Prentice in the face. He was too far gone, further than Verden, only whatever was happening was starting with his lower body, so he wasn’t coughing blood. “Sorry, close your suit up and hope you can survive. I can’t do anything more,” Alice said.

      “What do we do?” Noro asked, near panic.

      “Grab him, we have to get out of here, now!” Alice said, pointing at Hedrow.

      Iruuk swept Hedrow up under one arm as he, Woone and Noro retreated behind Alice, who led the way to the transit car at a dead run. As soon as they were all in, she set it to leave the bridge section then move forward towards the bow. Then she used her connection with Destroyer One to vent the bridge section, deactivate life support and close all hatches.

      “What’s going on? What’s going to happ…” Noro was asking when the ship shuddered and the transit car slowed to a stop, the lights around them turning red.

      “The Order must have gotten a signal to the troops who surrendered when we were in normal space,” Alice replied as she checked the status of the bridge section. “The soldiers we trapped on the bridge are fine. The ones we had to leave behind exploded. I got to them too late. The lower level of the bridge section is open to space in three places.”
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      Keeping up with Nafalli while they moved up through the emergency shaft running along the transit car tube was a challenge even with Alice’s suit assisting her. It seemed like Iruuk was the only one who had to control his pace. Noro and Woone were quick, but not nearly as fast as he was.

      There was another way to the bridge. The stairwell was still mostly intact, but Alice could still control all the hatches in the transit shaft. Her connection to the rest of the bridge section was spotty at best. There was no way to know for certain if the bridge proper was still sealed. The connection she had with those systems were almost completely severed.

      “This reminds me of a few scenarios we had to pass in the Apex Program,” Iruuk said. “I loved the ones where I had to climb.”

      “I liked the ones where I could jump around. The armour can make me leap like a super-frog.” Alice replied. “Climbing? Not so much.”

      “I remember that,” Iruuk said with a little chuckle. “Sometimes you’d do that just to keep up.”

      “You have a really long stride, Fur Face.” Alice realized then that he rarely used the strength enhancement when jumping. He never really had to, being a Tree Tribe Nafalli, but she wondered if it was his way of not showing off too much around her. “You still challenge me though. I’ll never get soft with you around.”

      “Oh, well, you’re very quick, you know. For a human,” he replied. “And you beat me in direct combat often.”

      “Just take the compliment,” Alice said with a sigh.

      “Thank you,” Iruuk said as Woone and Noro snickered on their squad channel.

      They were only a few metres away from the hatch that would take them out onto the main command deck when Alice’s scanners were overloaded with random signals. “They’re jamming our sensors,” she said. “Anyone getting any dependable readings?”

      “No, it looks like they’re amplifying the jamming with something. If I were depending on these readings to see, I’d start running into walls,” Iruuk replied.

      “Same here,” Noro said. “These shit grubs probably tapped into a power line going to the bridge.”

      “It’s just a mess of random static,” Woone reported.

      “Clever Dream? What can you see?” Alice asked.

      “This is a mess,” Lewis replied so quickly that Alice barely got her last word in. “All the scanners we have pointed at the bridge section are reporting overload errors. There is another problem as well. Something in the energetic transit space, the field of seemingly random energy outside the field protecting the Clever Dream and Destroyer One, reacting to that sensor jamming. Not only is it impossible to see what’s happening on the bridge section, but there is an energy buildup two point seven kilometres away from us. It is between Destroyers Two and Three. If we are caught in it, the field protecting all of us could collapse.”

      “So, we have to end that fast,” Alice said, moving to the emergency access hatch that would take her to the large compartment in front of the bridge.

      “Yes, the energy buildup is now two point five kilometres away, and a lightening like strike has lashed out at Destroyer Two’s protective field, nearly striking the Corsair. We’ll work on increasing the strength of our protection and changing course, but the Clever Class corvettes are already straining to protect the destroyers they’re attached to. You don’t have long.”

      “Thank you, Lewis,” Alice said. Then she turned to the three Nafalli clinging to the side of the emergency access tube with her. “All right, we’re going to have to depend on our lights and our eyes. Keep your heads on a swivel, and report anything dangerous.”

      “Aye,” they said in near unison.

      Jamming sensors was a smart tactic, especially when cornered. Alice’s tactical readout was nothing more than a map showing the shape of the deck they were on. “All right, cloak up. If we can’t use sensors, they can’t use sensors. We’ll be invisible to the naked eye.”

      “Doesn’t the Mark Three armour have cloaking systems too?” asked Noro.

      “Yes, not as good, so watch for image refraction or deformation. If they took damage, then there may be imperfections in their cloak,” Iruuk replied.

      “All right, I go in first, then Iruuk goes right, Noro left, and Woone right. Our first priority is to prevent them from using our entry point as an exit if they’re already off the bridge. Ready?”

      “Aye,” Iruuk said.

      “Ready,” Noro replied.

      “Let’s take ‘em down,” Woone growled.

      Alice opened the tall hatch and moved through quickly followed by the rest of her team as she ordered. It closed behind them and she locked it remotely. Most of the lighting in the space failed, and the remains of several internal defence turrets hung from the ceiling, many of their parts scattered around the floor between the corpses of Order soldiers. Alice was sure they were starting to regenerate. If the turrets sensors could still detect movement, then they’d be shot the moment they started to stand, but the sensor jamming would give them a chance. The turrets were useless.

      After looking at every corner of the space under flickering lights, she turned her focus on the main bridge security doors. They were intact, but it appeared that they were parted just a crack. “I think they managed to open the security doors a few millimetres.”

      “I see it too,” Noro confirmed. “That’s definitely how the sensor jamming garbage is getting out.”

      “Aye, it might have been from the explosion below,” Iruuk suggested.

      “Or they’re out and they weren’t able to push the doors all the way closed behind them,” Woone said.

      “All right; Woone, Noro, guard the emergency hatch. If any of the bodies here start to move, shoot them with Munition Twenty-Eight. Iruuk; move up with me.”

      “Aye,” he said, falling in at her side and following her as Alice sprinted along the compartment walls to the door. “Still not getting anything but noise on sensors.“

      The ship shuddered and an electric surge so powerful that it could be seen through the jamming flared on Alice’s display. “Lewis?” she asked from where she took cover beside the bridge’s security door.

      “Destroyer One has been struck by a plasma bolt aft of the bridge section. The hull is intact, but the energy storm is growing quickly. Adjusting course is not working. It is staying above us no matter what we do. Another strike will happen in seconds.”

      “I hear you, breaching the bridge in a second,” Alice said, feeling Iruuk’s hand on her head then her shoulder, where it remained. “Deactivator grenades,” she told him. “We’re each throwing two in as soon as the door opens.”

      Iruuk hesitated for a moment then replied; “Aye, getting them out of my pocket now. Shields fully charged.”

      He knew the damage they’d do would be horrific. Based on a design made to take heavily armoured rogue machines out in one blast of electromagnetic and kinetic damage, it would be the first time anyone in SOCU used them. For all she knew, no one in the fleet had used the chunky, cylindrical death dealers. There were other options, but she needed a quick result, and to take out the Order Knights. From her quick inspection of Hedrow before he was taken to the Clever Dream, it looked like that was what they were facing. “Ready, steady, go!” Alice said before tapping the panel beside her.

      The pair of heavy armoured bridge doors parted, opening quickly, and she tossed both her grenades inside, aiming for the centre of the compartment. Hers went off first three seconds later, shaking the deck, the bulkhead, and filling the space with hot, furious flashes. Her shields were taxed down to ninety-three percent even though she was behind cover.

      Iruuk did the same thing he always did when they trained with grenades. He waited until the explosions went off and tossed his pair inside. A flash of energy overwhelmed her suit’s sensors as they went off together. It wasn’t the grenades. There had been another energy strike from outside. Where it made contact, she didn’t know, it was something she’d have to deal with later. The jamming was lessened, her sensors were starting to overcome the noise, and she caught a glimpse of two intact soldiers inside. “Entering.”

      “Right behind you,” Iruuk said.

      Alice moved as they did in simulations during their time in the Apex program and practice simulations. Her rifle was up as she looked into the smoke through the translucent image of the tactical window on her HUD. It was still glitching, but what was left of two soldiers flickered more regularly. They were really there; she wasn’t seeing errant ghost images.

      Then, an instant before she stepped next to them, she spotted a bundle of grenades tucked into an access panel on the inside edge of the door. Before she could move on her own, Iruuk shoved her hard, sending her across the room as the bundle went off behind the Nafalli.

      “Iruuk!” Alice cried as she rolled to her feet. She spotted a disturbance in the thick smoke that moved past her towards the bridge doors and opened fire. The rifle kicked hard against her shoulder as it launched heavy Knight Killer rounds, piercing the bulkhead past her target several times before they struck their target. The cloaking system failed enough for her to see what she hit. It was a man who had lost most of his arm, probably when the Deactivator grenades went off. He was already regenerating. She’d hit him right through the lower torso, making a broken mess of his lower spine.

      The other soldier tried to run, scrambling to his unsteady feet and sprinting blindly. Noro and Woone cut him down, their rounds catching him early, before he could reach the bridge doors, an they didn’t stop until he wasn’t moving. Alice drew her sidearm and fired two Munition Twenty-Eight rounds into the exit holes in his back as she walked past him.

      “I won’t be taken prisoner! I’ll go off like the traitors!” the other threatened as he tried to roll over so he could face her.

      “Shut down,” Alice said through clenched teeth as she shot him where he lay on his chest. One of her rounds caught him in a gap she made in his armour, and she didn’t stop to make sure that he stopped regenerating or the nanobots that she sent into his body were going to work. Instead she ran to Iruuk, who was terribly still.
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      The Aftermath of Heroism

      

      Losing her composure as she tried to help Iruuk wouldn’t help anyone. Alice knew that. Experience and the short, intense periods of training she had when she was with the Rangers then the Apex Program made that clear. It didn’t matter.

      When she got her first good look at Iruuk from ten metres away, she froze. The bundle of grenades warped the sturdy metal doorframe only a little, but it tore through the back of his armour. It took the brunt of the force and shrapnel of the explosion, but his right leg was utterly ruined nearly up to the hip.

      His back was a shredded mess, and some of the shrapnel had blown straight through his side. Worse than all that was his stillness. He wasn’t breathing. That was the worst part, the thing that instinctively told her that he could be dead. The sacrifice he made for her could be his last and his greatest.

      Once, not long ago, she would have checked his state using her command and control unit, but that’s not how she reacted then. Instead she reached out with her mind, feeling for anything; a glimmer of emotion or presence. At first there was nothing, not even the background hum of life that she heard most people in stasis gave off. Then he was there. The unique sense of him - Iruuk - was returning, and she ran to his side. He took a shuddering, laboured breath and, as she put her hand against the side of his head to urge him to keep still, Alice could feel his panic start to rise. “It’s all right, Fur-Face, you took a hit, but you’re going to be okay.”

      “I saved you?” he asked, trying to turn his head.

      “You saved me, thank you, but you have to stay still,” Alice said, remembering to look at her command and control unit then. The emergency medical system was putting him back together from the inside out. He was slowly coming out of stasis, and pain medication was temporarily deactivating nerves that would offer nothing but pain. He tried to look down and moved his arm into sight, which was a mistake. Most of his hand was missing. “You’re getting put back together, don’t worry.”

      “It was bad, wasn’t it? The last thing I remember was seeing a big bundle of grenades, there must have been twenty of them, each the size of my finger. You would have been killed.”

      “You saved me,” Alice said, nodding, watching his big blue eye through the transparent oval in his helmet. “We took the Knights down.”

      “I’ve sent everyone on the Clever Dream to help,” Dame said. “They will be there soon.”

      “I feel cold, Alice,” Iruuk said quietly. For the first time his voice sounded small.

      Alice activated the life support systems in the bridge section and signalled her acknowledgement to Dame before returning her full attention back to Iruuk, who was doing his best to be brave but she could feel how afraid he was. It was nearly overwhelming. The hissing of the environmental systems filling the compartment with clean, warm air seemed louder than normal. “It was three degrees in here, but it’s warming up.” As she saw the pressure and air purity reach safe levels, she retracted her helmet. “Everyone’s coming to take you back to the ship.”

      “They don’t have to, I’ll be able to walk in a minute,” Iruuk replied, retracting his helmet. As the small plates of metal slipped over his head and into his collar, he glanced down. His eyes went wide. “My leg!”

      “Don’t look,” Alice said, guiding his chin so he was looking at her instead. “It’s going to be all right.”

      “Is it being rebuilt? It doesn’t look like it’s getting put back together,” he asked, panic rising again.

      “What’s left isn’t…” Alice started, but she stopped, unable to find a way to describe what happened. “Your recovery system is starting work on your hand, but it won’t…”

      “Make it rebuild my leg,” Iruuk begged, looking down at it. His other wounds were nearly treated, even his hand was nearly complete again. The energy reserves in the emergency medical system were almost drained. His suit couldn’t generate much power to replenish it, the nanobot package was expended, and his body was starting to have a bad reaction to the reconstruction, so there was no way it could build him a new leg.

      In an attempt to comfort him, she forced herself to explain what was going on. “It’s barely attached, and what’s left isn’t viable. There was so much… your body is starting to fight the recovery system. We’ll make you a new one, as good as what you had.”

      “It’s my leg,” Iruuk wept. “Don’t let it get thrown away. Don’t take my leg, Alice.”

      Alice stroked his face, staring into his tearful eyes. “It’s all right, you’re going to be fine. In a few days you’ll be back on both feet. You won’t know the difference.”

      “It won’t be my leg,” Iruuk countered sadly. “It won’t feel like mine.”

      Alice looked down and saw that the regeneration systems had already made a clean stump a quarter metre beneath his hip. The bloody ruin of his leg beneath that was a pile of flesh and shattered bone. She couldn’t tell him it was too late. That wouldn’t be good enough. Instead she pulled a stasis bag from her pack and started pushing the remains into it. “Don’t watch, Iruuk,” she told him. “Just give me a minute to do this so we can fix your leg up then put it back on.”

      “It’s not… it’s not attached?” he asked, his voice small and choked.

      “I’m sorry, Fur-Face, we’ll fix you up, don’t worry,” Alice said as she finished pushing the leg into the bag. Sealing and activating it would almost completely halt decomposition. What they would be able to do with it after was anyone’s guess. “Don’t focus on that,” Alice said as she turned back to his watchful, sorrowful gaze. “You’re fine, the system is still working on you, but you’re fine. Thank you for saving my life. That would have taken me out. You’re a hero, my hero.”

      “I saw the bomb and had to save you,” Iruuk said. “I wasn’t brave. I did it because I love you, Alice. You’re the sister I go on adventures with.”

      “I love you too,” Alice said, retracting her gauntlet and stroking the soft fur on his face. “You’re wrong though, you’re very brave.”

      The transit car doors in the compartment behind her opened, squeaking loudly, and she looked over her shoulder in time to see Faloo, Krooke and Quan running to them in full armour. She was sure Quan would have gone to the Merciless so he could be shuttled back to Haven, but there he was in full armour. It looked odd on him, but he wasn’t carrying a weapon, so whoever decided he should wear one of the spare suits did the right thing. If he was going to help, he should be protected. He knelt down beside Iruuk. “You’re a great warrior, young Nafalli,” he said soothingly.

      Iruuk’s lids started to lower. “It’s like I told her, it was selfish.”

      “No, you sacrificed yourself for someone else; that is heroic. Now you should rest, let your mind make sense of it all in dreams,” Quan told him in a soothing tone.

      Alice watched Iruuk drift off to sleep then looked to Quan. “Thank you, I didn’t know what to do.”

      “You did everything you should,” Quan said, still watching Iruuk, who was already deep in sleep. “He’ll dream. It won’t always be peaceful, but this will help him. I’ve treated soldiers before.”

      “I’m surprised you stayed.”

      “I meditated the whole time the Clever Dream was in the Merciless. The decision to stay didn’t come easily, and I almost left your ship, but by the time I finished meditating we were already on our way back to Rodus. The decision was made thanks to my indecision. Now I’m happy I stayed.”

      “So am I. How long will he sleep for?” Alice asked. “Will he be all right?”

      “He’ll sleep for seven or eight hours. When he wakes, he’ll be changed, but that’s normal, especially for someone so young.”

      Alice’s tactical system alerted her that one of the Order Knights was stirring then, and she looked over her shoulder at him. Woone started to raise her rifle. “Do not fire. He’s not a framework anymore, and I need to talk to him.”

      “We’ll take Iruuk back to the Clever Dream,” Krooke said as he flicked a small tube. It extended and flipped out into a large stretcher.

      “I’ll help, then watch him so the rest of you can continue your business here,” Quan said as he joined in on the effort to carefully roll Iruuk onto the stretcher. Most of the skin on the Nafalli’s back had been replaced, and it was strange to see Iruuk without fur. His body was long, lean, muscular, but it looked more human than she expected.

      Alice finished helping them roll him onto the stretcher and turned towards the Order of Eden Knight, who was sitting up. “What happened? I feel different. What did you do?”

      “All your framework tech is gone. Welcome back to the human race,” Alice told him. He was angry, but more than anything, this man was afraid. Even more so when he spotted Iruuk on the stretcher. “You’re the one who pressed the trigger on that bomb, aren’t you?”

      “No, it was him,” he replied, pointing to the other Order Knight who was still regenerating on the floor.

      That was a lie, she could feel it so clearly that there was no doubt. “It was you. I don’t care if you admit it, you don’t have to. You probably detonated the frameworks who wanted to cooperate with us too.”

      “No,” he said emphatically.

      That was the truth. It came with a surge of fear that was almost infectious. “Then who did it? Was it Rear Admiral West? Did he detect us when we came out of transit space?”

      The Knight looked her up and down then said nothing. His fear was fading. She guessed it was her stature, or that he thought she was bound by laws in how she could treat him. Alice made a show of sighing, then looked to Woone. “We don’t have time for an interrogation right now. Help me take this one to the brig, everyone else get the other one.”

      “Don’t let that thing touch me,” he spat, disgusted as he watched Woone approach. “I’ll go on my own if you keep your dog on a leash.”

      Woone was instantly furious and she made a show of taking aim. “Call me a dog? You call me a dog?”

      “Easy, he’s trying to piss us off so we’ll get reckless,” Alice said, motioning for Woone to lower her rifle. “Don’t worry, he’ll get what’s coming to him. If he won’t talk, then we’ll cut his leg off. It’s only fair.”

      “What?” He was shocked, but there was still disbelief lingering in him. “You have laws, a code, I’ve seen them.”

      “I’m not operating under Haven Fleet regulations,” Alice replied, letting herself smile a little as she plucked his sidearm from its holster and put it down on the deck as she scanned him for anything else. He had part of a survival kit and a few other harmless things secured in his armour, but nothing that he could use against them. “Even if I were bound by regulations, I’m the Valent who hunts Admirals. You’re a small fish to me. Now, who killed your friends? The ones a couple levels below us?” He was starting to believe her.

      “My Captain must have killed them. When we were back in normal space, I sent him a message, telling him that they turned. He must have sent a signal. You were right, we’re wired, but they were traitors. They deserved worse.”

      “You were wired,” Alice countered, feeling his defiance rise. “Now you’re only human. No one will know where you are, or what happened to you. Your ass is mine. Let’s go see your new room.” She wanted to teach him a lesson, to wound him so he could see his own mortality, but the short-term gratification wouldn’t be worth it. She had the answers she needed for the time being, and time was something she was short on.

      “Keep that thing away!” he shouted at Woone as she moved to put wrist restraints on him.

      Alice could feel his disgust, it was so powerful that it made her cringe. He tried to shrink away and Alice took hold of a seam of his suit, gripping it hard. This was torture for him, being forced to be close to a Nafalli. “If you move, I’ll cut that suit off you. I might keep going just to prove that the framework’s gone.”

      A spike of raw fear emanated from him as he regarded her with a face drained of colour, mirroring that terror. “How can you be like him and work with these things? These animals? Are they slaves?”

      “Slaves,” Woone scoffed as she roughly put cuffs on his wrists and a collar around his neck. “This is how people treat slaves, we’re not slaves.” As she said it, she pulled a two-metre-long line from the collar and pinched the end so it stiffened into a rod.

      “Let’s put you in your cage,” Alice said as much to make Woone feel better as to irritate their prisoner.

      Noro had already put the soldier he was handling in bindings and disarmed him. He stood over him, long pole in hand, watching him wake up. “Time to go, Knight,” he told the human as he stood and started to try to pull away. “Don’t make me stun you, little human.”

      “Don’t make me shoot you,” Woone growled at him.

      “What do I do here?” he asked, taking the scene in, startled.

      “You’ll be staying with us now. Resist and get spaced,” Alice said casually. “I can’t afford to waste much time on you.”

      Neither of the Knights had a choice. Their suits were damaged and they couldn’t overpower the Nafalli who guided them with poles attached to restraint collars. Noro and Woone both felt no small amount of satisfaction as they led them into the transit car.
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      Deploy

      

      The strategy room was finally set up the way Jake wanted it. The long meeting table had been removed. He’d ordered that it be fed into a recycler several decks down. In its place was a much narrower, shorter black surfaced table that had been polished to a mirror shine. Most of the seats that were there originally were still in the room, but pushed aside so he and Shamus Frost could stand amongst life sized holographic representations of different critical officers. Holograms detailing the status of the ships in his small fleet, mission updates, a map of the Cluster, and another of the solar system they just approached hung in the air above the table. The upper half of the walls were all high resolution, high depth displays that were currently underused. He used one large section for a live feed of the bridge, and another six so he had a view of the space around the ship.

      To his right, full sized holograms of Stephanie and Kadri sitting, they were on the bridge, but he may need to speak with them directly, so it helped to have them nearby. On his right was Frost, and past him were several science officers. Each was a specialist who could address whatever issues he expected. None of the people who appeared holographically could see what was inside the room except for him. The space and whatever appeared inside was top secret, which was already irritating to the crewmembers who tried to bring him food. He’d gotten a note from Ensign Weathers, warning him that he couldn’t survive on ration bars and water alone. It was nice the highest-ranking cook on the ship was thinking about him, watching what he ate, but Jake knew he actually could survive on meal bars and water. He would enjoy a real meal when he had time.

      There were Order ships in the Cluster, at least one large, dangerous fleet. In all likelihood, there was more than one. The sooner he could find them, the better. In addition to that there was at least one Edxi brood world and the remnants of an invasion fleet. Finding them was just as large a priority. Knowing the features and pitfalls of the battlefield, which is how he’d come to see the ninety-eight solar system Cluster, was an important step in developing a strategy.

      “Seems like you’ve got everything all laid out here,” Frost said as he looked around the space. His gaze finally focused on the map of the Cefa System, which had seventeen planets, three thick asteroid belts and hundreds of moons. “What do you need me for?”

      “I need a voice that isn’t in my head,” Jake replied. “Normally the fleet would set me up with a second with officer training, but I need someone I can trust. Someone who knows me and has a good grasp on non-traditional tactics. I’m borrowing you, unless you have too much work already.”

      Judging from Frost’s momentary silence and raised brows, he took that as a compliment. “No, I’ve got time. The Assistant Chief I’ve been given doesn’t leave me with much work, and she keeps me up on every little thing that goes on, too. Half the time I feel like I’m in her way, if I’m being honest.”

      “She wants your job,” Jake said with a smirk.

      “Aye, but Margo wants to earn it the right way. I’m lucky to have her,” Frost said. “Aside from that, Huun’s just fine on the bridge. Great tactical officer with big ears that turn my way every time I have something to teach him. Never have to tell that one something more than once. Besides, we’re across the hall from the bridge. I’ll just run over if Stephanie wants me at the tactical station. So, where am I supposed to be looking? There’s a lot going on in this place.”

      “He’s hung every piece of information he’ll need all at once, hasn’t he?” Captain Stephanie Vega’s hologram asked from her holographic command seat.

      “Not supposed to talk about what I’m seeing,” Frost replied.

      “There’s a lot of data in the air,” Jake nodded. “Still, it would take me days to tell you what we don’t know about The Cluster. I still feel like we’re maneuvering in perfect darkness.”

      “I know,” Stephanie said. “Shouldn’t Ruby be reporting in soon?”

      “Any second,” Jake replied, looking to the centre of the room. “Unless she ran into a problem.”

      “You expecting trouble there?” Frost asked.

      “I was, but I really don’t know. We know there are assets on Iora; a base, a small continent with young Edxi, but no one knows much beyond that.”

      “Admiral, Captain Ruby Sima is signalling from the Redstone,” Liara announced, her hologram appearing further down the table.

      “Open a secure channel,” Jake said, looking to the middle of the room.

      The image of Captain Sima appeared there half sized, lounging in her captain’s seat. She’d dyed her hair so darkly blue that it was nearly black. She was in her long captain’s coat, her belt slung over the back of her chair. “Happy new year from Bendiz, Admiral.” There was little in the way of celebratory overtures in her manner.

      The Redstone, a heavy Haven Fleet Destroyer, appeared on the holographic map beneath her beside a gas giant’s moon. It was in the middle of a collection of wrecked ships that hung in orbit.

      “Happy New year from the Cefa System,” Jake replied as he looped Minh-Chu into the call.

      His hologram, an image of him waiting in his Uriel fighter, looked towards him. “Captain Sima, how are things?”

      “Good, better than expected. After my fighter wing did a long-range sweep of Iora, we have a good initial picture of what’s going on here,” she replied, eager to get to her report.

      “All right, what does it look like? What kind of forces are protecting it?” Jake asked.

      “There’s a brood ship,” she replied. “It’s in orbit above the planet so it can scan two continents every fifty seconds. My bug expert tells me that they’re perfect for hatching and raising Edxi. On the other side of the planet there are several Order of Eden bases. Long range, low energy scans show that five are being built from scratch, and that there is Order activity in twice as many cities. They’re all open to the public, and non-military ships are allowed to land as long as they don’t have antimatter aboard. We also spotted them repurposing the remains of an old carrier. It looks like they’re turning it into an orbital station. They don’t seem to care much about keeping their association with the Edxi a secret, at least not here. Civilians are coming and going. There’s a ship refurbishing industry growing by the hour.”

      “So, they’re turning it into an active port? A trade hub?” Jake asked as he looked at some of the data coming in from the Redstone.

      “That’s right. One side of the planet is reserved for humans, while the other side is pretty much Edxi only. We should take a closer look. The Redstone is well hidden, so I’d like to take a covert team to the planet, visit one of the major cities, take in some sights.”

      “Only if you’re sure you won’t be detected,” Jake replied. He knew there were high risks involved, but Captain Sima was good at what she did, it was why he wanted her in his Special Operations Combat Unit. “What are the defences like?”

      “My bug guy says there are at least two hundred Edxi fighters aboard that brood ship. They’re ready to swarm anything that goes near it. On the other side of the planet we’ve spotted one Order Dreadnaught, a carrier, and nine destroyers. In the two hours we’ve been here, we’ve seen one destroyer go and two arrive. There’s a lot of other civilian traffic coming and going. Several Order haulers marked as Regent Galactic have been spotted in low orbit. They’re being loaded up with hundreds of containers. From first glances, it looks like Iora is producing high end goods again. It didn’t take them long to get things back on line. Hitting this place would be a great idea if we had a full battlegroup. It’s ripe for a hard strike and fade.”

      “But one destroyer, or even the Merciless wouldn’t do well,” Jake added. “Get a closer look if you can, but don’t stick around.”

      “I know, don’t worry, Admiral. I’ve done this a few times,” Captain Sima said with a crooked smile. She reminded him of his daughter often enough, just older and cockier. “I’ll make sure I take a lot of pictures.”

      Her hologram faded out as she stood up. The stream of data from the Redstone finished a few seconds later. A directory listing of everything she sent appeared on one of the walls. “So, now we know. There’s a long-term plan for Iora,” Jake mused as he looked at an updated image of the world.

      “You wishing you could go on that mission? Visit a city or two?” Frost asked.

      “Now that you mention it, I would,” he brought her mission outline up. “They’re taking one of their short-range civilian jumpers to a junk lot and buying a ship so they can go down to the planet without raising suspicion. It’ll probably work fine if the ports are as open as she says they are.”

      “That sounds like my kind of mission,” Frost said. “Now I want to go.”

      “We’ll get our chance,” Jake said, bringing the image of the Cefa system to the centre of the table with a flick of his finger. He zoomed in on the location of the Merciless. It hung near the outermost ring of asteroids, moving towards one of the largest ones. “Have we been scanned?”

      “No. There has been no sign that we’ve been detected,” Kadri replied.

      “All right, you have a go for launch, Ronin. Good hunting,” Jake told him.

      “All right, I’ll take a lot of pictures of Lacini,” Minh-Chu replied.
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      Scan and Report

      

      The launch system Minh-Chu’s fighter was loaded into was similar to the punter machine aboard the Triton. More advanced in safety features, and with better connections to the ships that it hurled into space like a gun with no barrel, it still served the same purpose.

      He still looked forward to beginning a mission with a jarring launch. His pilots, who loved starting flights that way too,  knew the details of their mission and couldn’t wait to get going. There would only be six of them in the reconnoitring mission. The rest were in the training pods.

      As Minh-Chu sat in his fighter, waiting for the punter to launch him and his fighter towards the Cefa System, he ran through his checklist again then let his mind wander a little. The first thing on his mind was the group of pilots that were training. Many of them would join Samurai Squadron.

      There were many promising trainee pilots in there. He met them all when he joined them for a few hours. They had already experienced a simulated version of basic training that was so real that most of them didn’t like being reminded that the academy they were in was virtual. After experiencing the training system, he found himself forgetting that it wasn’t a real place too.

      The part of his visit to the virtual academy that he was most nervous about was the lecture he promised to give, which he planned with Ashley’s help and revised more times than he could count. He didn’t have to worry, as it turned out. Most of the trainees saw his visit as the high point of their education. After the lecture he opened things up to questions and was surprised at how insightful some of them were. His hour-long lecture was followed by a full hour of questions and answers, and the time flew by.

      After that he got into a virtual Uriel fighter and flew a training mission with them. They weren’t professional fighter pilots yet, even the ones that had flown for a while before they joined Haven Fleet had things to learn, but he saw a lot of potential. When he left the simulator, rejoining everyone in the real universe, he was grateful that Ashley was there. She was still thinking about meeting Tammy, her doppelganger, but she wasn’t so distracted that she couldn’t do a good job of making sure that Minh-Chu’s sense of time and reality were back on track after spending a short time in the training system. As always, she was supportive and helpful.

      Sometimes he didn’t think he deserved someone who was so caring, and he would tell her that every once in a while. Then Ashley would tell him that she felt lucky that she had a doting fiancé. They didn’t fight often, and they were little spats when they did. Most of the time, they encouraged and took care of each other. He didn’t know what he would do without her.

      Thanks to a lisp, and a fun-loving attitude, a lot of people underestimated her intelligence, but he didn’t. It was refreshing to know someone who had an innocent, curious and jovial side that matched their intelligence. He made sure he listened to her, too. She had a greater insight into people than he did.

      Minh-Chu wasn’t what he would consider socially awkward. Maybe different, or at times strange, but not awkward. That was, unless he compared himself to Ashley, who could read people while keeping any judgements to herself, and fit into most social situations beautifully. When they had a few moments together before his mission, he was all ears.

      “I’m happy Alice isn’t here for this,” she told him as he checked his flight armour.

      “I just looked at the report about her visit to the Cefa System,” Minh-Chu said, nodding. “She lost a lot of people here, one of her best friends. Yawen. We were able to bring her back, but I know it’s never the same.”

      “Yeah, and she made the Order pay for it, too.”

      “The higher ups are still arguing about whether or not she did the right thing, destroying Order ships while they were disabled,” Minh-Chu said, recalling some of the point-counterpoint discussions that were on the record. The Clever Dream killed thousands of soldiers who couldn’t defend themselves after Yawen and several other crewmembers were killed.

      “Do you know where Jake stands?” Ashley asked.

      “I’ve never heard him say anything about it. I don’t think he’s the type to debate ethics, even with commodores and captains. It’s all noise, anyway.”

      “Then why do you listen to the discussions?” Ashley asked with a rare kind of amused interest.

      “Well, I guess it’s noise until someone gets enough heads nodding and a new policy or regulation gets made. I guess it’s the best way to see what could be coming. Like reading tea leaves, only it’s a bunch of opinionated officers sharing their thoughts in the Officer Debate Channels. It’s something to do while the autopilot is doing it’s thing,” Minh-Chu shrugged.

      “Do you ever offer your opinion? You know, since your promotion?” Ashley asked as she straightened the collar of his bomber jacket.

      “Not yet, I’m saving my debut comment for something really important, or really funny,” Minh-Chu replied kissing her briefly.

      “Well, don’t get distracted. There could be a lot of Order soldiers who want to take revenge on us for what Alice did.”

      “Revenge for the revenge she took. Sounds about right. Don’t worry, I’ll be laser focused at all times, Ma’am. This is no mission for autopilot.”

      

      That was half an hour ago, and as the punter tossed him away from the Merciless and he took full control of his fighter, activating all thrusters, Ronin focused on the task at hand. The chatter of debating officers was turned off. He watched his sensors instead, plotting a route through the outermost asteroid belt.

      They couldn’t use scan pulses to get a clear read on a broad area from a long distance, so they had to depend on whatever they could detect as they got close enough. He set his course to pass near some of the larger asteroids. Using them for cover was wise too. He would pass through the outer belt first. The rest of the pilots in Samurai Wing were spreading out so they could get a better idea of what was going on in the Cefa System.

      A royal family once ruled the majority of the solar system. They were removed by the Order of Eden, and after some of the civilians and royals from the solar system arrived in the Haven System, no one had heard much from Cefa. Most of it was a mystery. The navigational charts they were able to download from the refugee’s ships helped, but they didn’t contain more than the most basic scientific information. In fact, detailed maps of the settled planets were decades out of date, highlighting ports and Navnet regulations for the area, but offering little in terms of what may be beyond the port cities and orbital stations.

      Minh-Chu’s targeting computer identified three surveillance satellites in the distance by their shape alone. They were damaged and powered down. From the way they were spaced out, it looked like they were once part of a larger set, made to watch the edge of the solar system for incoming ships.

      As he passed one, several more appeared on his tactical screen, all disabled. He thought about analyzing the damage patterns on several of them and, thanks to the neural reader in his helmet, the computer got to work on it right away. A minute later, he had results worth reporting. “Merciless; I’m seeing part of a ring of satellites that are just outside the edge of the asteroid belt. They look like the armed, pre-Order of Eden sentries that we saw on the navigational charts. Looks like precision, long range torpedoes took them out a while ago. Sending my sensor results and moving on.”

      “We are receiving, Ronin,” the Flight Officer aboard the Merciless replied. “We’ll look this over on our end.”

      “Ronin, I’ve got something here,” Bull, a new transfer to Samurai Squadron said. “Three long range haulers with full trains. They haven’t spotted me.”

      They appeared on Ronin’s tactical map, three large hauler ships that each had cargo trains over three kilometres long. They were over a hundred thousand kilometres away, which was relatively close considering the size of the asteroid belt, but not close enough for him to alter his course. “I don’t see any markings other than a generic identification number.”

      “They must be freelance haulers,” Bull said. “Should I get a closer look? It doesn’t look like they have a scanning array powerful enough to beat my cloaking systems.”

      “Buzz them, get close so you can see what they’re hauling,” Ronin replied. “Their old sensors won’t be able to detect you.”

      “All right, going in, angling my main scan receiver in their direction and turning the gain way up.”

      The jagged rock face of the nearest large asteroid loomed large in Ronin’s canopy window. The topographical map of the large mass became more detailed and his sensor package started getting real data on what it was made of. The asteroid was complex; mostly iron, but there were other dense spots throughout. A specific radiation profile he hadn’t seen in a long time made him raise an eyebrow. “Why do we always find the sweetest treasures in the most dangerous places?” he asked himself. He brought up an old reference file to compare the scan results to as he skimmed the surface of the asteroid and confirmed that he was seeing small deposits of ergranian. It was in a raw form, not bits of a ship that crashed on the asteroid, and he checked scan results from the next asteroid he passed, finding more. “Flight, finding some interesting deposits out here, so I’m going to start streaming my scan results now.”

      “We are receiving. Can you give our analysts a hint? What should they look for?”

      “Now, why would I spoil their fun?” Minh-Chu replied as he increased throttle. Ergranian metal could increase the quality and speed of their manufacturing. The real thing was incredibly difficult and expensive to produce using materializers, and, last he heard, the War Forge was using more common and less effective substitutes for the time being. The Merciless’ regenerating systems would have been many times as effective if they had real ergranian metal. One starship type was still on the shelf thanks to the rarity of it and a few other raw materials, with only one prototype partially built. He only knew because he caught the tail end of a conversation Ayan was having as she started a call with him.

      Putting the promising thought that there could be rare metals in reach for Haven Fleet away, he returned his focus to his real priority; finding signs of the Order and determining what kind of defences were in place. The scientific mission was important, but not critical yet. He hoped he could get close enough to one of the populated planets to see what kind of population was left there, and what condition the people were in.

      The little history they had on the Cefa system told them it was fairly successful and under populated before the Order came. Even the refugees the Haven System took in weren’t very forthcoming about their own histories. The royalists spoke of the golden century, when the royal family kept order and ensured that most people had whatever they needed in abundance. Many of the others said there were always jobs, and many of them paid well, but most were dangerous. The mining companies that were allowed to operate in the solar system employed over half the population and life wasn’t as rosy for them.

      “I got some interesting data here, moving on before I bump into one of those haulers,” Bull said. “Looks like those ships are moving heavy construction equipment for space and terrestrial work.”

      “All right, make sure Flight gets all the data and move on,” Ronin said. “We haven’t spotted any patrol ships out here yet, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one hiding between the rocks.”

      “Aye, moving on and keeping my head on a swivel,” Bull replied.

      As Ronin’s fighter sped past several more asteroids, he made sure that the data he was collecting streamed at the Merciless. If the solar system was too tightly defended, then it may be their last time to get any information about it for a long time. He was maneuvering his ship past the last large asteroid, coming out from under its shadow when his expectations were satisfied. The edge of a disruption field set an alert off in his fighter. “Merciless Flight; there is an interdiction field active in the solar system. I have a low powered scan of the source; an Order of Eden carrier.”

      “I’m detecting an anti-cloak pulse over here,” Boom Boom, another new but experienced pilot reported. “Just as I’m coming out of the asteroid field too. It wasn’t powerful enough to get through my cloaking systems, but I’m not continuing my approach until I get further advice. Taking cover behind an asteroid until then.”

      The other five pilots on the mission all reported the same as Ronin saw a pulse go off in his area as well. “It looks like they’ve locked this solar system down. No one can cloak once you get about fifty thousand kilometers past the inside edge of the asteroid field, and no one can use faster than light tech,” Ronin reported. “I’m picking up three destroyers in a picket on my side. I’d like to fall back to the asteroid belt and start a full circle of the solar system.”

      “This is Command,” Admiral Valent said over their communications channel. “You have a go-ahead, but get it done fast and don’t get caught.”

      “Aye, Command,” Ronin replied. “You heard him; watch your positioning, stay back from the inner edge of the asteroid field, point your high gain scanners towards the centre of the solar system, and move fast. Oh, and don’t hit anything. I don’t want to scrape any of you off the side of an asteroid.”
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      Everyone except for Dame and Quan, who were aboard the Clever Dream, worked feverishly to remove every tracker they could find aboard their ill-gotten Advanced Destroyer. With the help of the Clever Dream’s scanners, they were well on their way to getting at the seventeen that were broadcasting on their own. It was a race to get to them all before they had to move back into normal space. While they were in transit, the signals were being sent into a universe where the Order of Eden didn’t have receivers as far as anyone knew.

      As Alice came in through the airlock after destroying a tracker that was affixed to the outer hull of Destroyer One, Dame called her, marking the call as high priority. “Everything okay?” Alice asked.

      “Hedrow has recovered and is awake. He is very different; Quan says you should hurry.” Dame replied in a tone that was more serious than normal.

      “On my way,” Alice replied, running down the hall towards the airlock that would take her to the Clever Dream. She tried to call Quan on the way, but there was no answer, and her imagination started to run wild. There were risks in removing framework technology, but she’d never seen them materialize. There was a chance that the transformation would fail to complete, or that resulting physical flaws that didn’t exist before could end their lives. The chances were beyond slim, but since fewer than a hundred people had the framework system removed by force, no one really knew the odds.

      When she arrived at the quarters they’d sealed so Hedrow was secure, Alice ran into Quan, who was watching what was happening inside using a display by the door. “He’s taking it very well, I’m surprised. His mental stability is… remarkable, almost sociopathic, but he is capable of empathy.”

      “What is he taking well?” Alice asked, looking at the monitor but only seeing the back of Hedrow’s head.

      “When you showed me the report about your change, when the framework was removed from you, I found one thing more fascinating than anything else.”

      “That my mental self image of and subconscious desires informed how I would look. Was it really that surprising?” Alice asked. They barely discussed her file after he read it. In fact, all he said was what he repeated just then and that he thought she’d had an ‘interesting journey through life so far.’

      “Your transformation, in fact, any framework afflicted person’s transformation is still astonishing to me. Especially now.” He looked back to the monitor as Hedrow turned so they could see him.

      The old man who looked around the room, chewing a meal bar, did look a bit like Hedrow. At least sixty years of apparent age had added deeper lines, thinned and greyed his hair, and added a little shakiness to his limbs, but it did still look like him. “Something went wrong, I never thought M Twenty-Eight could bring on advanced age.”

      “He is not healthy, either. I took some scans and showed Theodore. Many of his organs show damage, as though he’s been abusing his body with substances and a hard life for decades. I wouldn’t have expected this either, since wrinkles and much of the cosmetic appearance of aging are from gravity and exposure, yet there they are. It takes two centuries or more for my people to start looking like him. Theodore estimates his apparent age is over ninety.”

      “Hello? I don’t have a communications device, so I hope there is someone listening,” Hedrow said to the air around him. “I have some things to tell you, and it doesn’t look like I have as much time as I thought.”

      With great care, Alice read his state through the door. Quan was right; Hedrow seemed to be at peace. Beneath that there was some curiosity, and a sense of urgency, but he seemed to accept his situation. “I’m going in, monitor from out here,” Alice told Quan. “Thank you for watching him.”

      “It was the least I could do,” Quan replied as he pressed the button that opened the door.

      Hedrow sat down with care on the bunk, sighing as though it was a great relief as he watched Alice enter. He flashed her a tired smile. “I always wondered what I’d look like if I managed to live to a ripe old age. I’d put myself at anywhere between ninety and a hundred ten. Was this on purpose? A way to disable your captives? It’s a good method, if that’s the case. I feel like a puppy could take me down.”

      “No, this has never happened before. The nanobots I sprayed on you are designed to initiate one last transformation. The framework reads your subconscious and remakes you in the human form you wish you could take. This is how I turned out. I mean, I coloured my hair, but that’s the only modification I made after. You, well, I don’t know what happened.”

      Hedrow lowered his head, shook it and was silent for a long moment before he started to laugh. It seemed to come from his very centre, shaking his shoulders and making him rock for a while before he slapped his knees. “Ow, add joint problems to my list of issues.”

      “Are you all right?” Alice asked, wishing there was a better question, one that took the weight of what happened to him into consideration. She could feel that he still accepted what happened to him, but he was amused as well.

      “I’m as old as I’ve felt, at least for the last year, give or take a few months. I’ve been so mentally tired,” Hedrow said. “Imagine taking someone who feels like they’ve already lived a lifetime, who believes they deserve to be punished, then putting them through a transformation like that. I suppose I profoundly believed I shouldn’t have much more life, or comfort. There’s nothing wrong with being old, but skipping to the end is definitely not something I’d recommend.”

      “I’m sorry this happened to you. We can help. We have a good Doctor and medications that can make you more comfortable at least, probably take years off. The Fleet has a rollback technology that could turn the clock back too.”

      “What do you need me to tell you so all that can start? I may believe that I deserve this, but I’m still greedy enough to fight it,” Hedrow said with a sigh. “If nothing else, I’d like some of my old energy back. I feel so tired.”

      “Why do you think you deserved this?” Alice asked, even though she knew there were more strategic questions she could have posed.

      “Oh, because I’ve already had two lives. One where I had family, loved ones, then watched them get taken from me. Another where I became the villain. I killed thousands of innocent people and helped my Captain gather living beings who were hooked up to machines that harvest their fluids, tissues, keep them alive and ignore their suffering. I’ve watched the most horrific harvest humanity has ever seen, I’m sure, and I was instrumental in developing strategies that ensured its efficiency and success because I didn’t want to be killed. I can’t sleep without hearing them scream, without seeing the faces of Issyrians and others as they are held down and used by extraction machines. I recall moments from my childhood, or that first life for comfort only to realize that all the people I knew then are gone. I try to imagine being free, of escaping the Order, but I’ve never seen anyone do it. I’ve seen them try, but I’ve never seen them get away. I’ve led teams that hunted down and killed three deserters myself. They weren’t knights, mind you. Speaking of which, what happened to Verden and Prentice?”

      “I didn’t catch them early enough. They’re gone,” Alice said, feeling Hedrow’s fading sorrow. He obviously didn’t believe in self-pity, because as soon as he stopped describing the reasons why he was remade as a man near the end of his life, those emotions began to fade away. They were deep enough so that, once she sensed them in him, she recognized it as part of his personality, part of what she’d always feel when he was near enough.

      “That’s too bad, at least for Prentice. Verden was a thug before the Order got a hold of him, though. The kind who made neighborhood pets disappear when he was a boy.”

      “You don’t seem surprised that the Order sent a termination signal for you.”

      “I’m not. I didn’t know that we could be terminated remotely before you said so. After that, I knew to expect it. The Order of Eden grips her people tightly.” He ran his hand down his face and took a deep, rattling breath that ended in a cough before going on. “All right, it’s time for me to start paying you back. I may not be alive for long, but at least there are no proverbial thumbscrews around. Unless this aging thing really is a trick, then, well, I’m at your mercy anyway, so I may as well try to earn a little good will.”

      “It wasn’t intentional.” Alice tapped a message to Theodore into her command and control unit rapidly. ‘Can you program my Comm Conn with a dose of something that will make Hedrow more comfortable? I need him conscious for a while, if that’s safe.’

      ‘Here’s the best I can do based on the scans I have already.’ Came the response as the indicator on her left wrist display showed that there was medicine in the injector.

      “Here, this will make you more comfortable until my Doctor can do more,” Alice said, gently taking his hand and injecting the cocktail into the back of it. “He’s on another ship right now.”

      He sighed, and his colour started looking healthier right away. “That’s better, thank you. I can’t wait to meet this Doctor.” He relaxed as the medication did its work then continued. “You’re a pretty good interrogator. I’m already talking, and you’re taking measures to build trust. There could be truth drugs in there, too. Most civilians would be putty in your hands by now.”

      “You’ve done interrogations?”

      “Thirty or so,” Hedrow replied with a nod. “Captain Jaden Holm, the commander of the battalion, trusted me with interrogations when physically harming the prisoners wasn’t an option. He said I was a natural. The Justicars are Admiral Scanlon’s personal special operations unit.”

      “Is she here, in the solar system?” Alice asked.

      “No, I don’t know where she is, but she definitely isn’t here. Rodus and the rest of this solar system are too easy a capture for her. She’s an expert in corporate takeover and social warfare. By the end of the month, everyone on Rodus will know what a ‘Level One Life’ is, and most of them will do anything to get it.”

      “What is that, specifically? Where she’s concerned?”

      “A small segment of the population will live in luxury and show it off in such a way that anyone who owns or earns less will be tantalized. Regent Galactic and its subsidiaries will offer product lines, career opportunities and schemes that will give people the feeling that they’re getting a little of that. The entertainment and news they offer will distract people while the prices of food go up thanks to false or real supply shortages. After the supply lines are stable again, the prices will only go back down a little. Within weeks people will be spending so much to stay alive that they’ll start slipping into debt. People who make a little more money will spend on luxury items, many of which only work with subscriptions that will start to cost more and more over the following months. They’ll keep paying, even after going into debt because their friends and family will do the same. Status is important to us homo sapiens. For most of them, the Order of Eden will seem appealing to people who are getting a taste of that level one life because they’ll promise a career that’s similar to the ones they already have and they’ll be able to maintain something close to their own standard of living after a period of indoctrination. Some will even become officers and start climbing the ranks if they’re good at whatever they do and are needed. The rest, the people who don’t make much money before joining the Order of Eden, will sign up on their own, or have their debts bought by officers, or divisions of the Order of Eden and they’ll be in for decades at least. Most will be tied to the Order for the rest of their lives.”

      “I’ve heard this before; that most of the new recruits are slaves,” Alice said, nodding.

      “No, absolutely not,” Hedrow retorted, alarmed. “Never think that. The Order places most people where they want to be in the organization. Remember: The Order of Eden didn’t grow through popularity or traditional conquest. It went from a small cult that took resources from failing companies and military organizations to a force that owns hundreds of worlds by taking Regent Galactic over. I’m not even sure exactly how it happened, who killed the old Board of Directors and took control of their data, but everyone who I’ve spoken to who might have a clue says the takeover happened in weeks, at the speed of our fastest communications systems. In galactic terms, it happened in the blink of an eye.”

      He took a moment to catch his breath, and continued before Alice could ask another question. “My point is that Regent Galactic was very good at employee placement. They made their people as happy as they could, did their best to make sure they felt they were important to the organization. The Order of Eden does the same thing. If you see a soldier pointing a gun at you, it’s because they enjoy the fight, or shooting people, or they are at least content that being a warrior is their job. Most of them, and I’m talking ninety-nine percent or better, don’t even object to acts of violence at all, especially since everything they see is made to convince them that their enemies are irredeemable. Issyrians and Cholids are depicted as duplicitous shapeshifters who could be among us, stealing and tricking us into performing deviant acts. Nafalli and other well furred races are shown to be nothing more than overgrown beasts, with simple minds and savage instincts. All non-humans only exist to serve us. The pain they feel isn’t like ours and they don’t have rights. All the Order’s enemies are vilified. Haven Fleet is painted as a bunch of savage terrorists who take advantage of non-human sentients while the Valent family and a few others reap the rewards, living in expensive space stations and planet side mansions. The information you’ve sent out has barely made a dent in one percent of the low ranking troops the Order are brainwashing. What’s worse is that the perfect low-ranking soldier in the Order’s army were already racist, greedy people. These are the ones they look to serve the least skilled and most demanding lower ranks.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were a few of them higher up, too,” Alice added.

      “A lot of them were sent to the Haven System, and you’ll find that type scattered across the organization, too. What’s more frightening is what happens when you take someone who’s starving, under educated, and desperate and put them through the Order’s indoctrination.  Most of them start believing the Order is the best place for them before long because they always have enough food, they have shelter, they start making friends and learning that the only people they can truly trust live in the Order. Even worse, they are shown that even the lowliest worker can still earn their way up to that Level One Life, which looks even more tantalizing if you’re a member of the Order, because only officers get to live that way, and officers have power. They’ll kill everyone you know with a grin on their face just to get one step closer to a life of power and luxury. Many of them become as hateful of shapeshifters and non-humanoids as the ones who were broken from the start, too. Sharing in belief, even a terrible one, is easier than trying to keep the faith alone, even if that belief is that your kind is superior to everyone else.”

      There was no hint of deception in Hedrow as he spoke, but there was fear. “You know that my family and I serve the Fleet, right? We live in some comfort, but we’re fighting for what we believe in the whole time.”

      “I didn’t believe the propaganda about your family, don’t worry,” he dismissed before looking her in the eye more seriously. “But there is something you should know. Capturing you or any member of your family alive is a high priority for Admiral Scanlon. Soon the entire Order will know that delivering any one of you will provide a reward so large that a grade one soldier would have so much fame, such a large pile of platinum, that they could live for a few centuries as a wealthy hero to the Order on a paradise planet. If that’s not bad enough, the Justicars – the entire battalion – has been brought here to capture you. They didn’t have much chance of finding you until now, until you stole these destroyers. I don’t know exactly how Captain Holm will use them against you, but if there’s a way, he’ll find it. You don’t want him to know who your allies are, either. He may only have one destroyer of his own here, but he could call more forces in on short notice. He doesn’t even have to listen to Rear Admiral West.”

      “Thank you, that’s a lot more than I knew a few minutes ago,” Alice said, surprised at how the information was flowing from Hedrow. “Tell me more about Captain Holm.”

      “I will, oh, I will, but first, can I ask something?”

      “Sure,” Alice replied with a shrug.

      “I get the sense that you trust me, my answers. How? Why?”

      “I have a deception detection system in the room. The more you talk, the more time I spend with you, the more certain we are of your truthfulness,” Alice replied.

      “Ah, I should have expected that,” Hedrow replied with a satisfied nod. “Call me Palmer, if you like. What do you want me to tell you? What will get me closer to joining you and Haven Fleet?”

      “All you’ve seen about us is propaganda, how do you know you want to join?”

      “Aside from the Edxi, the Order of Eden is the most destructive force in the universe. If you’re fighting them, then I want to join you until that fight is over, or until I can’t help anymore. That may be a short term of service if your rollback protocol doesn’t work, but I’ll still do whatever I can for as long as I can.”

      “All right,” Alice said, feeling his strong desire to prove himself. “Give me your access codes and tell me everything you know about the Order threat here. When I have enough to act on, I’ll make sure you get to know my people and what we’re really about. I’ll figure out a way for you to join the fight. I could use a new crewmember.”

      While the last of the tracking devices aboard the destroyers were removed or destroyed, Palmer Hedrow told Alice everything he knew about Captain Holm, the Justicars and what the Order were doing in the solar system.
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      After an hour of skimming Cefa’s outermost asteroid field in his fighter and watching for signs that he or his squad mates were spotted, Ronin checked the progress of their work. Photographically, the news was bad. The resolution wasn’t high enough to make out most of the details on any of the planets they needed to see most. As for the other data, the interdiction and anti-cloaking energies that filled much of the solar system’s interior space were interfering with their readings, so they were only getting a little information at a time. “Flight, can you ask the analysts if anything we’re sending you is useful? I can’t make out much from what I’m seeing here. Bits and pieces.”

      “One moment, Ronin,” Flight replied. This time it was a female voice, one he didn’t recognize. “We’re checking on that.”

      As he waited, Ronin looked at the scan results of the asteroid field. They were perfect, his navigation computer already had a very clear picture of how its contents moved and data on some of the more interesting things he and his fellow pilots had spotted with their sensors. There were several larger abandoned observation posts that showed damage, probably from when the Order first invaded, and an entire space station that was slowly drifting out of the solar system. It was intact, but there was evidence of a vicious firefight within. It took place months ago according to the simpler analysis program in his on-board computer.

      “This is Flight,” the Officer aboard the Merciless addressed on a private channel. “They say that about three percent of everything you’re capturing past the four-million-kilometre mark is useful. They’ve tried a number of filters to screen out the bad readings, but that’s the best they can do. Command is already working on a solution and will be contacting you soon.”

      “I’m not surprised. I don’t think he wants us to keep this up for a couple weeks,” Ronin said, re-checking the position of his other pilots. They were evenly spaced out along the edge of the outermost asteroid field, flying in a large circle with their main scanning system pointed towards the sun. Everyone was where they were supposed to be.

      “Actually, the analyst lead said you’d have to stay out there for over three months to get the data they need,” replied Flight. “Hang on, there’s another solution coming.”

      “I have all the patience in the universe, it’s time I’ll run out of,” Ronin replied, looking at his tactical display. His squadron had picked up fifteen destroyers and two carriers so far. They were slowly flying in a circle mid way between the sun and the edge of the solar system, maintaining interdiction and anti-cloaking fields. Those didn’t worry him much. The groups of enemy fighters that intermittently came up on their scanners did. They were patrolling between the worlds, some getting a little too close for comfort.

      

      A hologram of the Cefa Solar System dominated Jake’s Strategy and Intelligence Room. Most of the space between the planets and the world’s surfaces were highlighted in blue, meaning that they didn’t have clear scans of those areas. There were little spots of clarity, like a city on Laceni that was emanating a great deal of light and other radiant energy. As far as he could tell, that was the big one, the planetary capitol with two space ports – one above in synchronous orbit, and another on the ground – and it looked like a hub for public transportation too.

      There were probably ships they couldn’t see in orbit, most likely on the side facing the sun. They would never detect them if they didn’t do something drastic. He looked to the ring of destroyers in the midsection of the solar system. They, along with two carriers, were the easiest things to detect. They were the sources of the fields that made faster than light travel and cloaking impossible within the solar system. Keeping that up took all fifteen ships, that was the minimum required to cover that much area, but there were still gaps. There were several spaces in the solar system that were sheltered from the energies they gave out, not large enough for a ship to generate a wormhole, but large enough for one to fly through. The moons, asteroids and planets had space behind them that their fields couldn’t reach. Even though the scan data Samruai Squadron wasn’t clear when it came to everything else, the boundaries of the suppressive fields were easily defined.

      He took a closer look at the destroyers and carriers then turned to a hologram of Kadri, the lead Sciences and Scanner Officer. “So, if we took out one of these ships, just one, there would be a massive gap in the field they’re projecting.”

      “Yes, you’d be able to cloak, generate a wormhole, even use an old hyperspace system,” she replied. “The others wouldn’t be able to close the gap.”

      He turned to Finn’s hologram. He’d appeared right beside Frost. “I’ve never seen interdicting tech on destroyers like this, and I didn’t know any interdictor could create a field this size. What’s your take?”

      “It’s taking a lot of energy to maintain, so they must have augmented their power plants,” Finn said, enlarging one of the destroyers. “They also added emitter fins along the top and bottom of their hulls. I’m guessing a lot of the internal space is being used by field generators too, so these are heavily retrofitted. It’s a guess; we don’t have scans of the internals, but I really believe that they’re running their reactors right below the red line to get the power they need to keep this up even with augmentation. Whatever they’re protecting must be important.”

      “But they’re not protecting it well,” Jake muttered, looking at the larger solar system map hovering in the middle of the room. “We haven’t seen any sign of another capitol ship in the system, just these fifteen. It’s like…” he let himself think about the theory he was considering before saying it aloud. Finn, Kadri, and especially Frost waited for him to say something more. “What about other ships, Kadri? What has the Merciless picked up leaving the solar system since we arrived?”

      “Twenty-eight wormholes have been generated. Their signatures suggest that they were made by military and civilian craft. I’ve been able to pick out three Order transports and a few different types of heavy haulers pulling long cargo trains,” she replied.

      “Could we determine what’s in them?” Jake asked.

      “Samurai Squadron fighters were able to scan seven of them. Four had mixed heavy equipment and rare valuables like turn of the millennium antiques. The rest were filled with rare compounds and minerals. They were all refined and ready to use.”

      “They’re pillaging,” Frost said. “They’re looting everything that strikes their fancy, or is too good to leave behind and I bet they’ll run as soon as they see Haven Fleet turn up.”

      The people who had the clearance to listen in, and were in holographic attendance looked at him. At the moment, that was Stephanie, who was listening in from the bridge, Kadri, Finn, and Liara.

      “Look,” Frost said, highlighting a section of the main map. He activated the routes the freighters took out of the system, showing that they all came from Laceni or one of its moons then opened wormholes that pointed in the same direction once they were past the outer asteroid belt. “All these freighters are leaving with a full load and they’re going towards the same destination.” He highlighted the routes of three arriving freighters then brought up their images. “The few that arrive are empty, just coming to get the next load. I say we start taking the freighters as they leave, use our own crews to send their cargo home, to Haven.”

      The largest cargo hauler drew Jake’s attention. It was a small ship with huge thrusters drawing a train that stretched over five kilometres behind it. There were thruster pods placed evenly along the sides so it was maneuverable enough, but it would take experts to fly it under that kind of load. There were hundreds of massive containers, and according to the scans Ronin took as it passed near him, they were full. He tapped one of the holographic containers and saw what was inside. Tons of refined ergranian metal in powder form. It was ready for use, and pure enough to grow into many times its mass. “I can’t even guess what this one container is worth in platinum. Strategically, it’s vital. We can’t reveal ourselves yet, though. Not to steal a few freight haulers, and not to test my theory.”

      “Which theory?” Frost asked. “You’ve had a few while we’ve been standing here, Admiral.”

      “My theory that; once we put on a show of force, the Order ships in the area will retreat to whatever system they’re really defending.”

      “You think the energy fields they’re projecting are an early warning system?” Stephanie asked.

      “Exactly. I think Frost might be right. They may be pillaging as much as they can before we take an interest. Any ship with a quad drive can get here from the Haven System in under half an hour. The record is held by the Clever Dream at roughly twenty minutes. If I were in their position, I’d expect to get hit any minute by a small fleet at least.”

      “So, we can scare them off,” Finn said, his spirits lifting.

      “Maybe, but there’s also a chance that they’re hiding other ships here, keeping everything not helping with suppression fields out of sight so they can retaliate the moment they detect an attack. I need to know more. I need to see more before we take action.” Jake touched an icon on his command and control unit, and the door opened.

      Ashley entered dressed in a fighter pilot’s uniform: a black vacsuit complete with the red stripe up the sides, combat boots, and her matching flight jacket. “Reporting as ordered, Admiral.”

      Jake motioned for her to join him and she approached the table. “I need you to take command of the Hound.” He brought a hologram of a Clever Class corvette to the middle of the room. It was outfitted with a large anti-armour railgun turret on the top, extra missile bays along the sides, and grabbing arms that were stowed along the bottom. “Among other things, it has a sensor package that’s almost as good as the one aboard the Merciless. I’ve already put a crew together for you. You’ll be serving as the Captain during this mission.”

      Ashley’s dark eyes went wide as she glanced to Jake, then back to the Hound. “Are you sure you want me? This looks like a ship that was built for you.”

      “It was. The design, the loadout, it was made to detect the enemy at long range. It can strike from long range too, but it’s best at running silent. There are a lot of things built into this ship that I hope you won’t have to use, but thanks to your time in simulations, and your list of completed qualifier tests, you know how to use them all. For this mission, the Hound’s sensors, maneuverability and speed are most important. It flies more like a heavy fighter, so you’ll be right at home.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Ashley said, still uncertain. She shifted her focus to the map of the Cefa System.

      “I know you’re probably nervous, but you’re the best pilot aboard, and you’ve passed every qualifier required for this mission, so you know what you’re doing.”

      “I appreciate you putting me up for this, Sir, but I don’t know if I’m ready to be a Captain, even temporarily,” Ashley whispered.

      “I didn’t pick you, Stephanie recommended you, and I agree with her choice. We both think it’s time you faced a new challenge. I need a great pilot with a good head on her shoulders, a feel for timing, and an incredible mind for math. Your numbers say you’re it. We’re not throwing you out into the cold on your own, though. There’s an officer aboard who can help with the command aspects. He’ll make suggestions, but follow your orders.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Ashley said with more certainty.

      Frost did his best to squelch a smile, but Jake could see that he was proud of her. Jake turned his attention to the map in the middle of the room. “Most of this mission will depend on your flying and navigational skills. The ships projecting the cloaking system defeating fields are doing their best to cover the whole solar system. It’s impossible, because there are planets, asteroids, and other bodies casting shadows. These shadows move as the ships generating the fields fly in a slow circle. You will work with Kadri and her team to find the best flight path through these shadows towards Laceni, then around the solar system as the Hound’s sensors get a closer look at the assets in the region. We’re looking for hidden Order ships and other defences in particular. The Hound has the best dampening systems in the fleet, so even if you find yourself in an anti-cloaking field for a while, there is a good chance you won’t be detected because the ship will be emitting almost no energy. That is, unless you power the thrusters while you’re in the open. Then there’s a high chance you’ll be spotted.”

      “Okay, I can see a few openings,” Ashley said, rotating the map.

      “If you get caught, bug out. Get out of the system as quickly as you can while using any cover available along the way. The Merciless will be in position outside the solar system so we can use long range weapons against whatever’s targeting you. There are also five fighters from Samurai Squadron that will be ready to assist.”

      “Okay, I see how this could work. Are you ready to start plotting this, Kadri?” Ashley said, turning to the older woman’s holographic image.

      “Absolutely,” she replied.

      “Oh, one more thing. No matter how I look at the map of this solar system, I can account for a few of the ships that are passing through. It’s like they have some kind of wormhole arrival point right in the middle of the interdiction noise, which doesn’t make sense. It shouldn’t be possible. It could be nothing, just a problem that will clear up when we have more data, but I’m sending you through that part of space to investigate anyway. If we figure out what’s going on you shouldn’t have to go through that area.”

      “If we don’t solve the mystery of the unlikely wormhole exit point?” Ashley asked.

      “Then you may have to do a sensor sweep through the busiest part of the solar system. You’ll have to be ready to run.”

      “I will be. Don’t worry, Sir, we’ll find out what’s going on,” Ashley said as she looked back to Kadri’s image.

      Jake watched as the pair started planning the route the Hound would take, and, seeing Ashley’s mastery of navigation and timing, couldn’t be more proud.
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      An Embarrassment of Riches

      

      After confirming that there were no operational tracking devices left on their three stolen Advanced Destroyers, the captains of the Clever Class Corvettes; Alice, Noah and Remmy, finally returned to normal space. To anyone looking on, and there were plenty of people waiting in the black void between solar systems, the destroyers each opened a tear in the dark that shed blue-red light. The new Advanced Destroyers slipped from that luminous space and let the bright rips close behind them.

      They dwarfed all the ships awaiting them several times over. Unblemished, heavily armoured hull plating was only interrupted by rectangular transparent metal windows that shone with an inviting light. The blunt-nosed vessels looked bulky and thick, like blunt instruments with massive turreted cannons and rows of armoured dropships. “Are we all clear?” asked Alice’s voice over the encrypted communications band shared between them and the waiting ships.

      “We’re all clear, there’s nothing in scanning range,” Captain Asher, the leader of Last Crisis replied from his ship. It was in the middle of over a dozen other mismatched modified mid-range freighters and patrol craft were arranged in a half circle nearby. “I can’t believe we actually did it.”

      The cheers of several bridge crews followed, filling the small bridges of the Clever Class Corvettes. There wasn’t much time for a celebration though, not yet. Before they returned to normal space, Alice, Noah and Remmy discussed several things, including what they would tell their new allies, what they would give them in return for their help, and where they would meet.

      Everyone went along with Remmy’s idea to gather where the worst of the fighting took place; the bridge of Advanced Destroyer One. Remmy and Noah both made the trip from their destroyers in their heavy armour, using their flight systems. It was Remmy’s idea, and Noah was eager to try a simple ship to ship crossing using his heavy armour to fly between the ships.

      Alice shook her head and rolled her eyes at that as she listened to their progress on their encrypted channel. The flight only took a few minutes, and, even though Noah was a great pilot, she was happy to hear that he listened to Remmy’s advice as they made the short journey. The older commander didn’t have much experience flying in armour, but he did have zero gravity training from Freeground Fleet and the Haven Shore Rangers.

      Three shuttles set out to the bridge section of Advanced Destroyer One so they could take turns dropping off Asher, his partner Dagrus, and Christian Sallos.

      By the time she arrived at the bridge with Woone at her side, the last of the shuttles was disconnecting from the bridge section airlock. Noah and Remmy were already on the devastated command level. All the skitters from the Clever Dream were already hard at work, spider like as they moved around on twelve multi-purpose arms. They were the workforce of the fleet as far as Alice was concerned, their small metallic domes hiding a sophisticated brain, a small collection of materials, a little parts printer and an array of tools. The Clever Dream had twenty-eight, not including the two repair drones they had left. She wondered how long it would take them to restore the bridge.

      Then she spotted Noah, who was watching two of the skitters move the last of the Order of Eden Knights into a body bag. The whole bridge section had been flooded with nanobots that deactivated every bit of framework technology. Now the fallen enemy soldiers were just a pile of bodies neatly stacked in bags. His four fellows started moving them to a storage room where the rest were being kept. “This place got pretty torn up,” Noah said, turning towards her.

      “It weathered the fight better than most ships could,” Remmy added, looking up at one of the internal defence turrets. It was barely recognizable. Most of its parts hung from wires that led into the ceiling.

      “These aren’t normal Order destroyers,” Alice said. She was immediately distracted when Noah retracted his helmet.

      As it folded into his armour’s thick collar, he smiled at her, but it was the face of the man he had to impersonate, not his own. “You know, this mug is growing on me, maybe I should…”

      She crossed to him, stood up on her toes and said; “Stay still and close your eyes. Your mouth too, this stuff tastes terrible.” She sprayed his face with the solution that would force the second skin mask to separate from his face then started tearing it off in large chunks.

      “I think she’s been looking forward to that,” Remmy said as he watched. “Your voice sounds too young for that face anyway.”

      “Guess I don’t get to keep the mask,” Noah said as Alice pulled the last few pieces off his forehead and cheek, letting them drop to the floor.

      Seeing him in a different face may have been a joke to him, but she was eager to see Noah. It was good that he cleared the voice altering film sometime after the Corsair locked to his Advanced Destroyer, but that wasn’t enough. She took a moment to kiss him, tasting the bitter but harmless second skin solvent on his lips and not caring. When she dropped back down onto her heels, she noticed Remmy, who was making a show of looking away. “Better,” she told Noah.

      “You really don’t care who’s looking when you go in for a kiss, do you?” Noah asked, pulling her close.

      “I don’t like to waste time when I see something I want,” Alice replied, flashing a cheeky grin before looking to Woone, who was watching her and Noah openly. She was a young Nafalli warrior, only a standard year older than Iruuk. “Everything okay on your end?”

      “Great. We pulled it off,” Noah replied, nodding at Remmy.

      “You sure did. I just showed up for the last bit. You deserve all the credit. I only wish that these ships were stocked. They may be fuelled up, but aside from a full tank of water and two weeks food, these ships come empty,” Remmy said.

      “I hope they come furnished,” Ethan Asher said as he came through the stairwell hatchway.

      “Oh, fully furnished, right down to the night-lights,” Noah said. “You’re gonna like it.”

      Captain Asher’s waxy face fell into a look of shock as he took in the sight of the heavily damaged bridge. Even the captain’s seat was half blasted to pieces, the remains standing askew on its one step dais. “Holy hell, you guys really had a fight on your hands. Who did most of the damage?”

      “That’s a toss-up. I activated the internal defences; they tried to take ‘em out. I threw a few grenades onto the main bridge; they trapped a door with a bundle of theirs and…” Alice looked to the damaged hatch frame then back to the leader of Last Crisis. “It blew, then my people finished them off. There are a couple prisoners in the brig. We’ll take care of them, but you can visit if you like.”

      “I might,” Captain Asher said. “I have a few questions.”

      “So… you’re keeping this ship,” Captain Christian Sallos said as he gingerly touched the remains of a turret that was hanging down from the ceiling.

      “This one goes to the Corsair, Raven and Clever Dream captains, right,” Alice said. “We’ll have it fully repaired soon. My bots are on it.”

      “I got the cleanest, least damaged one,” Noah said. “That goes to Last Crisis. We’ll get someone programmed in as the commander tomorrow, once the final systems’ check is done.”

      “This guy,” Dagrus said, jerking his thumb towards Ethan Asher. “He’s gonna captain our biggest ship.”

      “As soon as Captain Marda told us he’d seen you with the ships in tow, the captains voted. Looks like I get the honour,” Captain Asher said humbly. “In exchange, we’ll give your half of everything we got from our raiding tonight. Shipping containers full to the brim, over a hundred of them. Send someone to watch us split the goods up, and we’ll sort your pay out for you then deliver. You deserve it.”

      “That leaves one ship. The plan was for two, so who gets the bonus?” Captain Sallos asked.

      “Well, not you,” Alice said casually, stepping away from Noah. This is what she was afraid of. The moment she saw that Christian Sallos was going to be in on this meeting, she knew he’d make a play for the third destroyer. She opened her empathic ability up, and found his frustration right away. This, she supposed, was the feeling a child had when they were told they couldn’t have a flashy toy.

      In a quick sweep of the room, she felt amusement from Remmy and Dagrus. They were both looking forward to witnessing the coming spat. Woone was already irritated with Captain Sallos. Ethan Asher was stoic, suppressing eager happiness, probably about what he could accomplish with his new ship, but there was pity too, and Alice could tell that it was directed at Sallos. It took an effort to close Noah out, but she caught the edge of his weary irritation at the greedy young captain.

      “So, I tap my contact at the hotel so you can get in, take the places of Order officers, and then I get nothing?” Sallos asked, throwing his hands up.

      “I appreciate everything you did; this wouldn’t have come this easy if you weren’t helping us out,” Alice placated, looking to Remmy then Noah.

      Remmy shrugged and added; “I got here at the end, so I’ll back whatever you decide.”

      “We could set you up with a few free upgrades,” Noah offered Sallos. “For the Crocodile.”

      “I want one of those drives, you know, the faster than light drive that got you away from the docks so fast,” Sallos said, looking to Captain Asher for support. “That’s only fair, right?”

      “No one gets that tech,” Alice said flatly. “A shield upgrade, maybe hull reinforcement. Some creature comforts. We can afford to do that.”

      “Come on! Those drives are game changing tech, and what you did tonight will set off the whole Order! I need real upgrades! Not just the drive, but real military guns. Shields, sure, and…”

      “You’re not getting Haven Fleet tech,” Alice said firmly. “It’s top secret.”

      “Do you realize how much you sound like an Order drone right now?” Sallos asked, laughing.

      Alice’s hand lowered to her sidearm, and only Remmy’s exaggerated glance down made her aware of it. “Careful, Sallos,” she told him.

      “Okay, fine. If you need to keep your precious tech to yourself, then give me that ship. You won’t have to worry about me seeing any top secret machinery unless it belongs to the Order,” Captain Sallos said, waving his arm in the general direction of Advanced Destroyer Three.

      “You and your crew can’t handle a real warship,” Captain Asher said, his tone soothing. His face was too stiff to express the sympathy and pity he felt for the younger captain. “We all appreciate the lengths you went to so this could…”

      “No! You don’t get it! I burned that contact; he was an old friend. Now he’s on the run, out of the system. The Order will figure out what happened by tomorrow, that they’ll look at him real close, and once they see he’s been talking to me, I’ll be wanted by the Order. Whatever price is on your head,” he looked to Alice. “Will be on mine too.”

      “I doubt it,” Alice replied without thinking. After finding out that the Justicars had been called in specifically to capture her, she knew for a fact that she was in more trouble than he’d ever find himself in. “This is no time to compare bounties, or take bets on how high yours will be. I’d bet on a low listing if it were.”

      Asher interjected, his voice calm. “I burned a contact too, an important one. One that provided several tips for all of us. Now I have to find a place for him in the resistance until I can properly reward him. As far as bounties, well, most of us are already on watch lists, have WAR notices, or worse.”

      “This isn’t what I signed up for! I’m not here for some grand rebellion! Kidnappings, raids and piracy; that kind of stuff gets my crew out of their racks. This rebellion shit is trouble! It’s too expensive, too dangerous. If this place is about to turn bad, then I’ll need the hardware to keep up,” Captain Sallos cried. “A shipment of food for the local Eats restaurant will come with an armed escort after this. I’ll need real hardware to take that kind of mark.”

      “Why don’t ya just leave?” Captain Sel Marda said as he came through the stairway hatch. “You’ve been on the verge of it for weeks, maybe months.”

      “What would I be then? I know hundreds of people here. Connected people, important people who are everywhere across Rodus and the Rose system. I’ve been the information hookup for you guys since I joined, it’s my trade. If I go somewhere else, if I run, I’ll have to start all over again,” Sallo retorted, pacing, gesticulating sharply.

      “Everyone knows people here,” Captain Marda said. “Maybe not as many as you, but then, half your tips don’t turn out, do they, now?”

      “Most of them are good. I’ve made you all plenty of plat, helped you dodge patrols, police, and most of the time I don’t ask for a damn thing.”

      “Well, that’s not true,” Captain Marda laughed. “But I’ve avoided some trouble thanks to you, that’s right.”

      “You’re getting upgrades, and soon. There’s not much to do on these ships, so we can help you right away,” Alice said, losing interest in Captain Sallos’ temper tantrum.

      “I deserve one of those jump drives, just one. I heard the ones you have on your ship are no bigger than a square meter. They hook into existing tech, don’t they?”

      The question of how he heard about the size of a quad drive would have to wait. Denying him was more important. “That doesn’t matter. You won’t be getting one. You will get some important upgrades. Then you can pillage and kidnap people all you like. If you want access to the tech I’m using, then you’ll have to join Haven Fleet. I could make that happen.”

      “The military? Hell no!” he burst in response. It was an exaggeration. What he was really feeling was surprise, not anger or disappointment. His aggravation was fading fast, something had changed. He turned away from everyone, shaking his head. “Just… try to make this right. This cost me a lot, and I get the feeling I won’t be paid what I deserve.” He started walking towards the stairwell hatch.

      “Last Crisis doesn’t like seeing allies walk away like this,” Captain Asher said.

      Captain Dagrus stepped into Sallos’ path and stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Catpain Asher is talking to you, don’t you hear him?”

      “I’m sorry, Captain Asher,” Sallos said, turning towards the waxy skinned man. There was a spike of fear emanating from him.

      “We’ll make this right now, in the room,” Captain Asher said calmly. “I understand you see yourself as a free agent, but you’re here. You’re in the middle of a secret meeting aboard a stolen warship in dead space. Your crew knows where we are, too. We’ll be moving on soon, but I don’t know if you’ll be coming with us. So, what do you really need for this to be right?”

      “Those upgrades, I guess. Some supplies from your raid, if you have some you can spare,” Captain Sallos replied submissively.

      “We’ll get some good supplies together, brand name. We can make sure that you get the upgrades our new allies can afford to give the Crocodile, maybe a few weapons for his crew?”

      “I can do that,” Noah agreed. “A couple crates of military grade weapons and some good armour.”

      “We’ll look to the people benefiting most from this and gather some platinum for you, too. Say, five thousand per captain?” Asher suggested.

      “I’d agree to that,” Alice said as Noah nodded.

      “I’m new here, but I’ll pitch in too,” Remmy added.

      “So, that’s twenty-five thousand, if Captain Dagrus agrees too,” Asher said.

      Dagrus was still in front of Captain Sallos, watching his face. “If it’ll keep him from complaining. From turning rat.”

      “Good. We’ll start passing you supplies and working on the Crocodile in two days,” Captain Asher said. “If that’s all right. If that sounds fair.”

      “Yes, Captain Asher. Thank you all. I should get back to my ship,” Captain Sallos said. He was afraid of Dagrus in that moment, but when he looked to Ethan Asher, it was even worse.

      Dagrus stepped out of the way and gestured for Sallos to pass, and he did so without hesitation. Once the stairwell hatch was closed, Captain Asher shook his head slowly. “I don’t like silencing people, but he’s seen our base. He knows where it is, how many ships we have. I can’t have him going off on his own, trying to make a go of it as a pirate using the Crocodile. I don’t see him standing up to interrogation, he’d trade Last Crisis for his freedom in seconds.”

      Alice wasn’t so sure she agreed. There was strength and passion in Sallos. Did she like him? No. That didn’t mean that he would betray people, in fact, his largest complaint aside from being denied another ship, was that his contact was burned. As someone who had been forced to move on before she was ready to several times, Alice could appreciate both sides of that. “What would you do if he did wander off on his own?”

      “Try to show him how important our cause is. We have been fighting for the people under this name for nine years, since before The Fall and the Order of Eden. If he can’t see why it’s important that our secrets are kept, then we’ll have to change that.”

      Alice didn’t like how vague Asher was being, so she pushed. “You’d have to kill him, probably his crew too.”

      “No,” Captain Asher said, surprised. “Well, only under the worst circumstances. If we knew he was about to turn, or that his crew was breaking up, we’d have to take them in. We can wipe their memories. We don’t like doing it, but at least it’s not lethal.”

      To Alice’s surprise, he was telling the truth. It actually was better than killing them outright, but she still didn’t like it. Perhaps it was because of her own experiences. There were whole parts of her life that were unreachable in her mind on some days. On others, she could recall the same periods with perfect clarity. It was abnormal, confusing, but at least everything was still there in a way. Having parts of her life taken away forever, well, that seemed offensive. “I get it,” she said, settling on that, even though she liked the idea of wiping memories less the more she thought about it.

      “I agree, losing a few months, or a year would be better,” Remmy added. “So, what are you going to do with your new ship?”

      “Before I tell you that, I’d know your name, Captain,” Asher said.

      “Oh, right, Captain Remmy Sands of the Raven. I’m here to support Captains Valent and Lucas,” he said, crossing the room and shaking Asher’s hand.

      “Well, since I know Haven Fleet doesn’t have a reason to betray Last Crisis, then welcome. The first thing we’ll be using the new ship for is moving our base. Maybe I won’t tell Captain Sallos where, mind you.”

      “We’ve got an extra destroyer, maybe we can do this in fewer trips?” Noah asked with a crooked smile. “Unless you don’t’ trust us enough.”

      “We’d appreciate it. What are your plans for the third destroyer, by the way?”

      Noah and Remmy both looked to Alice. Woone’s eyes followed a moment later. Her gaze and her snout had been waving from one speaker to another like she was watching a game of pong the whole time. “We’re going to use this one as a base after a few modifications,” Alice said. “The third will be thoroughly scanned and we’ll be sending the results to the Fleet. These aren’t normal destroyers. The Fleet needs to know everything they can about this class because it doesn’t match anything we’ve seen.”

      “What are the major differences from what you’ve seen so far?” Captain Asher asked.

      “Interior defences throughout the ship, and it looks like there’s extra electromagnetic pulse and kinetic fortifications everywhere. One of our rifle rounds hit that display, and it’s still running. There’s barely a scratch on it,” Alice said, nodding at the display on the wall behind him. “No display I’ve seen on a normal Order destroyer would survive that. They spent a lot of extra resources on these ships.”

      “So, after the scans are finished? I’m wondering because each of these ships are important to the region. If you keep two, then I will need to work with you and whoever you assign as captains,” Captain Asher said. He probably wanted the third ship, but that went without saying. “Your help would be critical.”

      “I’m honestly not sure. For now, it’s going to be locked down. We’ll make sure it’s impossible to steal after we help you move. Who knows? Maybe we’ll start recruiting more crewmembers. The Sendega Six-Oh-One is fully crewed now, and it seems to be working out.”

      “Missing her Captain, right?” Dagrus asked.

      “Yawen had to help me out aboard the Corsair, she’ll be getting back soon,” Noah replied. “They’re taking care of the Six-Oh-One without her just fine, though. She was right; the people she recruited can be counted on.”

      “You’ll find that’s not so rare when you’re talking about people who are eager to fight the Order,” Captain Marda said.

      “Where’s the Opal, by the way?” Alice asked. “I thought Elyub would want to be here.”

      “They’re taking the long way. A patrol spotted them after our last meetup. He thought it was best to lead them off,” Captain Marda replied. “He’s the careful sort and we love him for it.”
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      Through the Shadows

      

      The appearance of the Hound on Minh-Chu’s tactical display was no surprise, but it still made it feel like his stomach did a flip. He was told a few minutes prior to its launch about the changes in the plan, and he’d seen that Ashley was listed as Captain Lamport, the temporary commander of the ship. In terms of capability, there was little doubt in his mind that she could do what was asked of her, but he would have rather she stayed aboard the Merciless. He’d never say it aloud, he respected that she had as much of a duty to Haven Fleet as he did, but seeing her in danger was more nerve-wracking than he would have expected.

      It took an effort to clear his head, to push himself to look at her as a commander and not the one person he loved more than anyone or anything in the universe. That would always colour his thinking where she was concerned, but he managed to get his head straight just in time to avoid a large asteroid, nearly leaving a little of his fighter behind as he scraped past.

      “Ronin, this is Command,” Admiral Valent said. “You’ll be coordinating with the Hound. Your wing will follow her in for as long as it can, using it as a guide through the dead spots of the suppression fields. There may be a point where you can’t follow since its cloaking systems are better than yours.”

      “I understand, Command. We’re getting in position to follow her in. I’m wondering what we’re looking for though. Do you expect a hidden fleet or other asset that could force our tactics to change?” Ronin asked.

      “At this point, I have to admit that a hidden fleet is unlikely, but we have to have more information before we take action.”

      “You think there’s even more to this than we’re seeing,” Ronin replied, switching to a private channel. “What do you think is going on here, Jake?”

      “Based on what I’m seeing, there must be something important happening here. The interference fields their putting up are keeping us from getting good scans of most of the planets, and we haven’t gotten a single clean scan of one of the space stations in the goldilocks zone. They’re hiding as much as they can even though they don’t see anyone looking on. That kind of paranoia means that they’re hiding something critical.”

      “All right, so we’re turning back as soon as we have good intelligence?” Ronin asked.

      “I know you’re worried about the Captain of the Hound, but don’t worry. She knows what she’s doing and has a good team,” Admiral Valent said. “Let’s switch back to the main command channel.”

      “One more thing: if this is a worthwhile target, are you planning on hitting it with the Merciless and a few fighters? I don’t like those odds,” Ronin asked. He knew he was the right one to do so. It was unlikely that Jake would see it as an attack on his strategic thinking.

      “We’re definitely going to break this up,” Jake replied. “There is no way we can have a small fleet of Order ships this close to home. Don’t worry though, I got approval for some backup. It’s on its way.”

      “That’s a relief,” Minh-Chu said. “All right I’m going to start coordinating with Captain Lamport.” The words sounded a little strange aloud, but he found himself smiling a little at them. Despite the danger, he definitely liked seeing that she was getting more experience, getting to do something that she’d wanted to for a while.

      “Good hunting, Ronin,” Admiral Valent said before they rejoined the main channel.

      “This is Hound Actual,” Ashley said as a channel opened to his fighter. “I’m approaching the asteroid field and I see that your fighter group is almost in position.”

      “We’re ready to follow you in. I don’t think we’ll be able to make it past the second asteroid belt, though, our stealth tech just doesn’t measure up,” he replied.

      “Don’t worry, my Sensor Intercept and Sciences Officer and I have a good plan. There are regular gaps in their fields. We probably won’t have to go much further in, either,” Ashley said. “Oh, and I was wondering; do you get a shiver when you connect to the neural interface in your fighter?”

      “I had a little one the first time I connected to the latest version, why?” Ronin asked.

      “Oh, I nearly fell out of my seat,” Ashley replied with a little laugh. “I can see the whole map inside my head like I’m imagining it. The system menus are the same. I’m completely free to concentrate on the flight controls. It’s like the sims, but better.”

      “My fighter isn’t upgraded to that version,” Ronin said. “I can navigate system menus by thinking it, but the tactical map is still in my helmet visor.”

      “Oh. You should see what you can do about getting an upgrade. This is amazing.” Then, in a more serious tone, she continued. “I’m sending you my updated flight plan now. Approaching the edge of the outer asteroid field.”

      “I see you, Hound.” Ronin pinged all his fighters as he watched the tactical map. The Hound was getting up to speed, flying in a curve that would take them directly into a narrow gap between the cloak detection fields being projected by the Order of Eden destroyers in the distance. The four fighters with him signalled that they were ready and in position. “Here we go guys. We’re flying in formation behind the Hound. The route is on your screens. If it looks like you’re going to have to drop back to avoid detection, no one will tease you about it when we get back to the Merciless.”

      “Much,” Bull added.

      “Stay close guys,” Ashley said as the fighters dropped in behind her, falling into a wedge formation.

      “Damn, that is a fast ship. Almost as quick as the Clever Dream,” Boom Boom said from the cockpit of her fighter.

      “It’s as fast with an extra boost if it needs it,” Ronin said. “I hope I wasn’t the only one who read the brief on her.”

      “Briefings on new ships are my bedtime stories,” Caw said, and Ronin wouldn’t be surprised if he wasn’t kidding. He was a young pilot who had started leading weight training for Samurai Squadron and the deck crew. It was something he was good at, and a good way for him to shed extra aggression, which was a problem for Caw from time to time.

      “All right, the flight path is about to get complicated, so focus up,” Ronin said to the four fighters spread out behind him.

      

      The bridge of the Hound felt more like a large cockpit, with a communications officer behind her and her navigator to the right. Kadri made a good argument for going along personally, and had reconfigured the co-pilot’s instruments so they were more like a science station.

      After the time they’d put in planning their path towards the Cefa System’s centre, Ashley knew the route well, and she could see it in her head thanks to the new neural interface. As she flew the Hound through the outer asteroid field, she was aware that five fighters from Samurai Squadron were there, she could simply feel their location as though they were people standing close behind her. It was something she’d only experienced in the enhanced simulations she’d been playing in her off time.

      In most of them she flew a heavy fighter with a loadout that was made to take out small and medium capitol ships. She liked the challenge of facing off against smaller, more maneuverable fighters, and loved the act of taking out capitol ships with only one or two other heavy fighters’ help. The Hound definitely flew like a heavy fighter, only with more acceleration.

      “You’re perfectly in line with the gap in the field,” Kadri said from her right as she watched scan results in chart and text form. “Nothing unusual coming up yet.”

      “Are you getting better data already?” Ashley asked as they passed between two large asteroids.

      “No, not yet. Everything’s too distorted,” Kadri replied, shaking her head.

      The Hound left the outermost asteroid field in the Cefa System behind, entering into a narrow gap in the anti-cloaking field. A large asteroid that had drifted hundreds of thousands of kilometres inward from the field was providing a shadow that slowly swept from port to starboard for them to move through. “Cutting power in three… two… one,” she said to the fighters behind her. As soon as she was sure that their trajectory and speed were right, she shut down all thrusters. Samurai Squadron did the same and drifted in perfect formation behind her.

      “I’m still not clear on why you have to cut power and coast while we’re in their blind spot, Ma’am,” said Lieutenant Sangen from behind her. He was an experienced officer from the British Alliance military according to his record.

      It was surprising that he didn’t show any objection or irritation at her being captain for that mission. He was only ever helpful and sometimes inquisitive.  “Even though these ships have been moving along the same course while they’re projecting their detection fields, there’s still a chance the pattern could break. If we’re powered down when that happens, there’s less of a chance of us coming up on their scanners. It’s a bigger problem for the fighters than it is for the Hound.”

      “Oh, that make sense, thank you, Captain,” he replied, returning his full attention back to the communications station.

      As they came within eighty thousand kilometres of the asteroid, Ashley reactivated the engines and watched as Samurai Squadron did the same. She’d flown with several of them in sims, fought against more, but working with them for real was completely different. It didn’t sink in until she watched them follow her flightpath with incredible precision that they were professionals. Sometimes she still felt like she did back on the Samson, when she was still learning how to fly from Jake when he was known as Captain Valance. He didn’t direct her training anymore, but she still worked hard to learn as much as she could about flying everything she could. It still felt like she was a student sometimes even though she was entrusted with control of the Merciless’ helm.

      “All right, crossing into the next shadow,” Kadri said as the Hound rotated.

      Ashley throttled up, following the course they’d set, making sure that she was perfectly in line with the middle of the next gap in the field. This one was provided by an even bigger asteroid that was more like a rogue moon in size. It would take them all the way to the next shadow, which was cast by the outermost planet in the solar system. “This is the easy part,” Ashley said under her breath as she watched the fighters fall in line behind her. She checked their timing and increased throttle until she was accelerating as much as the fighters behind her could.

      Even though they weren’t tapping into the xetima fuel tanks, the Hound rumbled, the roar of its main thrusters almost completely muted by the bridge doors. If it were up to her, Ashley would leave the hatch open so she could hear them, but it was regulation to keep them closed during operations. Something she knew, but Lieutenant Sangen enforced by making sure they were shut before they took off.

      Again, the Samurai Squadron fighters cut thrust at the same time she did. “It’s like they’re hooked into my brain,” Ashley said as she watched.

      “What’s that?” Kadri asked.

      “Oh, I know they’re flying using the same navigation data and flight plan I am, but it’s like we’re so in sync that it’s like we’re all connected.”

      “Your fiancé has a way of making great pilots out of good ones,” Kadri said, most of her attention on the scan results. “There’s a crash site down there. Our database doesn’t have a match for the wreck.”

      “Maybe it’s too badly damaged?” Lieutenant Sangen asked, looking over her shoulder.

      “No, the computer is putting it back together, generating a proper hull profile, and there are markings. The ship was manufactured twenty years ago. Markings say it was the Venusian out of… wow this thing is far from home. It’s a Core World Authority ship. It’s port of call is well over fifteen thousand light years away. According to the rubble, the crash happened about five years ago. The CWA hasn’t come out this far for a long time. Why would they bother sending a ship like this? It’s a small cruiser class vessel.”

      “They must have made supply stops on the way here, it would take them years to make the journey,” Lieutenant Sangen said in wonder.

      “That type of ship doesn’t usually carry a lot of supplies?” Ashley asked as she watched the countdown to her next maneuver tick.

      “Well, no,” Kadri replied. “Not enough for a trip like that. There’s no evidence of biomatter left either, so the bodies were either all recovered or the crew abandoned ship before it crashed.”

      It was time to turn into the next shadow, so Ashley activated the engines and led the way. It wasn’t the time to say anything about it, but it felt good to have the support of Samurai Squadron behind her, especially with Minh-Chu in the lead. For nearly half an hour, things continued as they began. The Hound and its tail of fighters moved from one blind spot to the next, carefully making sure that they stayed in position and on time. Then, as they approached the nearest large asteroid outside of the second belt, Kadri marked a target. “Automated watch post ahead. It’ll definitely detect the Hound if we activate thrusters. We’re going to pass right through its active scanning area, too.”

      

      “I see it,,” Ronin said as he spotted the tower like sensor post jutting out from the large drifting rock. “It’s old, but it’s got new Order of Eden hardware strapped to it. As soon as we take it out, we’ll have to start making our way back. You’ll be on your own, Hound.”

      “Understood, Ronin, good hunting,” Ashley replied.

      “All right, all fighters, fire on my mark,” Ronin said, only taking a moment to glance at the Hound’s glossy black hull then silently wish its crew, especially her captain, luck. “Guns only, we don’t want to set this thing’s alarms off if we can help it.”

      All his fighters checked in, acknowledging his orders silently with a button press. “Three… two… one… mark,” Ronin counted. As soon as he gave the word, all five fighters slowed, rotated and opened fire at the sensor post. His pilots knew what they were doing. He, Bull and Caw destroyed the base of the watch post, taking out its main processing and power systems while the rest worked on the large sensor arrays on the tower. If whoever was connected to it had a chance to see anything, it would be a flash of five Uriel fighters before the tower was knocked out. The Hound had already drifted past before they opened fire, so they wouldn’t know about it. “All right, it’ll be fourteen minutes before the nearest Order capitol ship gets a transmission from that tower if they get anything at all. Once they do, I bet they’ll scramble fighters if they intend to stay in the solar system. If not, they might bug out.”

      “We’re hurrying along, Ronin. Thank you for the cover,” Ashley replied.

      “Our pleasure. We’re falling back, using the shadows as cover,” Ronin replied, wishing he could follow Ashley further into the solar system. Instead he led his four fighters roughly back the way they came to the outermost asteroid field.

      

      “Any sign that we’ve been spotted?” Ashley asked, but she already knew the answer. If there had been, then she’d see alerts on her tactical map. At least one capitol ship would be targeting them, and there would be an increase in communications chatter.

      “No sign here. We’re starting to decode some of the encrypted comms traffic, too,” Lieutenant Sangen reported. “Thanks to the Merciless’ processing power, mostly. I can’t take any credit.”

      “Nothing is looking in our direction so far,” Kadri said. “There’s a whole wing of fighters in this asteroid belt, though. They’ll be in scanning range in three minutes, so…” Something caught her attention and she was completely distracted by it.

      Aware of what a flight of fighters could mean to them, and seeing them marked on the tactical map, Ashley corrected their course so there would be a dense mass of stone drifting between them and the Hound as they passed each other. That was if they didn’t change course. “They’re going to receive a transmission from that tower, if it had a chance to send one.”

      “There was a blip, a short emergency call,” Ronin replied. “We’ve verified it.”

      With a few more adjustments to their course, Ashley put the Hound on a trajectory that had the best chance of preventing them from detection as they passed, even if a few fighters broke off to check the watch post. She glanced over to Kadri and saw that she was looking at a circular energy pattern that was hundreds of kilometres across, hidden near the inner edge of the mid-solar system asteroid field. “What’s that?”

      “A great big obscuring field, sort of. It’s emitting a very local globe of energy that dissipates in a perfect circle. It’s very strange, and it’s keeping our sensors from seeing through. In fact, I doubt even the Order ships around it can see through it. There are about thirty heavy haulers we couldn’t see from outside the solar system headed for it.”

      “That kind of energy can’t do that. It can’t emit at those levels then put the brakes on a kilometre or so away from the edge of the field,” Lieutenant Sangen said before adding; “Can it?”

      “Never mind the question of whether or not energy can behave like this,” Kadri replied absent-mindedly. “It’s doing it right now. There’s a radioactive gas surrounding this sensor blocking bubble. Maybe that’s what’s allowing it to dissipate so fast?”

      “This is Command,” Admiral Valent said. “We have to see what’s going on in there.”

      “There are no detection field gaps around it,” Kadri replied. “We’d be detected as we crossed open space.”

      “We’ll provide covering fire from here, I’m sure I can bullseye the nearest carrier and destroyer while you make your run,” Frost said.

      “That’ll do,” Ashley said, not entirely sure if that was true. “I’ll get you a look in there, but I’ll be coming back to the Merciless hot.”

      “We’ll be ready,” Admiral Valent reassured.
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      The Run

      

      The Merciless was already starting evasive maneuvers when the Triton arrived nearby. A wild eruption of light and energy accompanied it, vanishing as the slit in space closed behind. Three Clever Class corvettes launched from its main hangar bays as a swarm of fighters were flung into the space around the great ship.

      “Good timing, we were just about to open fire,” Jake said, glancing to the hologram of Stephanie beside him.

      “The Triton, Trident Squadron and our accompanying forces are ready. We’ve reviewed your mission details and will fill the support role you’ve outlined for us,” Rear Admiral Lamonthe said as his hologram appeared at Jake’s table.

      Seeing that he was the master of the Triton was a surprise. Perhaps it was too much to hope that Oz would command the ship himself, he was the Defence Minister now. “Welcome. Our countdown to fire on the Order of Eden ships is down to under two minutes. If you need more time, we can delay, but…”

      “We’re ready. The gunnery deck is taking aim now, such as it is. Our torpedo bays are loaded and the target you specified in your plan is programmed in. Our lower cannon array is already trained on target. Trident Squadron is linking up with Ronin now so he can take command of the fighter screen and everyone is at combat stations. There’s no need to delay, Captain.”

      “Good work,” Jake said, looking at the firepower the Triton had trained on two destroyers that were millions of kilometres away. He re-checked the details as quickly as he could, ordering several tactical officers on the bridge of the Merciless to do the same. With surprising efficiency, the targets of both the Merciless and Triton’s weapon systems were confirmed.

      “This ought to wake them up,” Stephanie said with a smirk. “I just hope that we’ve predicted their responses well enough, or that’s all our firepower will do.”

      “As long as it gives the Hound crew the distraction they need,” Jake said, receiving a nod of agreement from her.

      “Wait, what did he mean, ‘such as it is?’ Is there something wrong with the gunnery deck or it’s crew?” Frost’s hologram asked. He was on the bridge with much of the Tactical Department around him.

      “Concentrate on tactical, please,” Stephanie ordered politely.

      “Aye,” Frost replied. “If they’ve undone all the work I put in on the Triton…” he muttered under his breath.

      A hush fell over the commanders and crew alike as the counter flashed down to thirty seconds. Jake glanced at the holographic image of the Triton. If you were to look through a window at it, you wouldn’t see a thing. All its cloaking systems were engaged. He could see it in his mind’s eye, though. The resurfaced hull was a glossy black-blue, stingray in shape with three hangar bays and main engines protruding from underneath and a long, thin tail. There had been major updates, he’d kept up with them. Most of the interior was still used for hangar space. Under the best circumstances, there was a small fleet inside that ship, including enough room for three fighter wings or one massive one.

      The quarters were built for long voyages, so the crew areas were spacious, comfortable, so much so that some would call it wasteful. He wouldn’t though. Having spaces that were purpose built so people could do their jobs without tripping over each other, or being able to take leisure time in one of the two remaining bars or other social areas had benefits. Crewmembers who spent enough time aboard the Triton became attached before long, and as Jake thought back on the history he had with the ship, he found himself missing it too.

      The last and only time he met Jonas Valent, the first days he spent with his daughter, and other major milestones in his life took place there. He’d stolen it from the original Wheeler quite some time after it was stolen by him from Sol Defence. The Triton had many things that most of the ships in the fleet didn’t, but most of all, it had history.

      The counter continued dropping seconds, and Jake ran through his plan one more time, examining the steps in his head. This was a lot of risk for a reward they weren’t sure of. He could guess what was in that obscuring orb, what the Order was hiding, and he had a feeling he was right, but they had to be sure. Once their guns and torpedoes started firing, there would be a long wait as they passed through space to their targets, over an hour. When the enemy ships generating the interdiction and anti-cloaking fields started to scatter, and Jake hoped they would either do that or stay in place and be destroyed, Ashley would be able to move. She would have a chance at getting a peek inside the obscuring globe of energy then retreating.

      Sure that he didn’t miss a step, and couldn’t come up with a better plan, Jake watched the mission timer read one, then zero. “Fire,” ordered Captain Stephanie Vega and Rear Admiral Lamonthe at the same time from their respective bridges.

      The guns started roaring, torpedoes began to fly, disappearing from sight as they engaged cloaks, and all fighters started moving towards the outer asteroid field of the Cefa System. “We’re all pulling for you, Ash. You just need to wait for the right time to take a look then come straight home,” Jake said to himself.

      

      The signal that the Triton arrived was a relief to Ashley as she made sure that the Hound was well hidden behind a large, dense asteroid. They were as close to the obscuring energy field as they could get without being detected. Another signal came seconds later indicating that the Merciless and the Triton started firing. They only knew in advance thanks to the communications enhancements provided by the quad drives. They could communicate across great distances without latency or detection, a massive advantage. The Order ships sensors probably wouldn’t detect the approaching munitions for over twenty minutes, maybe a little less depending on whether a ship in the outer solar system was in the right position. Sure, they’d be able to move if they wanted to evade, but the Merciless’ and Triton’s torpedoes would track that, and there was a chance those nuclear weapons would strike their targets.

      The real purpose was to distract the enemy ships, to at least get them out of position so great big gaps in their detection fields could open up. “But the plan isn’t supposed to distract me,” Ashley muttered to herself as she returned her attention to the firing patterns she was programming into the computer.

      “What’s that?” Kadri asked.

      “Oh, just thinking about all the effort we’re going to here. Imagine if all they’re hiding in there is a big bundle of shipping containers? I mean, it could help to know what’s in them, I guess, but I don’t think it’s what the Admiral’s hoping for.”

      “I think it’s a gate,” Kadri said, barely containing her excitement. “It has to be. An old Lorander or Pre-Omnivirus Era gate that makes huge wormholes. Look at all the ships flying into that thing? They couldn’t just be stacking the haulers up for storage or coordination or something.”

      The thought that there could be a massive wormhole generating gate inside the obscuring field had crossed Ashley’s mind. “I don’t want to get my hopes up,” she said.

      “I know why I want to see one, I mean, we could learn a lot, but why would it get your hopes up?”

      “If we find this gate here, we could connect to it with our own technology,” Ashley responded, seeing Kadri’s eyes light up.

      “We could build one in the Haven System, and older, non-military ships could have a quick, safe route between the solar systems,” Kadri finished for her.

      “These gates connect to each other, too, so we might be able to find more of them. Then we’d have a network of fast wormhole travel for starliners, transports and whatever. We could give the galaxy a way of moving around faster without giving anyone a quad drive.” The quad drives were a problem Ashley thought about often. Yes, they sped up travel and communication, but she knew that non-military, non-Haven captains would want them once they found out about them. They would be something worth fighting for, worth stealing for any organization, military or not. That day, and those fights were coming, and when it did every Haven Fleet ship with one installed would become a target. Ships like the Merciless or the Triton wouldn’t be troubled by that as much, they had enough firepower to defend themselves most of the time, but the corvettes and the few fighters with quad drives would be prime targets. Not easy ones, but there was a greater chance that one of them could be captured, and even though there were countermeasures to theft or scanning built into the drives, she still found the thought worrying.

      “So, what are you doing there?” Lieutenant Sangen asked. He’d checked on the gunners, who were all ready at their posts, and was dutifully watching the communications station. That didn’t stem his endless curiosity. “I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I’m programming a launch sequence for our mines so I only have to press one button to launch them all in a specific order.”

      “But you have three probes loaded ahead of them, and they’re not in the sequence,” Sangen said, looking over her shoulder.

      “I’m going to leave them inside the scan resistant field so we have more than one way to get scans back to the Merciless. If Kadri can identify what’s projecting the field preventing scans from getting through, and I can hit it with a salvo of Javelin missiles, then maybe the probes can keep scanning for us and send the data along. Then I’ll drop mines if it looks like we need them.”

      “The gunners aboard are good. Very good. You might not,” Lieutenant Sangen suggested.

      “We might have other work for them, I don’t know. There could be a wing of fighters in there, or…” Ashley ended with a shrug. “Best to be ready for the worst.”

      Time passed too quickly as Ashley programmed firing patterns and targeting sequences into her pilot station. Kadri was so easy to work with, an expert at providing the information Ashley needed as she setup a few different profiles for launching attacks on different types of Order ships. Lieutenant Sangen listened and watched, rarely asking questions, but absorbing everything. He knew what to do when the time came, too. From the communication’s station, he’d capture as much signal data as he could, helping Kadri gather information that could help in the moment and be stored for later. He also checked in with the gunner team regularly, making sure that they were alert.

      Then, before Ashley was finished one of the last firing patterns – a missile strike order that would threaten a juggernaut’s main shield generator that she really hoped she wouldn’t have to use – the destroyer nearest them started to move out of position. “Someone detected that rain of fire the Merciless and Triton sent their way. Took them long enough. They’re moving out of position,” Kadri said.

      “I can confirm that; I’m picking up high priority chatter. Don’t know what it says exactly, but I’m pretty sure it’s something like; ‘hey, there’s a couple tons of enemy fire coming, get out of the way,’” Lieutenant Sangen said.

      The thing that Ashley was most nervous about was at hand: she had to address the crew. Well, technically, she could have the Lieutenant do it for her, but it was her first time as captain of anything, so she wasn’t going to skip a step she’d seen Jake, Stephanie and some of her other favourite officers take. “Message to all hands, please.”

      “You’re on, Captain,” Lieutenant Sangen said.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to meet all of you, but we’ve had a lot to do up here. Oh, right, this is the Captain speaking,” she added, cringing. “The Lieutenant says you’re all good at your jobs, and I need you to be at your best. I need you to use the EMP modes on your guns to take out every major sensor system you see once we get through the anti-scanning field. If you can’t hit a sensor, then aim for weapons or fighters. Watch for high priority targets as Kadri marks them. If we all do our best, we’ll get through this and the drinks are on me. I have a lot of luxury credits stacked up.”

      There was a brief cheer, and Ashley allowed herself a little smile as she ended with; “Okay, time to go.”

      “Well spoken, Captain Lamport,” Kadri said as she watched sensor data pour in.

      Ashley’s attention was already fully on her station, the nervousness of her first crew address fading, the strange eagerness of facing a challenging flight rising. “Tell me when we have a gap, when that destroyer is out of position.”

      “It’s moving, but it’s trying to keep its starboard side facing the right way. The others – the one ahead and behind in their circle – are starting to move with it, the gap we hoped for isn’t going to happen at this rate.”

      Ashley considered their movements as the tactical map in her mind updated. “They’ll have millions of kilometres covered in every direction relative to us as they perform evasive maneuvers,” she concluded. “One will have to be destroyed for us to have a gap where we need it. They’ll detect every approaching torpedo in the meantime, there’s a chance none of them will hit.”

      “The Triton’s reporting slow reload times in the torpedo rooms. There’s some kind of problem with the automation, so they’re only launching a volley every nine minutes or so, and not all at once,” Lieutenant Sangen said. “The gunnery deck is reloading slowly too. They don’t have a full crew. The Merciless is firing at a normal, much faster rate, but they only have nine torpedo launchers.”

      “So…” Ashley considered the implications, repeatedly coming to one conclusion.

      “Two fighter patrols are turning this way,” Kadri reported.

      The tactical map showed their trajectory, and she nodded. “They’re coming to run closer patrols on that scan resistant bubble.” Three were less than two minutes away, and there were nine more four minutes distant. “If we want to do this, we have to do it now. We have to do it in the open.” Ashley activated maneuvering thrusters and put a hundred metres between the Hound and the asteroid it was hiding behind. They wouldn’t be detected yet. She hoped to see one more thing before she made her run and waited. The Hound rotated until the aft of the ship was pointed between two large asteroids, aimed at the scan resistant field. While she watched the movements of the near and distant ships in her head, she opened the armoured hatches covering the Hound’s emergency retro thrusters.

      “We’re going in backwards?” Lieutenant Sangen said as much to himself as anyone else.

      “Yup, should feel like you’re falling if you watch the visual display, so don’t look if you’ve ever lost your lunch during a spacewalk,” Ashley suggested. Then what she was waiting for happened. The destroyer projecting the anti-cloaking field in their direction started firing all its weapons at the incoming barrage from the Merciless and the Triton. It didn’t matter that those ships started firing a long time ago, well, not much. What mattered was that their guns and cannons were making sure a whole area wasn’t safe. The first volley of torpedoes was probably being detected too, and they were the most dangerous of all. The destroyer may not have had to worry about their enemy’s accuracy as much as they normally did, but they had a lot of trouble coming, and fewer weapons to counter it with. That meant that the destroyer nearest to the Hound would be spending all their time fending off wave after wave of torpedoes and avoiding railgun projectiles. They would have no time to get in Ashley’s way. “Here we go!” she cried as she fired the retro thrusters, activating the xetima fuel boost.

      The inertial dampeners strained for a moment, almost drowning out Lieutenant Sangen when he said; “Holy shit, that’s fast!”

      “Gunners, take out the fighters,” she said as the enemy ships changed course to intercept. They had a good chance of establishing missile locks, the Hound was flying in a nearly straight line.

      “Gunners, get to work on those fighters! Take out incoming missiles as they come up!” the Lieutenant ordered.

      “Five locks,” Kadri said, her tone passive except for the little tension she couldn’t keep out of her voice. “Five missile locks and they’re firing. Four more fighters are trying to lock on at long range.”

      A glance at her shield indicators told her that they were as charged up as much as they could be. “Counter lock on five targets,” Ashley ordered.

      With quick work at her station, Kadri established missile locks on the five fighters that were firing their first missiles. “Established five locks, fire when ready.”

      A flick of her thumb opened the protective cover over one of her missile launch buttons and opened the protective doors for their port side launcher. Just like in the sims she’d been playing, she decided to fire three missiles at each of the targeted fighters, pressed the button once, and a storm of fifteen missiles flew from the Hound’s launchers to chase their foes. She flipped the launch button cover back down.

      There were only seven missiles on their way to the Hound, their approaches were curving so they could chase after them. “They’re moving fast enough, a few will catch us,” she said mostly to herself.

      “I can confirm that the missiles coming for us will catch up,” Kadri said.

      There was plenty of time for countermeasures, the problem was that they were facing the wrong way. Instead of having the launchers on the bottom and the top, the Hound’s countermeasure launchers were installed aft. Ashley cut the retro thrusters, flipped the Hound end over end so it was facing the right way, launched a stream of nine intelligent countermeasures that zipped towards the incoming munitions, then she flipped the ship back over and reactivated the retro thrusters.

      The missiles started catching up as a short barrage of gunfire struck their shields. It was from the nearest fighters. All but one of the enemy missiles were taken out by their countermeasures, flying to pieces before they could explode. The last one struck their forward shields. “Why are there still fighters in my sky?” Ashley barked as that explosion was followed by a rain of small rounds on their shields.

      A few seconds later, an enemy fighter was struck by a white streak of turret fire from the Hound. Its lights went out, then the thrusters, and it continued drifting on without power. “First fighter disabled by Rogers,” reported the Lieutenant.

      “Biggest tally gets credit, not the first lucky shot,” Ashley replied, repeating something she’d taunted opponents with in simulations. “We’re about to breach the obscuring field.” With a few quick changes to the power distribution, Ashley routed two of the Hound’s five quad drives energy output to help her shields regenerate faster.

      With a jerk of the throttle, she deactivated the retro thrusters and pushed the main rear engines to full burn, adding a xetima burst. The roar of them was so loud that it sounded like someone left the bridge door open. Collision alarms whooped as soon as they crossed through the obscuring field.

      They’d made it inside and were spinning through open space. As she took control of their orientation, she watched the tactical map populate with several heavy cargo haulers – most of them were built by Regent Galactic – and there were several Order of Eden gunships, a newer design that she hadn’t seen before. Most, and largest of all, there was a Lorander wormhole gate with a seven-kilometre-wide aperture. The technology looked centuries old at least, and the outer ring had habitation built in judging from the windows along its circular hull. A portal was open, providing a stable wormhole as several haulers moved into the tunnel of warped space. “This can’t be right. This wormhole has ships going into it and nine more several kilometres inside. It’s like a transit space that’s being held open at both ends, compressing the space between them more than any wormhole I’ve ever seen.

      “Well, I bet the Fleet wants that,” Ashley said as she finished righting the Hound, increasing throttle again. The gunships were already giving chase, and she was hurriedly sending energy to her shields, trying to rebuild a charge as they took fire on their port and aft sides. “What did we hit?”

      “Looks like kind of transmission satellite. It’s pretty much pancaked, out of commission,” Kadri replied. “We took a little damage aft, nothing major, but there’s more damage across our dorsal side. It looks like the wreck of the satellite skipped down the length of our hull.”

      The space around the Hound lit up with the strobe of its turret guns as the gunners fired back at the ships giving chase, then something that none of them had ever seen before happened. A dreadnaught began to emerge through the Lorander wormhole gate as fighters launched from its bays. “A bidirectional wormhole?” Kadri asked, shocked. She shook her head so quickly it was almost a twitch and got back to work, identifying and marking the projector system that was creating the obscuring field around them as a target.

      “We’ve gotta get outta here!” Ashley said, noticing that her gunners were ignoring her earlier instructions. For the first time outside of a simulation, she mentally targeted all twelve of the gunships giving chase with missiles, then flipped the safety cover up and fired five missiles at each. When she tried to open the second missile bay, a warning appeared on her HUD.

      BAY DOOR 2 INOPERATIVE. EXTERIOR DAMAGE.

      “Okay, I hope we can get through this with a handful of missiles,” Ashley said as she watched most of the gunships scatter. Several were so close that the missiles struck almost immediately. Her gunners sighted them and finished them off. “Tell the gunners to fire at Kadri’s target!”

      “Priority target K-1 is marked, hit it!” Lieutenant Sangen barked at the internal comm. Not a second later, the Hound’s gunner team were sending a barrage of disabling fire at the large satellite drifting near the wormhole station. Its shields were coming down, but it didn’t seem fast enough.

      “Use the mines?” Kadri offered without looking over at Ashley.

      “We have to be flying somewhat straight for that, and I like my evasive maneuvers right now,” she replied. Seeing that the gunners were doing as ordered, Ashley flew the Hound towards the line of long heavy cargo haulers on their way to the wormhole. Fighters from the dreadnaught were giving chase. There were too many to count at a glance, but she was able to use the long trains as cover. “Target that thing with the Prometheus beams,” Ashley said to Kadri. Then, seeing that the command was put through mentally, she added; “Never mind.”

      “It would help if you were more specific,” Kadri replied. “There are a lot of ‘things’ to target around here.”

      “I meant the field projector satellite… thing. I’ve got it, never mind,” Ashley replied in a rush. “I’ll try to be more specific next time though.”

      As the Hound wove between the long trains of cargo containers the fighters gave chase, not seeming to care about what their guns hit instead of her ship. The shields were recharging quickly, and the Prometheus beam system was ready to fire. Her gunners were forced to fire back at the remaining gunships and fighters, most of them didn’t get many unobstructed shots at the satellite Kadri targeted for them. That was the problem of the moment. In order to get a good hit on the thing projecting the field around the wormhole gate and the area around it, the Hound would have to break cover. Ashley did not want to pass through the field without being able to see what was outside. They collided with a fairly insubstantial satellite on the way in, who knew what they could hit on the way out? As their shields reached eighty percent, Ashley looked between two cargo haulers that were slowly trying to veer apart. It was a good place to break cover, there was a tangle of containers coming together as their trains collided, a mess she could fly back to for cover if her shields go too low. Best of all, it was long, filled with dense objects. “Get ready to fire on that satellite.”

      “Aim at the satellite now,” Lieutenant Sangen said, carrying the order to the gunners.

      With a sudden pull and jerk of the controls, Ashley guided the Hound out from behind cover. A fighter nearly collided with them, and there was an expanding mess of large containers and freighters in front of the wormhole, beneath the Order of Eden dreadnaught. Regardless, that riot of destruction wasn’t in the way, not yet, and as she moved the Hound into position, she activated both Prometheus beams. Her gunners fired as well. The ones facing the field projection satellite raked it with directed electronic pulse fire. In three seconds, its shields failed and the satellite was overwhelmed by disruptive energy. “That is out of commission!” Lieutenant Sangen cheered.

      The Hound was raked by a barrage of gunfire from fighters, a pair of gunships that managed to follow them, and the dreadnaught’s anti-fighter guns. Ashley flipped the ship and pushed the engines as hard as she could as their forward-facing shields were reduced to nothing. The line of containers she was about to use as cover was obliterated as a volley from the dreadnaught’s cannons narrowly missed the Hound, striking the goods instead.

      “The obstruction field is collapsing, and we can see outside the perimeter,” Kadri said over the sound of fighter gunfire striking the hull as a swarm threatened to overtake them.

      Ashley launched countermeasures, fired her last missiles at the nearest fighters and redirected the energy that was going to the Prometheus beam system to shields. “I need a way out,” Ashley said an instant before a railgun cannon round from the dreadnaught struck their dorsal side, reducing their shields to three percent. She flipped the ship over so their bottom shields would take the next hit and flew towards the nearest asteroid, taking extreme evasive action.

      “You’re already headed towards the nearest hard cover, the asteroids,” Kadri said.

      She didn’t have to look at her to know that she was worried, it was showing in her voice. Ashley shook her head once at the idea that came to mind then. If there was an answer to; ‘What would Minh-Chu do?’ that thought was it. Sparing an instant to consider the tactical map in her head, she reversed thrust, activating the retro thrusters for a moment and watching the fighters fly by. One glanced off the rear of her ship and was sent spinning into the wreckage ahead. A barrage of railgun cannon fire from the dreadnaught passed through the space just ahead of the Hound, a narrow miss. She flipped the ship end over end, throttled all the way up and pointed the nose back at the cargo train wreckage slowly drifting towards the wormhole. “The nearest cover isn’t the asteroid field.”

      “You’re going into the wormhole?” Lieutenant Sangen asked, so shocked that his question came as an uncharacteristic screech.

      “They’re not going to close it with all that product going through it,” Ashley said as she manipulated the controls, white-knuckled. The Hound ducked and wove between cargo transports and the sprawling wreckage of damaged trains. Most of the damage was thanks to the fighters’ reckless shooting, which resumed as some of them managed to come back around and give chase again. “I’ve never seen a firefight in a wormhole, I wonder how bad it could get?”

      “Pretty bad!” Kadri replied, then, calmer, adding; “Actually, we don’t know.”

      “Then we’re about to make history.”

      “Oh, God!” Lieutenant Sangen said as the wormhole loomed ahead, the dreadnaught passed overhead, and the Hound crossed the threshold into a wormhole that led to parts unknown.
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      Parts Unknown

      

      The rows of long cargo trains, haulers pulling them, freighters and transports in the massive wormhole space provided ample cover for the Hound. Ashley wove between them as she only accelerated as much as she had to, mentally paralyzed in all other tasks as she expertly flew the ship in a weaving pattern. The idea that they were maneuvering through a wormhole that stretched so far that their sensors hadn’t seen the other end yet, that the Hound was sharing it with hundreds of ships carrying riches from the Cefa system was almost too much. What drove her over the edge was the convoy of military vessels coming in the other direction.

      It was a bidirectional wormhole, a thing that was theoretically possible, but the first she’d seen in or out of a simulation. Goods and passengers were being taken from the Cefa System wormhole gate, while military vessels ranging from troop transports to dreadnaughts were headed towards her point of origin. Some of them tried to fire on the Hound as it passed, but she was able to keep freighters in the way, and they didn’t dare hit those. Thoughts as to why that was weren’t welcome in her mind.

      Instead, she concentrated on navigating the interstellar highway traffic ahead, ignoring everything else. Their shields were recovering fast, and extra power was becoming available to accelerate the Hound’s hull regeneration systems. What she was doing was working. It was buying them time. Who knew what was at the other end of the wormhole? For the moment, it didn’t matter. The Hound and the crew she was responsible for were safer than they were before they entered the wormhole. That’s what really mattered.

      The awareness that colliding with any of the ships could mean disaster was ever-present in her mind. She could only begin to consider what would happen if one of the freighters was sent off course so it and the train it hauled breached the wormhole wall. Would it collapse? What would happen to everything inside? There were theoretical answers, all of them suggesting major cataclysmic results. Ships that spun out and broke through their wormholes, coming out at faster than light speeds relative to their origin point always disintegrated as they emerged into normal space. That was what the anecdotal evidence said about smaller events. If the wormhole collapsed around them, would everything inside be destroyed? How delicate was the environment they were traversing? Would one wrong turn, one scrape with another ship end thousands, or tens of thousands of lives?

      “Ashley!” Kadri said, grabbing her shoulder. “Captain Lamport!” It wasn’t the first time she’d tried to get her attention.

      Ashley couldn’t say how long her Sensor Intercept and Sciences Officer had been trying to get through to her, but she finally replied; “I’m trying to keep us alive.”

      “I know, but we’re probably on our way behind enemy lines, towards a stronghold,” Kadri said urgently. “What’s your plan?”

      As she started to become aware of more than the task of flying, Ashley realized her hands were sweaty, her mouth was dry, and she forced herself to think about the tactical map in her head. She wasn’t calm enough for the neural interface to work, so she brought it up on her HUD using the system interface buttons on her throttle control. There it was, a line of ships: the freighters passing below the military convoy above. The wormhole was seven kilometres across, and perfectly stable. There were thirteen fighters behind them and the Hound’s gunners were bulls-eying most of them every time they had a line of sight. They still didn’t know where they were going, but they and the Fleet needed to know where the other end of the wormhole led to. “Our sensors still haven’t picked up the other end of the wormhole. We haven’t seen the deceleration point either, so we haven’t scanned half of it. How long do you think this is?” Ashley asked.

      “I’d guess we’ve scanned about a quarter, but I could be wrong,” Kadri said.

      As she checked the shield and hull regeneration status of the ship, finding that both were performing optimally, she replied; “The fleet has to know where this goes.”

      “So, are we going to make the trip?” Lieutenant Sangen asked tentatively.

      “No,” Ashley replied. “That was never the mission, we’re outside mission parameters already.” She was leaning on the command qualifier courses she’d taken and passed over the last year. Going into the wormhole was a survival tactic, a valid one that most commanders wouldn’t berate her for if she accomplished the main point of her mission: to gather intelligence on the Cefa system. “Can we communicate with the Merciless?”

      “Not yet, I haven’t been working on making adjustments to our communications system so the lensing effect of the wormhole doesn’t distort them. The comm system in the quad drive isn’t getting any new data either, I don’t know why exactly,” Kadri replied.

      “Can you make adjustments for the lensing and energy distortion blocking us?” Ashley asked.

      “That would take several minutes at least, the computer doesn’t even know how to do it, so I’d have to write a script, and…”

      “Then we can’t make this trip,” Ashley said. “We’d be destroyed or captured the moment we came through the far end of this thing. We have to get back to the Cefa system so we can deliver our sensor records.”

      “Gunners have taken out four fighters,” Lieutenant Sangen reported. “Four more are running with burned out shields and other systems.”

      “Tell them to keep up the good work, please,” Ashley said as she looked ahead for enough cover to turn around. “Warn them that we’re about to start going the wrong way up a one-way-street.”

      “Okay, um, okay,” the Lieutenant replied nervously.

      Two more fighters disappeared from her tactical scanner after being struck by a barrage of turret fire then colliding with the wall of the wormhole. They were torn apart by the energy compression shear, emerging on the other side into normal space as energy. “Did those two collisions change the stability of the wormhole?” Ashley asked as she opened a new interface window for the probes that were ready to launch.

      “No significant change. There was a very local, short lived stability decrease that righted itself in milliseconds,” Kadri replied.

      “The power requirements of maintaining this must be immense, more than anything we’ve seen,” Lieutenant Sangen said.

      It was something Ashley would discuss at any other time, but she was busy rapidly selecting a number of programs for the probes to run once she launched them. When that was complete, she punched in the instructions they’d need once they detected the point at which they’d have to start decelerating so they wouldn’t hit the other end of the wormhole at too high a speed. They would keep the freighters and other civilian ships between them and the military vessels, and she hoped that would be enough for them to survive long enough to get a glimpse of the far end of the wormhole. As soon as the probes saw what was at the far end of the wormhole, they would finish transmitting the data and melt down, peacefully destroying all the important systems within. “All right, time to head back,” Ashley said as she finished programming her probes and flipped the safety cover for the mine launcher control open.

      “I could have done that, so you know,” Lieutenant Sangen said. “Just so you know for next time.”

      “Not as quickly, and I doubt you could have programmed a new evasion pattern on the fly,” Kadri countered. “Let the Captain do what she’s best at.”

      “Right, you’re right, sorry,” the Lieutenant said. “Okay, I signalled the gunners. They know we’re about to switch directions. Two more fighters down, more launching from the carrier passing overhead.”

      “Start running high energy scans and watch the database for matches. Maybe if we identify enough ships, we’ll be able to figure out where they’re coming from,” Ashley said as she picked the exact spot where they’d turn around and start the journey back. “Here we go.” In a more graceful turn than she’d executed since she entered combat that day, she brought the Hound around then began accelerating back toward the Cefa system. The gentler, if tight turn gave all their gunners a chance to take shots at the fighters in pursuit. The enemy scored some hits as well, but the large capitol ships only grazed them with short range beam weapons. Their shields were able to keep up for the most part, only lowering to ninety-three percent before increasing their charge again.

      Maneuvering between and beneath the long line of freighters and transports was easy at first, but Ashley knew that would change quickly as they accelerated back towards the Cefa system. The fighters passed by, struggling to follow, and Ashley got ready to launch her probes. “I need all those fighters off our tail,” she said, not expecting the gunners to actually clear the small swarm.

      None of the fighters or other enemy ships were firing missiles. Even they seemed to fear what a large explosion would do to the integrity of the wormhole around them. Ashley angled the ship so most of the turrets had clear lines of sight on their attackers and increased the power going to their aft and dorsal shielding. “I’ve got a recognized ship here,” Kadri said as she highlighted a base ship that had nine destroyers hard docked to its hull. Ashley shuddered at the sight of it. They were a fleet unto themselves, able to change the balance of power in several star systems at a time. Kadri explained what she was seeing. “The Messenger. That’s Eve’s ship.”

      “That name’s a little on the nose,” Ashley said as she piloted the Hound between two long cargo trains. Taking a cheap shot at the name was better than considering what it would mean to The Cluster if Eve and a large fleet were to arrive. “The Order really doesn’t get subtlety, do they?”

      “That might be one of the only things they have in common with our fleet. There’s nothing subtle about ‘The Merciless,’” Kadri replied with a little chuckle.

      “Good point,” Ashley said, allowing herself to smile a little. Three fighters moved in directly behind the Hound and were assailed by a hail of energy bolts from her gunners who disabled them in less than two seconds. After colliding with a cargo container, the fighters spun through the wall of the wormhole one after another.

      It seemed that the gunners were better under pressure. There were few wasted shots, and they rarely missed. “Most of the fighters are breaking off,” Sangen said. “Signalled by that carrier, The Killian. Signalling indicates that they’ve been instructed to land in the secondary hangar.”

      Ashley saw an opening for her to launch her probes. “Gunners: cover the probes. They have to make it past the fighters chasing us.”

      “Probes launching. Don’t hit them and make sure nothing has a chance to take them out,” Lieutenant Sangen said into the communications system.

      Ashley launched the first probe, waited three seconds, launched another, then after another three second count sent the last flying out behind the Hound. They started accelerating immediately, each falling in line with the freighters headed away from the Cefa system. The second one was blasted to pieces before it could get past a group of three fighters, the other two made it.

      “Receiving a good transmission from Probes One and Three,” Kadri reported. “It’s nice and clear.”

      “All right. Lieutenant: start contacting freighter captains who aren’t flying ships made by Regent Galactic. Try to trick them into telling us where they’re going. Tell them we’ll fire on them if you have to,” Ashley said.

      “That’s genius,” Kadri snickered. “I would have never thought to just ask them.”

      “It’s the simplest solution,” Ashley replied with a shrug as she watched another fighter’s systems fail after her gunners raked it with a barrage of directed electromagnetic pulse rounds. After so many of the enemy ships returned to their carriers and several more were disabled, there were only four chasing them.

      “Hey, I got through to the third one I tried,” Lieutenant Sangen said, surprised. Then, into the communications station he addressed them; “Freighter Mirabello. This is the Haven Fleet Ship Hound.”

      “Hound, you’ve been painted as an enemy ship, I’m blocking further…”

      “We’ll fire on you and all other freighters in range if you don’t tell us your destination!” Sangen said in an impatient rush.

      “The Onren System. This wormhole terminates in the Onren System. Sending navigation data now.”

      “Receiving,” Lieutenant Sangen said, surprised.

      “Verifying,” Kadri said, already nodding. “It’s good, this is proof that they’ve been there and back twice. This is their third trip.”

      “Thank you, Mirabello, good journey, Is there anything else you’d like to share? The manifests for those trips, maybe?” He paused a moment. Then chuckled as he said; “They hung up on me.”

      “Good work. Keep that up, we need verification if we can get it,” Ashley said as she carefully guided the Hound around a large enclosed freighter. Its old kinetic cannons fired at them and narrowly missed. “The freighters must be getting instructions from the Order to shoot at us.”

      “They don’t have the firepower to make much of a difference, do they?” Kadri asked.

      “Most of them don’t, but a few have updated weapons. I’m going to have to stay away from the more recent Regent Galactic ships. We went further down the wormhole that I thought, we won’t be able to get out for another minute and I can’t increase speed anymore,” Ashley said as she made sure her mine launchers were properly programmed. The firing sequence was still good, so she left the safety cover for the launch controls open.

      “You were… hyper-focused for a while after we entered,” Kadri said quietly.

      “Sorry, I was a little stunned,” Ashley replied. “It’s my first wormhole chase.”

      “I think it’s the first wormhole chase for the whole fleet,” Lieutenant Sangen said after another ship declined his hail.

      The last fighter behind them gave up their chase, breaking off in the direction of The Killian. The Hound’s gunners lit it up with energy rounds as it broke cover, shutting its systems down and sending it slowly tumbling towards the hangar. The pilot ejected and started using emergency hand thrusters to finish the trip to the deck. The gunners left him alone, it was against regulations to fire on ejected pilots unless they were armed and actively maneuvering to attack, which was a relief to Ashley. She didn’t like the thought of a pilot adrift getting picked off, it seemed cheap.

      The tactical map lit up with current scan results from the edge of the wormhole. There was a major assault underway in the Cefa system. Shells and gunfire from the Merciless and Triton were exploding into showers of flak that filled an area only a few thousand kilometres from the gate. The dreadnaught that emerged before the Hound began its trip into the wormhole had already taken damage and was returning fire as it tried to put distance between itself and the threshold of he wormhole. There were more fighters and gunships near the giant ring than Ashley could count, and she started figuring out exactly when she’d start launching mines once she was out of the wormhole.

      “The interdiction field around the gate is down, and…” Kadri started to say as she examined the scan results. “There are three clever class corvettes emerging from interdimensional space with five Uriel fighters right now. They’re only a few hundred kilometres away from the ring.”

      Ashley saw them on her tactical window as the computer populated the green marks with names. Ronin, Bull, Boom Boom, Caw, and Shark appeared beneath the dots representing the fighters. The names Savage, Queen’s Hand, and Harrier appeared beneath the dots representing the clever class corvettes. “…receiving? Hound, this is Merciless Flight. Are you receiving?”

      “Yes, Merciless Flight, we’re receiving you!” Lieutenant Sangen replied, overcome with relief and joy. “It’s a mess out there, emerging from the wormhole in forty-two seconds.”

      “We’ve got you,” came the response from Ronin, the hammering of his rapid-fire guns in the background. “More backup is on the way.”

      “Triton Actual here: Five ships from Trident Wing are emerging in your local space, the marker should be on your tactical display,” said Rear Admiral Lamonthe. “Two more corvettes are docking with the Merciless now so crews can go aboard and take them into the fight.”

      The question that entered Ashley’s mind then was; Why didn’t the Triton have the people to crew those ships? She put the thought out of her head then, it was time to concentrate on surviving the dogfight they were about to enter into. “Gunners get ready. You’re going to break down enemy shields so it’ll be easier for our fighters to finish them off.”

      “Aye,” Lieutenant Sangen replied, relaying the order by saying; “Gunners: We’re peeling onions so the cooks can chop ‘em up.”

      “Okay, that’s something I haven’t heard in sims,” Ashley muttered, amused by the slang as she checked the shield recharge rate, her course, their speed, and the ship’s regeneration status. The second missile bay was fixed, so she linked her targeting program with Samurai and Trident Squadron’s software. Twelve targets were locked in immediately. She got ready to fire as soon as they emerged from the wormhole.

      Ronin and Caw swept by the opening, their main guns and small auto turrets firing on fighters as they pursued them. “The way is clear, come on out as soon as you like,” Ronin said.

      Hearing his voice was a relief, and seeing that his shields were recharging quickly from forty-nine percent was just enough reassurance. Ashley fought to keep her focus.

      “It’s good to hear friendly voices. Emerging in three seconds from my mark. Mark,” Lieutenant Sangen replied.

      In the seconds following the Hound’s emergence, thirteen missiles were launched followed by another fifteen. Ashley fired her main guns at a gunship that had made the mistake of approaching head on. Everyone aboard felt the one hundred forty-millimetre triple railgun cannons thump as she launched the three rounds that brought the enemy ship’s journey to an end an instant later. The gunners unleashed a barrage of directed electromagnetic pulse fire in all directions as they taxed the shields of nearby fighters and other enemy vessels.

      Several capitol ship rounds from the nearby dreadnaught caught the Hound on the rear aft quarter, blasting through its shields and destroying a primary thruster. Ashley rotated the ship so the untouched dorsal shielding faced the dreadnaught and did her best to send the Hound towards the nearest cover; a drifting clump of refined nidrium that had been detached from its hauler. Several fighters altered their courses to give chase, and Ashley got ready to launch her mines. The elation of being back in the same system as her allies, of being closer to Minh-Chu was weighed down by the realization that the fight of her life was just beginning.
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      Battling Amongst the Wreckage

      “Gunners,” Ashley said, triggering the auto-addressing system that had become familiar to her in sims. She didn’t like cutting Lieutenant Sangen out of the communications loop, he was doing a good job of quickly relaying her orders, but she couldn’t afford the delay. “You’ve kept us alive so far, guys, but now I need everything you’ve got. The Order has it in for us, so we’ve gotta fight even harder.”

      “You got it, Cap,” replied one gunner.

      “We’re on it!” said another.

      As the last five replied, Ashley focused on the task ahead. There was a group of three gunships emerging from the wormhole, and they were trying to get a lock on the Hound. She took the ship into a dive towards the thick, shifting debris field of cargo and ship wrecks. It had grown since she’d last used it for cover in mass and size, stretching for thousands of kilometres already.

      Seeing that she would have to use her mines more strategically, she deactivated the launch program that would send them all out with the press of one button. When she was sure that was clear, and checked which mines were first in the launch order, she checked her tactical display. What she saw would have been a nightmare in a simulation, and it was much worse in reality. The Messenger, Eve’s massive base ship, was starting to emerge from the wormhole gate with a large gathering of Order ships right behind it.

      Even more alarming was the swarm of Order fighters that were chasing after the Hound. At a glance, she counted fifteen, and flinched as she watched her ship’s shields drop from eighty-seven percent to sixty-three as they pummelled their dorsal shielding with their guns. Nearly all of them swept past, trusting that speed would help save them from her gunners, who fired back relentlessly.

      The enemy fighters started coming around for another pass, moving in three groups of five, and Ashley took the Hound into the thick of the cargo field, gradually maneuvering back towards the wormhole gate. There was more trouble coming. Several heavy fighters were launching from a carrier flying behind the Messenger. At their head was a trio of gunships that were already rapid firing missiles at the Uriels, forcing them to evade instead of going after the ships harrying the Hound.  The gate was several thousand kilometres away, but Ashley knew that was practically point blank range for what she was planning. Bull flew after the group of fighters pursuing her, his Uriel speeding past as he rattled rounds and fired missiles. His aggressive attack destroyed two of the Order’s fighters and forced three to turn away.

      “Thanks for the help, Bull, but you’ve got to get some distance. All fighters, get clear of the ships targeting me,” Ashley said.

      “I hear ya,” Bull replied. “I’m going evasive anyway, too many missiles with my name on ‘em out there! I think I pissed ‘em off.”

      As the first rounds from the trio of gunships emerging from the wormhole at the head of the fighter squadron began to strike the front of the Hound, Ashley lined up the main guns and set them to rapid fire.

      “Going head to head doesn’t seem like a great idea,” Kadri said nervously, cringing, shrinking deeper into her seat.

      “It’s their mistake,” Ashley said. “Never go head-to-head with a ship that has more firepower and heavier shields even if you have the numbers.” She opened up with the main stationary heavy guns. The triple railgun barrels beneath her feet made the ship rumble as they fired in turn, sending a burst of three high velocity shots towards the lead gunship in half a second. The instant the first rounds struck that ship, eliminating its shields, she sent another burst of four at it. Before they struck, she was lining up the second gunship. Seeing how much damage three shots did to the first, she held her trigger down long enough to send a barrage of eight shots at it, following up with another three because she wasn’t sure how well lined up the first group were. The third gunship started breaking off as the first burst into thousands of pieces.

      As her gunners fired at the small swarm of fighters that were firing on them from behind, taxing their shields, Ashley blasted the third gunship with a reckless stream of railgun fire, watching it deteriorate as the flight of high velocity, heavy rounds ripped through its hull. The squad of fighters coming in behind them were about to slip out from under the Messenger’s broad hull. Ashley didn’t have much time or space left to continue her assault before she completely broke cover, but she held her trigger down, firing the last of her triple railgun magazine into the space they were entering.

      At a guess, she’d say there were about ninety rounds on their way to the squadron in a pattern that swept back and forth in front of them. Some of the shots passed through the space before the fighters were in position, but Kadri gave a little nervous cheer as a number of the fighters failed to avoid the attack and were pummelled by the high velocity one hundred forty millimetre railgun rounds. “You destroyed four and damaged seven, and it looked like you were just shooting for spite!”

      Ashley was already turning the ship back into the thick of the wreckage. Her decision to empty the magazine had brought them out from cover, and the Messenger’s smaller turrets were already firing in their direction. The small cloud of fighters that were after them was still giving chase, sweeping from side to side to avoid as much of the Hound’s turret fire as possible as they took shots on Ashley’s ship. That was where she wanted them, but she didn’t have much time to make her move, her shields were slowly draining. “All ships stay clear! Launching mines!” Ashley called out as she activated the mine launcher three times, sending hard-shelled anti-fighter mines towards their pursuers.

      There was no time to watch the results. They were about to enter the dreadnaught’s firing arc again, so Ashley rotated the ship with a jerk of the pedals under her feet so their least damaged shields were facing it and began accelerating away from the wormhole gate back to cover. “Mines are out, they’re activating,” Kadri reported. “The shells are off, the missile pods are active, selecting targets, now launching.”

      Ashley had seen what happens when those anti-fighter mines went off many times in simulations. Once the protective shell around them popped off, the missiles beneath locked onto fighters and all fifty micro-missiles launched after enemy targets.

      From how the Order fighter pilots reacted, she suspected that the Order had never seen those mines before. Other than a few shots that were absorbed by the metal shield, they didn’t try to stop them from activating. Once the hard shield fell away, it was too late. Most of the micro-missiles launched as the fighters passed, some impacting immediately on nearby ships, the rest chasing after the enemy vessels. The ones that didn’t seek the Hound’s attackers locked on to other nearby Order of Eden gunships and fighters. A glance at her tactical map confirmed that several of the fighters chasing her were already disabled or destroyed, the rest of them were evading, trying to get away from the mass of micro-missiles that had just been unleashed.

      The Hound was struck by beam fire that cut through the debris field around them and depleted their aft dorsal shield in seconds, then the line of energy cut into their hull before Ashley could rotate the ship enough to spread the attack to a working energy shield. The engines roared as she pointed the nose of the Hound at the asteroid field and accelerated. The cover the wreckage in front of the wormhole gate wasn’t enough anymore. “That hit our secondary antenna, breached into crew quarters, and destroyed a gun emplacement,” Kadri reported.

      “Our damage control team is getting the gunner out of his turret and are sealing the affected compartments off,” Lieutenant Sangen reported.

      Ashley looked to the wormhole gate and shook her head. “That came from the Messenger. It has two command carriers and a whole fleet coming through behind it. Contact Command. We need new instructions. We can’t stay here.”

      “You’re flying right,” Ronin said, his voice coming through the communications station behind her. “All our ships are following you to the asteroid field. We have a chance there.”

      Ashley made sure their damaged thruster was turned off, verified that their trajectory would take them where they needed to go, then pushed the throttle to maximum. “Thank you, Ronin,” she replied.

      “This is Command,” Admiral Valent’s voice addressed. “The interdiction fields are coming down. The ships responsible for them are powering up their wormhole drives and are retreating. The Merciless is entering the immediate field. I say again, the Merciless is entering the immediate field. We will be using antimatter torpedoes once we arrive at the designated coordinates. Get clear, stay clear.”

      “Mark us as ready,” Ashley ordered. It was a signal that ships sent that told all allies that they acknowledged the instructions and were prepared to act accordingly.

      “Ready signal sent,” Lieutenant Sangen reported. “Why weren’t they using antimatter from long range in the first place?”

      “The Order ships would counter them since cloaking systems weren’t working. If they got creative, they could set them off with their countermeasures while they passed right by us. Conventional nukes are better long range because they don’t go boom if they get hit.”

      “Oh, that makes sense,” he replied.

      “Does she have to make you take your tactical quals again?” Kadri asked, shaking her head.

      “I’m going to anyway, I obviously missed a few things. I never thought a corvette class could fly like this,” the Lieutenant said.

      Ashley throttled down and guided the ship into a curve that took them behind a massive chunk of iron and stone before continuing on to the main mass of the asteroid field. The Merciless emerged from a tear in space, immediately firing its main guns at the dreadnaught and the Messenger. The massive base ship dwarfed the Haven battleship as it opened fire with its own cannons. Kadri watched the sensor data closely. “The Merciless is targeting the Messenger’s main projection system, trying to stop it from generating a wormhole. I don’t know if it can get through its shields, but this is going to be…”

      A circle of warped space appeared in front of the Messenger then became a fresh wormhole large enough for the vessel’s bulk. It moved towards the entrance, all its rear thrusters firing blue-white. Two command carriers accelerated past it along with several other Order capitol ships and fighters, beating it to the wormhole only seconds before the base ship passed inside. Beam weapons from the Merciless lashed out at the edges of the entrance in an effort to destabilize it, but it was too late. The Messenger and a fleet of Order vessels were already gone.

      “The wormhole gate is powering down,” Kadri said with dread.

      With a thought, Ashley brought an image of the wormhole gate up between her and her navigator in time to see the warped space within its circumference shift and shimmer. The haulers that were going in had broken off long ago to avoid the firefight wreckage that was near its opening, so there were none going in. An older Order destroyer and several empty freighters were still on their way out, and Ashley watched with horror as the collapsing wormhole turned them into twisted shreds of metal.

      “What… what happened to all the ships inside that wormhole tunnel?” Lieutenant Sangen asked quietly, fearfully.

      “I’m not sure,” Kadri answered. “But I hope it was quick.”
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      The Crew Around You

      

      As Samurai Squadron, the Savage, Queen’s Hand, the Harrier and all other Clever Class Corvettes pursued the last of the Order of Eden destroyers, Jake was left in his Strategy Centre to watch and direct the action when necessary. None of the temporarily stranded destroyers were willing to surrender. Their power systems were either compromised or too drained to generate wormholes for themselves when most of the Order of Eden forces retreated. They had been left behind.

      Instead of giving in, they retreated in different directions. One was foolish enough to fire on the Merciless as it moved into the open. What that captain was thinking, no one would ever know. Captain Vega targeted the enemy ship’s bridge and the ship’s main power system with every weapon they could point in its direction. The armoured hull plating protecting it was cracked within a minute of the first round finding its mark. The command crew within were killed, their remains disintegrated or trapped in the slag that was once the nerve centre of their ship.

      The second destroyer managed to escape, wisely moving away from Haven forces as quickly as they could until they could build up enough power to generate a wormhole. The third destroyer was about to be trapped between the Triton, which was still in the outer solar system, Samurai squadron and their corvettes. Their shields were already down and most of their weapons had already been destroyed. Jake hoped that the destroyer’s crew would surrender once the Triton de-cloaked in their path. The fighting in the Cefa system had already dragged on longer than he liked.

      The most frustrating thing in the solar system was also the most fascinating. A piece of technology that had been left behind long ago. There was a commander aboard the giant Wormhole Ring that would not respond to hails. They commanded the evacuation of the base built into it. Small armoured Order of Eden shuttles and gunships were fleeing its bays like fleas off a drowning beast.

      This was something that the Merciless was handling now. Liara led her team of communications specialists in demanding the surrender of each enemy shuttle and small ship commander. A few actually powered down and gave up. The rest were tracked and disabled or destroyed by Frost and his tactical team. That was the grisly business, and it was carried out unflinchingly. Anti-fighter and larger weapons made quick work of the small craft that turned on them or tried to escape. Mercy was for the cooperative.

      None of that addressed the questions that kept running through Jake’s mind; Why didn’t we know about this before? Why didn’t Lorander tell us this was here? What is this doing in the middle of the Cluster? Why didn’t they use it themselves? Why did the Cefa government keep it a secret after we rescued members of the royal family and their governors?

      That was what prompted Jake to step into his heavy armour and recall the Hound. It was the most damaged ship in his little fleet, but it was flying, there was a crewman who needed to get to medical, and his favourite pilot was at the controls. “I’m going off ship, leading a mission to the Ring,” he said to Captain Vega.

      “I don’t like it, but I can’t stop you. Are you at least going to file a mission outline before you go?” Stephanie replied flatly.

      “There’s something, a section of the ring that reminds me of tech I saw a long time ago. I’m going to start investigating the base there. If I’m right, I’ll have access to a main data line and a part of the main power management system.”

      “All right, keep in contact. There are sections of that thing our scanners haven’t been able to penetrate,” Stephanie said, keeping her voice low, probably so the bridge staff couldn’t overhear her.

      As soon as he left the Strategy Centre, he was met with two crewmembers, both of them young, one marked as an Ensign, the other was the junior of the two and he was from the galley. He was nervous as he spoke, especially after getting an eyeful of his Admiral in full heavy combat armour. “S-Sir, Admiral, Sir; I have orders to make sure you eat something…” he presented a tray, lifting the polished dome to reveal a steaming meal of lightly breaded chicken, carrots, string beans on a bed of rice. “Chef says you can’t live on meal bars alone.” The last was blurted out quickly.

      The Ensign, who had shaved his head and looked at ease, smirked and nodded. “Chef is a tenacious soldier,” he added. “So is this one, Sir.”

      Catching his reflection in the dome as it was held to the side – a large man in armour, his visor creating the illusion that the head inside was actually a gore covered skull – Jake decided that he needed to take a moment to give in to the demands of his crew. They were only trying to take care of him. Besides, the kitchen boy was definitely dedicated to his purpose despite his obvious unease.

      The rich fragrance of the dish filled his nose the moment Jake retracted his visor and took the fork from where it rested beside the plate. “No point in wasting Chef’s work.” He stabbed the long green beans and pushed a bunch into his mouth. There was no point in wasting time either.

      “Good?” asked the young Ensign with a sigh. “I mean, is it good, Sir?”

      The subtle flavour of butter accompanied the texture and earthy flavour of real beans. They were the first he’d had. Not just in a while, but ever. Jonas had natural greens often, but those were memories that had faded over time. Jake nodded, wishing he wasn’t in a hurry. Next were the carrots. Those he’d had before, carrots were grown in most places, but he enjoyed them anyway. When he finished a generous mouthful of those, he cut a large piece of chicken for himself – it was almost too large for one bite – then shoved it in.

      The kitchen boy watched every motion, relaxing as his Admiral generously sampled everything that was on the plate. When he finished the large chunk of chicken and was about to put the fork down, the boy said; “You have to try the rice, Sir.”

      Everything had been fantastic so far, but the rice didn’t exactly beckon. It looked more like a platform for the chicken, but he’d eaten a third of everything else, so what harm could another bite do? “Down the hatch,” he said before shovelling a forkful of the rice into his mouth. Jake murmured happily as the flavours of chicken broth, lemon and butter mingled with the texture of the rice. He took another forkful when that was gone, then dropped the utensil on the plate.

      “Should he tell Chef you enjoyed it, Admiral?” the Ensign asked, enjoying the sight of his commander’s pleasant surprise.

      Jake nodded as he finished eating. “It’s almost enough for me to stay for the rest. Tell him I’ll try to make time for his cooking.”

      “Aye, Sir,” the kitchen boy said, putting the dome back on. “You’re not going to eat the rest?”

      “No time,” Jake said as he started to turn away. “Wish I could. Do what you want with the leftovers.”

      “Thank you, Sir.”

      “Where is the Admiral off to?” asked the Ensign, who fell in step beside Jake.

      “I need to see that Ring. There’s a whole space station built into it. I swear it reminds me of something.”

      “Are you taking a shuttle? We don’t have enough pilots for an escort,” the Ensign said, but it didn’t seem like he was trying to talk his commander out of leaving.

      “I have a ride coming. I’m guessing you’re coming too?” Jake asked, “I’m guessing Captain Vega assigned you to me?”

      “Yes to both questions, Sir. I’m Ensign Sherman Oaks. I was one of the support analysts on the bridge before…”

      “You were reassigned to make sure that I don’t get into too much trouble.” Jake looked into the younger man’s brown eyes and saw something there. Perhaps it was confidence beyond his apparent age, or the look of someone who once saw too much and since recovered. “Rollback? I’m guessing you lost forty years?”

      “Fifty-six or so,” the Ensign replied. “I was a last-minute addition to the crew, just made it through vetting and qualification tests in time to join up. I’m not here to babysit or report on you, so you know, Sir. The Captain picked me because she knew I had the experience to assist you. I’m here to help, Sir.”

      It was the kind of thing that Stephanie would do herself if she wasn’t Captain of the Merciless. She’d been his sounding board and trusted companion as his first officer aboard the Samson. “You didn’t make that kitchen boy sit outside my compartment, did you?”

      “I actually tried to get the tray away from him so he could go back to the galley, but that wasn’t about to happen without a direct order from the Chef.”

      “Well, thanks for trying,” Jake continued into the transit car, his new minder following right beside. “All right, our mission is to get aboard that Ring, avoid Order of Eden trouble, and pay a visit to one of the core power modules.”

      The transit car dropped several levels then started down a horizontal tube to the hangar where the Hound was expected. “This isn’t something that was planned in advance, I’m guessing?”

      “No. We’re going to be using cloak suits. You’ll need one if you’re coming,” Jake replied, hoping that the Ensign would have to return to his quarters or visit the armoury.

      “Your squad has one for me, they’re meeting us on the way,” Sherman replied. “A group of marines have been assigned to you for the duration of the mission, Admiral. May I ask a question?”

      “Only if you drop the formalities and call me Jake,” he replied, getting the feeling that he’d be stuck with this Ensign.

      “All right, thank you, Sir. I’m just wondering; why do you want to see a core power module? Wouldn’t the command centre make more sense?”

      “If I’m right, I’ll learn something more important from a core power module, and there will be a main data node nearby,” Jake replied. “Here’s a question: why didn’t you come into the strategy room? You have the clearance.”

      “I thought controlling traffic outside was more important until you were finished in there. I had to tell a lot of people who wanted to see you that you’d contact them if you needed to talk to them directly.”

      “Was there anything important? Something I should know before I leave the ship?”

      “No. There were a lot of people aboard who thought they should talk directly to you, skip up the chain of command. I was happy to tell them they were wrong and to speak to their immediate superior instead. There was one thing that had nothing to do with official business that you should know about though. Your fiancé is giving an interview tomorrow. It’s a New Years Day event.”

      “You’re right, I didn’t know,” Jake said, wishing he could be there to watch from the sidelines. He already missed Ayan and Laura more than he cared to reveal.

      “The network that Hart News is setting up for the Haven System and beyond is using that as its first live broadcast event. The announcement went out a few minutes ago. I know it doesn’t have much to do with this mission or the purpose of your battle group, but I thought you should be aware. It’s going out to every ship with a quad drive and further.”

      “I hope I can watch it live. Thank you, Sherman.”

      “No problem. This is going to happen a lot with me around. I have a way of learning about things before most people do. I’ll do my best to filter the noise out and give you the information you need, especially where it comes to non-military information.”

      The transit car slowed to a stop, and the doors opened. Jake led the way into a busy debarkation room, where thirteen marines in heavy armour were waiting. “Admiral on deck!” one barked as the rest snapped to attention and saluted.

      Jake stood at attention and returned it. “At ease. From now on we drop the formalities. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sir!” the group returned in unison. One marine held up a heavy suit so Sherman could back into it. The automated armour wrapped itself around him in an instant, enclosing him in a suit of horizontal bands over a more flexible under layer.

      Another marine stepped forward; “We were happy to get the call again, Admiral.”

      “Niren,” Jake said, recognizing the tall woman who approached. “I remember you from the attack on Haven Shore. Good to see you again.”

      “That was a hell of a fight, Sir. My people are still high on that victory,” she said, glad to be recognized.

      “I expected to take this mission solo, but I’m glad you’ll be there.”

      “We’ll try not to get underfoot. The Hound is nine minutes out. Can you tell us what we might run into other than the usual Order troops?”

      “They’re evacuating right now,” Jake replied, recalling the last scan results from the Ring Station. “There are some areas of the station that our scanners haven’t penetrated yet, but that’s mostly because of its thick hull and energy shielding for power systems inside. I don’t expect there will be any surprises where we’re going, and there are no signs that they plan on blowing the Ring. I’m going to call someone who might know more now. The squad should listen in.”

      “Aye, thank you, Sir,” Niren replied.

      It would be early morning where Edda Paley was, and he hoped he wouldn’t be waking her, but it couldn’t be helped. She answered seconds after he made the call, sitting up in sleepwear, pushing her hair out of her face. Her hologram appeared large in the middle of the debarkation area, hovering above rows of chairs in front of the window overlooking the hangar. “My apologies for being out of uniform, Admiral,” Dame said with surprising clarity.

      “No apologies honey,” one of the marines commented quietly.

      That earned him a sharp elbow from the man next to him who scolded; “Shut that down! She’s a hero. Show some respect.”

      Jake hurriedly focused the hologram on her head and shoulders. “I’m sorry for not warning you that you’d be appearing to a whole squad, but we’re pressed for time.”

      “I’m not ashamed of my appearance, there is no need to apologize,” she replied, her accent making every word seem formal, almost sharply dictated. “I have the image of the Wormhole Station you sent. It is familiar, but I’ve never seen one that old.”

      “There are a lot of these where you’re from?” Jake asked.

      “Yes, we used to depend on them in my home galaxy. Two centuries ago, we began decommissioning them because wormhole technology became smaller and more efficient. These gates didn’t provide much of an advantage. I knew there were a few smaller wormhole gates here, but none that size. That one would have taken decades to build if its as old as it looks. I can see a lot of damage. This station was attacked multiple times, many years apart.”

      “How old would you say it is?” Jake asked.

      “Your scans say six hundred thirty standard years,” Edda replied, her eyes looking at something on her side of the transmission that no one there could see. “I would say, from your scans, that there’s no reason to doubt that. There is new technology though. Repairs were made recently to some of the energy shielding and main projection systems. Did you find anything matching it in the Lorander database?”

      “No exact matches, no. There were several large gate schematics, but none this big. Why wouldn’t this type of gate be in the database?”

      “The technology is old to us, well out of date. I’m sure more recent information was included. More relevant data. Was this found in a solar system rich with rare resources?”

      “Yes, I can’t say where yet, it’s still classified. Why?” Jake asked, glancing at the marines. They watched the exchange in silence, paying attention to every detail.

      “These Wormhole Stations were only built in solar systems that had all the raw materials required for their construction. Even the last of them were difficult to construct because of the resources required. I’m afraid this is all irrelevant history to me. I would like to be more helpful, but that’s all I know.”

      “Does the presence of this one indicate that there are more in our galaxy?” Jake asked. “More this size, at least? We know about several smaller ones already.”

      “There may be others. This could have been the last they constructed here. It is possible that my ancestors used it to connect to smaller gates directly. That was the fastest way for our people to travel for a long time. It helped that they weren’t the only ones building wormhole gates. This could have connected to a few different types from other allies.”

      Through the windows behind Dame’s image, Jake could see the Hound rise up through the floor of the hangar. There was a long scar across its hull from a beam strike, and other, less severe signs of damage from guns and missiles still marking the armour. As soon as it finished rising, a medical team rushed towards it to receive a crewman who was being carried down the main ramp in a stretcher. Jake knew that could have been any crewmember aboard that ship, or the Hound could have been destroyed altogether. The thought of losing Ashley, and what it would do to Minh-Chu entered his mind, and he pushed it out, fighting for focus. “What should we expect when we get aboard the Wormhole Station?” he asked Dame.

      “I don’t know. The one I saw in my home galaxy was new in comparison, a little over two centuries old, one of the last built. The defences were always hidden from me because there was never a need to deploy them. The one you are showing me is a relic. All these stations had defences that changed over time, most of them were made to disable unwelcome boarders until authorities could deal with them. The only strange thing I can recall is that all of these large Wormhole Stations were deactivated in a very short time. A year, maybe three at most. I always thought that was odd. The one I spent some time on hadn’t been used to create wormholes for most of its life. It had been converted into a training centre. An academy.”

      “Thank you, Dame,” Jake said, wishing she could tell them more.

      “It is my pleasure, Admiral,” she replied, switching to a private channel so her hologram disappeared. Her image played on his wrist instead. “I hope you don’t mind me telling you something personal.”

      “No problem, go ahead,” Jake said, surprised that she’d have any private information for him.

      “Captain Valent hasn’t reported it to you yet, but she has led us to a great victory here. It will not escape the Order’s notice. She captured three new destroyers and directed allies to severely damage the enemy’s logistical support in the Rose System. I have never seen so few damage a military force so severely with so little effort or loss of life.”

      “Were there any losses?” Jake asked, bracing himself.

      “None. ‘They never saw it coming,’ as your people like to say.”

      “I’ll call her as soon as I check something on that Wormhole Station,” Jake said. “Thank you, Edda.”

      “Please call me Dame, Admiral.”

      He terminated the call and thought for a moment. There were questions on his mind and it was likely he’d find the answers on that station. As he put the mission together in his head and considered how far he’d go to investigate, he overheard a marine ask; “How did Lorander forget to tell us about something like this?”

      “Just because they built it, doesn’t mean they all knew about it,” Sherman replied patiently.

      “I’m sure not even the Admiral knows about every asset Haven Fleet has out there,” Niren added. “We have hundreds of ships and we’re not a tenth the size of Lorander.”

      “Not one ten thousandth their size,” Jake corrected. “It’s like a Nafalli expecting me to know a human he met a few lightyears away just because we’re the same race. Lorander told us a lot, but this station is ancient history. There isn’t even a guarantee that it was built by the Lorander Corporation. It could have been built by someone else from their galaxy without them knowing. We’ll never find out if we don’t get moving.”

      “You heard him, move out!” Niren ordered. The squad rushed down the rampway to the door with practiced speed with Admiral Valent and Ensign Sherman in their midst.
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      A Visit with The Queen

      

      It didn’t make sense for Ayan to feel so nervous. Since she was born, she’d seen incredible things and crossed more space than most people would in their lifetimes. There had been adventures along the way that would thrill some but terrify most. The memories from her previous existence as Ayan Rice came with military training, a robust scientific education that focused on engineering and a whole set of experiences that provided the very basis for her personality. A personality that was formed from a complex childhood.

      Ayan had faced death, tragedy, victory and knew what it was to love so deeply that it was sometimes frightening. A simple interview shouldn’t be making her so nervous. Discomfort wasn’t a factor. She was finally off the War Forge in a home that had been made by that very machine then delivered to York the day before. It was large, based on the style of the apartments in the Everin Building, it was the first to be affixed to a large platform that would host a whole cluster of modern houses. Hers sat atop a large hangar, had space for her family, several staff members and security. It was too big for her tastes, but she liked the family space.

      That is where she sat in a large lounger, wearing one of her favourite blue dresses, something she hadn’t been able to wear much while she was aboard the War Forge, where it seemed more sensible to be in uniform most of the time. Laura was in her arms, finally getting some rest after being stimulated by the move that morning. They made the journey aboard a clever class corvette that had a high comfort transport module installed on the second deck. You couldn’t tell you were inside a heavily armed military ship, but the creature comforts didn’t matter to Laura. She was still too young to make sense of it all, but the infant seemed aware that something was going on. The moment they stepped onto the transport she started wailing. Ayan was sure that would start when the babe was put into a tiny vacsuit then affixed to her chest. Laura seemed perfectly content with that, but something about the transport was too much, so her daughter reacted to it like she was getting stuck with pins.

      When they stepped off the transport into the hangar on Norren Laura stopped. Not even Daisy knew why Laura made a cacophonous fuss during the fifteen-minute trip, but they were all relieved when the baby calmed down. The gravity on Norren was almost perfectly standard, point nine-eight of earth’s, and the air had character. There was something green and alive about the newly terraformed planet’s smell. The forests, fields and jungles were still fresh and there was life everywhere between, even in the arid areas that looked golden but still during the day. It was the kind of world Ayan wanted to raise her children on.

      Gavin Hale’s shuttle had just touched down outside and Daisy gently took the child, commenting; “Someone’s had a big day.” Laura barely stirred.

      “Here he is,” Lacey said as she escorted Gavin into the room. He was an intentionally handsome man with modestly styled hair. Over his vacsuit he wore a utilitarian jacket, the kind that would look right on a terrestrial explorer. Two high resolution recorder drones the size of his fist followed above and behind him. He was clean shaven, the stubble that everyone had seen on him in recent broadcasts was missing.

      Ayan got to her feet and shook his hand, noting that he was shorter than she expected. “It’s good to meet you in person, Mister Hale.”

      “Call me Gavin, Admiral.”

      “Only if you call me Ayan,” she replied.

      “Thank you for sitting down with me. I wasn’t sure this was going to happen when I heard you were moving today.” He looked over her shoulder to the thick boreal forest and lake beyond. “Now I see why you didn’t want to wait. It’s beautiful here.”

      “Everyone in the Haven System is very lucky. I had no idea how quickly the terraforming process would resume once we got the towers back on. That forest came up in days but you’d think it had been there for decades,” Ayan said, walking to the broad window with him. “We thought it would be a while longer before the air was completely safe, but the trees and undergrowth finished conditioning it as they grew. It’s time to start moving in. The planet can sustain two point one billion with minimal environmental impact if we settle here properly. We’re all very lucky.”

      “Are the forests finished growing?” Gavin asked.

      “At an accelerated rate, yes. They’ll grow at a normal pace from now on,” Ayan replied, looking out at the range of green ringing the large lake, extending out beyond. “The Carthans deactivated the towers just as this advanced growth stage was about to be initiated so they could study the technology. I think they did us a favour. We got to see the most exciting part of the terraforming process.”

      “The finale,” Gavin said, nodding. “So, how do you feel about this interview?”

      “Anxious,” Ayan replied with a nervous laugh.

      “You’re going to be great; we’re just talking,” Gavin said. “I already gave Major Sanjay the list of questions, so you know what I’ll be asking, unless you want to strike any of them.”

      “I can’t talk about active missions, that’s the only limit,” Ayan said, aware that she was striking two topics. One concerned Alice, the other about the Merciless Battlegroup.

      “I’m not surprised, but I had to put them on the list,” Gavin said with a shrug. “Everyone wants to know what your family is up to. We have plenty of other topics to go through though, so don’t worry.”

      “I noticed,” Ayan said as she returned to the soft seat. Lacey fussed with her hair and tugged at her dress a little before she was playfully shooed away.

      “Good luck with your run for council,” Gavin said to her as she stepped away.

      “Thank you, Mister Hale,” Lacey replied. She was one of the first to put her name in as a council member for Norren. The election wouldn’t be held for months, but the planet would need a government, and Lacey didn’t want to remain on Tamber, so it would be a good fit.

      Gavin Hale sat in a lounger across from Ayan, not paying attention to the people quietly leaving the room. Daisy, Lacey and Leon remained, standing well to one side out of the holographic recorder’s recording area. He had a quality about him, one that made you feel like he was paying perfect, unwavering attention to you when he got your attention. It wasn’t an overbearing thing. He was well mannered and easy going, but there was something mesmerizing about his focus. “Thank you for inviting me into your home, Admiral. I understand it was just brought down early this morning.”

      “Oh, we’re starting?” Ayan asked, surprised, anxiety jabbing her. Pressing on, she shifted in her seat as she replied; “Yes, it was a gift from the Norren development team. I didn’t find out about it until I woke up this morning.”

      “A happy nine-nine-nine gift?” Gavin asked with mild amusement.

      “Yes, I didn’t even get a chance to wish anyone a happy new year before I found out.”

      “Well, you can wish everyone a happy new year now.”

      “Happy new year,” Ayan said to the recorder drifting just over Gavin’s head. “This one will be much better than the last.”

      “That’s because it’s the reformation year, right?” Gavin asked, bringing the topic right to one of his talking points. “Can you tell us what we can expect? Most of the people seeing this weren’t around when the first government was formed on Tamber.”

      “Well, now that we’ve set up most of the security in space, and a section of the military is being re-tasked to provide assistance to the public, it’s time for a civilian government to take over. The provisional governing body is mostly military, but that will change over the next few months. By this time next year, the Haven System will be governed by a stage one democracy. A new election will be held within three years of formation so people can vote based on the performance of their representatives.”

      “Who will be voting?”

      “Civilian and military citizens who can pass the prerequisite knowledge test before election week,” Ayan answered. “Though civilians won’t be able to vote on military leadership.”

      “So, this test is to make sure that voters understand the core issues and the platforms of the candidates?”

      “That’s right. It’s being put together by a neutral board of experts in fields appropriate to the issues. We’re also using software to remove political overtones. The test is only about what the citizens should know, not how anyone wants them to vote. It’s an old process we’re borrowing from Freeground. If someone fails ahead of the election, they can study the non-partisan literature available for free on the Haven System site.”

      “You put a lot of importance on the system being neutral. Don’t you have political leanings of your own? Wouldn’t you, as an owner, want to see people in the solar system support them?”

      “If that was what we wanted, we’d just take direct control of the government. We’re not interested in that. I get to vote like anyone else, so that’s how I’ll express my political desires.”

      “All right. I know you can understand my surprise when I found out that the owners of the Haven System agreed to hand rulership over to its citizens. Why would you do that? There are many democratic worlds that have sovereigns.”

      That question shouldn’t have given Ayan pause, she’d thought about her status as queen over and over before and after sharing ownership of her solar system with her friends. Her response should have been right on the tip of her tongue, but she considered the matter again as though it was new to her mind before answering. “The other owners were following my lead in confirming that the Haven System would be run democratically, I think.”

      “Just like that? That’s what you wanted and they followed along without adding provisos or limits?”

      “We didn’t have much to discuss, democracy means the same thing to all of us, so they went along.”

      “So, you’re a queen amongst your friends and comrades as well, then?” Gavin asked with an expression that suggested he was teasing more than provoking.

      “You have no idea,” Leon said under his breath.

      Ayan laughed, on the spot, already shaking her head. “I never wanted to be queen of anything, but it looks like I never had a choice.”

      “You’re her assistant, right, Lieutenant Baca?” Gavin asked Leon, beckoning him forward.

      Leon, wide-eyed at first but relaxing quickly, stepped in beside Ayan’s seat. “I prefer the title of Aid, but yes.”

      “So, back to a point I hit on a minute ago; she’s a Queen to everyone, even her close friends?”

      “Well, that’s an exaggeration, but in a way, yes. Some people are like that, they have a gravitational field, everything else seems to orbit them.”

      “Okay, what’s her gravity? What draws people in and keeps them in orbit?”

      Leon looked to Ayan uncertainly and she shrugged. “I’d like to hear about my gravity too, Lieutenant.”

      Leon, gathering his thoughts, looked back to Gavin. “Well, she has a lot of bandwidth. It’s as if she has a train of thought for her family, a couple for whatever she’s designing – those she shares with her staff – another for government, and one or two more that she doesn’t talk about until they’ve amounted to something. The quad drive was born out of that kind of secret or private thinking. It’s like it came out fully formed one day.”

      “I had an idea to put several advanced technologies in one secure, easy to install box that we could use to upgrade most of the fleet in a short amount of time. That came to be because some brilliant engineers figured out how to do it after I presented my concept. It was the effort of a large team,” Ayan said.

      “Okay, we’ll get back to the quad drive in a minute, but let’s stay on the Queen thing for a little while longer,” Gavin said, chuckling at Ayan’s eye-roll before returning his attention to Leon. “So, the Admiral is difficult to keep up with? It takes a staff?”

      “Well, yes, she’s sort of like a resource in that way. That sounds too clinical, though, too… impersonal.”

      “So, there’s more to it, like what?”

      Leon looked to Ayan before answering in a softer voice. “She knows everyone. The Admiral abhors discord in the teams under her, whether it’s a development team, a fabrication crew or the people in her house. I think the most disarming thing about her is that she knows people by name, usually without looking them up, and she’s willing to take time out of her day to be diplomatic when there is a conflict. We know that there’s no pretence in her sympathy for people. She’s had a long journey here, lost people, has family who are on mission and misses them. Most of all, she’s become a mother, and I’ve had the pleasure of seeing her grow into that role. She shares that with us through her sincerity, and it gives her a personability that isn’t common. I suppose a lot of people feel she’s a motherly figure. I see it all the time.”

      “So, it’s a gravity made of intellectual and emotional intelligence,” Gavin said, turning his full attention to Ayan as she shook her head and sighed. “That’s what he’s telling me, and if I understand the situation right, he spends more time with you than anyone.”

      “It’s all a bit too much, though, isn’t it?” Ayan replied, almost hearing her mother’s voice in her British accented response. “No one can be that to everyone, can they?”

      “It does happen. A whole culture can rally around one person’s image. Most of the greatest Queens are celebrated not just for what they do for their people, but how they behave in front of them, for the stories people tell about meeting them. It’s as much perception as anything else.”

      “Well, Leon makes it sound like I do so much, know more than I possibly could. Behind those trains of thought – as he put it – are hours of hard work and a lot of collaboration with people who are much more knowledgeable than I am. Maybe I’ve had some unique experiences that inform my thinking, but hasn’t everyone in this era? There are manufactured humans who are just realizing now that they’re not physically unique. People who lived in the same towns for all their lives are boarding starships so they can move to a safer place. Commercial pilots are becoming fighter pilots. Explorers are joining the marines. There are as many unique journeys as there are immigrants coming to Haven, so why is my story more compelling? We’re all at the centre of our own stories, no single experience more important or deeper than that of another’s.”

      “Humility and grace,” Leon said, looking satisfied. “You see it now? She believes in a universe of individuals, all of whom are equally important.”

      “I think I see it, thank you Leon,” Grant nodded at him then returned his attention to Ayan. “So, let’s talk about your journey a little. Everyone thinks they know about it. It’s detailed in the documentary about the modern founding of the Haven System and a few others. What would you want people to know about your life so far?”

      “I was hoping we’d talk more about what’s going on in the Haven System this year,” Ayan retorted, trying not to make it sound like an outright objection to his question.

      “Well, that’s where all this begins, isn’t it? The Carthans gave you ownership of the Rega Gain system because they hoped you could provide some resistance to another rival corporation taking it. People see that as the beginning of the new founding. You renamed it the Haven System so people would see your solar system a certain way. What you went through leading up to that point has everything to do with this solar system’s future now. I have to wonder what experiences led you to opening Haven to democracy, to putting all this effort into protecting it and building entire cities to house immigrants who are on their way here now.”

      Ayan found herself wishing that Gavin was asking questions about military assets and missions, things she could simply choose not to reveal. These personal, in-depth probative queries were difficult to answer, but she could see the importance of them.

      After a few moments pause, Gavin relaxed and said; “Maybe that’s too much, too personal. Sorry, I…”

      “Well, yes, that’s personal, but I’d like to talk about it. I haven’t reflected on things that way though, so, bear with me,” she replied, taking her time to put her answer together. “I think I was made as a part of my Father’s grieving process. He lost a daughter who never knew him as a father, Ayan Rice. I was his third chance to be a father, and for the little time he had with me, I saw him as one,” Ayan, feeling the grief of losing him and her mother, took a deep breath and let it out slowly, staving off tears. “Freeground rejected me, told me that I was distinctly not Ayan Rice and that I had no right to whatever she owned even though I had all her memories. I felt like I was her until then. I left before he could help me. I know he would have given me a home if I gave him a chance, but I’m happy he caught up to me here. Tamber is the first place I settled, the first place I called home. Until then, my friends were my home, and that’s all well and good, but it was still unsteady. It seemed like there was trouble around every corner until we got here. Then I felt I wanted to build things to protect them and the few people who were already living in the system when we arrived. At first there was a lot of repurposing, using what we found here. Then people from the Lorander Corporation came along and showed us a better way. The Nafalli have joined us, and are making this system their home too. I regret that I haven’t had time to see more of their culture, to know their experience better, but I plan on changing that soon.”

      “So, in this stage of your personal journey, you want to shelter people. To give them a safe place. Maybe you’ve come to that because you haven’t felt safe?”

      Before she was aware she was doing it, Ayan was looking to Laura, who was in a baby sling against Daisy’s chest. Her daughter was sleeping soundly, cheeks flexing unconsciously. Gavin definitely dug down to the root of things, and she felt more at ease when she looked back to him. “Yes. You’ve found me out. I think that would be my greatest wish for this year; to see people moving in and thriving in this solar system. It was nearly uninhabited, forgotten when we got here, but it’s an incredible place, a good place for a great civilization. I’d also like to say you’d make a good therapist, Mister Hale.”

      “Thank you, Admiral.”

      “Again: please call me Ayan.”

      “Thank you. So, you don’t like being called Queen, but you are one, technically.”

      “I’m one co-owner now. So, I’m more of a board member. As for the title of Queen, well, no, I never liked it. I don’t want to rule people.”

      “They might call you The Queen anyway. What would you say to that?”

      “As long as they understand that they govern themselves through an educated democracy, I won’t fight it, but I’m not really a queen.”

      “That brings us back to the question; why a democracy? There are many prosperous solar systems that are managed through a corporate structure.”

      “I believe in equal rights, that anyone should have the opportunity to govern if they’re elevated to a position by their peers, and that personal freedom is paramount. The other owners and I are only in place to prevent another organization from laying claim to the solar system. We believe that people should govern themselves. The military is the only part of our society that isn’t purely a democracy, but it will also be changed by those who serve eventually. We’ve all seen a democracy work, and while there are some drawbacks, that’s true of every system of government.”

      “The owners don’t hold the power to reset the government if they see things going wrong?” Gavin asked cautiously.

      “Don’t get me wrong: a few of us would like that power. We’ve seen government take a wrong turn, but that’s why every democracy is an experiment, all governments are, really. You have to keep testing it, learning from results, but you must allow the experiment to proceed on its own if you expect things to develop for the better. One generation’s mistakes can teach the next how to make improvements that benefit everyone. We won’t hesitate in legally influencing an election by throwing our support behind someone, but no, we won’t reset the government by replacing people. Any leader who has that power – the power to remove and change the leadership at a whim – is a dictator, and we’ve seen many dictatorships go wrong. It’s a line we won’t cross.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Gavin said with a chuckle. “All right, so you said you had an announcement for us?” Gavin asked with interest, rubbing his hands together in a comically exaggerated gesture.

      “It starts with this, the city of York. Other than being a historic city name, it’s the name of the city where my parents met. They were both scientists at the time, so I thought it would be an apt name for the boomtown that’ll be forming around the Haven Fleet Sciences organization I’m starting. It’s beginning as a military organization, but we’re recruiting civilians into the ranks, expanding from day one on a staff of over three hundred. Construction on a science station will begin in geosynchronous orbit this month. People across the galaxy will eventually benefit from what we do here. The first device we’re releasing will do that. We’re creating a communications network that will allow everyone in the Cluster to speak to each other with no more delay than they would experience within their solar system.”

      “So, a hyper transmitter type system only better,” Gavin said.

      “Much better. The quad drive, which has been a military secret until now, was a huge stride forward for Haven Fleet. While the contents are still classified, there are some components that we can put into this Interstellar Communications System. We call it the I-Comm. One part of the quad drive technology we developed for the fleet makes it possible for anyone with the same type of device to communicate with no noticeable latency within thousands of light years. Thanks to that breakthrough, we’re building and distributing tamper-proof I-Comm satellites throughout the Cluster. Some solar systems will have several, so no matter where you are, you only suffer local delay. If you’re one astral unit away from one of these I-Comms, the delay is only eight point three minutes during the initial connection.”

      “I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it work myself,” Gavin said, shaking his head. “How long will it take to get this set up?”

      “We expect to have this finished within the year. The only solar systems that won’t have access to the I-Comm will be the ones who refuse it. Unfortunately, thanks to the war, we’re not willing to share details on how the system is made so I expect a few civilizations will turn us down. If an I-Comm is tampered with in any way, the core technology will be corrupted, disabling the unit and making any scan that would allow duplication impossible. It’ll also send a signal home with its complete log using an older hyper transmitter system.”

      “So, you’re dedicated to keeping this proprietary for as long as possible.”

      “Until the war is over, then we’ll reconsider,” Ayan replied.

      “Are you planning to expand the network outside of the nearest ninety-eight solar systems?”

      “We already are but I can’t share the details yet. We’re not certain of the system’s stability over extremely long distances, so we’ll wait until we know more.”

      “What about the quad drive itself? I hear it’s faster than anything invented.”

      “It is,” Ayan replied, carefully formulating what she would say next. “Right now, it’s strictly military technology, so I can’t share any details. I’m only able to speak about it now because we’re certain that word about the quad drive will leak soon if it hasn’t already. It’s a key advantage in keeping the Haven System secure and in pushing our enemies out of the Cluster, so you can understand why I’m tight lipped.”

      “I can. So, there are a lot of these advantages in the fleet?”

      “Many more, but most are classified, I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, don’t apologize. I don’t know how much you’ve heard about me, but I was practically driven out of my home because of changes the Order of Eden were making in the Rose system. If keeping a big bag of tricks secret will help you and the Fleet win the war, then I’ll wait to learn about them, as long as you give me an exclusive when you’re ready.”

      “I’ll propose that to the Admiralty,” Ayan said, playing along. She was sure he wanted to know more than she was telling him, reports from Major Sanjay already mentioned that he wasn’t afraid to ask about anything, even things he knew were classified. His saving grace was that he was willing to be almost as patient as he was inquisitive.

      “Sticking to the topic of tech, I’ve heard that the British Alliance has sold several proprietary technologies to companies in the Core World areas.”

      “They licensed them to companies out there who have produced upgrades for their military. Those companies have also sold equipment to the general public, which could include our enemies. I don’t see that as something that is purely their failing, though. Haven Fleet was in its formative stages when schematics and samples were stolen, and we didn’t know what to share or what to keep under wraps, so we decided to keep it all secret over an abundance of caution. I think we should have given them a little more, and that their theft was something that happened because some of the officers felt their countrymen were short changed. They were here largely for our benefit, helping us defend this solar system. They would have gotten a share of ownership if they stayed, but the benefits of that would have been years or decades away. When it didn’t look like there would be any benefit to helping us, they were ordered to leave the Cluster entirely. They had to go, so a few bad actors decided to take some armour and weapons on their way out. That’s mostly what they licensed out, and what we’re using now in Haven Fleet is already superior to the tech they shared.”

      “It sounds like you’re willing to forgive them.”

      “They made sacrifices while they were here, lives were lost, and they couldn’t afford to be good allies, so they left. I don’t blame them. They have billions of people to protect. As for the theft of technology, yes; I forgive them. I know that the act of a few people, or one small department shouldn’t reflect on an entire people, or even an entire military organization. There were officers who didn’t want to leave us here alone. I strongly believe that the British Alliance will want to return soon, and that we should welcome them with open arms. It’ll be on our terms this time, and I admit that I’m looking forward to that. Alliances will be at the core of our overall strategy even more than advanced technology.”

      “And you wonder why people want to call you queen?” Gavin said with a grin. “Tell me more about York. I can tell you’re excited.”

      “Well, fabrication ships are already on their way. By the end of the week there will be room for thousands in buildings that have a very low impact on the environment. The whole city will be on stilts and enough light will be allowed to pass through the platform structure so the forest beneath us will keep thriving. A lot of starship class recycling technology will further reduce the impact we have on this new world. Right there behind me there will be a thirty-three-storey farm structure that will help feed us. Aquariums are built into some of the walls in this and every other building that will provide the bulk of the living protein while looking pretty amazing. It’s one of my favourite things about this design, which is a refined version of something we built in Haven Shore. Overall, York will be the centre of science and history in the solar system with focuses on research and education.”

      “Why history? There are already historical hotspots in the solar system. I haven’t had a chance to visit them, but there are a lot of postings for experienced explorers to join archeological efforts.”

      “History and science are inseparable here. We don’t know much about the people who built the terraforming towers and other structures from that era, so we’ll be using this as a base for teams that will be investigating their origins and studying the technology. We hope that they can continue studying pre-Omni-Virus structures across the solar system and possibly the whole Cluster. My experience here and with the Lorander Corporation has taught me that one civilization’s archeology can lead to the innovation of another.”

      “Is there anything you’d like to say to everyone watching? Any message you’d like to share?”

      “There’s going to be a lot going on in the Haven System. We’re growing. I’d like to thank everyone who has fought for it and worked hard to prepare for a whole new wave of citizens. I was surprised to see my home in York delivered so soon because there are already so many projects under way. Entire towns are under construction now with over a hundred fabrication ships putting buildings up every day. Finishing crews are frantically moving essential fixtures in, and more people are arriving hourly. Most of them sign up for jobs or the military before they even reach the Haven System. I can’t tell you how encouraging that is. I look forward to watching this new, diverse civilization grow and advance over this year and beyond. I know what it’s like to feel unwelcome in your own home, to leave not knowing anything about where you’ll land. I hope you can all find a new home here with us. Welcome to the Haven system, and happy new year, everyone.”

      “Happy new year,” Gavin said, leaning forward to shake her hand.

      Ayan surprised him by taking it, standing up and drawing him to his feet for a brief but warm hug. “Thank you for telling our story,” she said to him before the red light on the recorder drones turned off.
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      There was no way Jake would skip taking a trip to the bridge of the Hound. He could have stayed on the second deck, waiting with the marines to deploy to the Wormhole Station, but by all accounts, Ashley had flown an incredible mission. He agreed, even though the risks she took during her mission made him as nervous as he’d ever been. Admitting that to her may make her feel like he didn’t have faith in her though, so he decided to keep that to himself.

      Kadri was the one who noticed and addressed him first when the cabin door opened. “Welcome aboard, Admiral,” she said, aware that it was an acceptable, less formal greeting for a superior officer while the crew were busy.

      Ashley was busy piloting the Hound towards the great ring hanging in the distance. Light from the sun was striking its back side, putting them in its shadow. “Admiral,” she said, seeming relaxed while all her attention was focused on her task. “We’ll be landing in the fore side lower hangar in a little over five minutes. Is this going to be a quick drop?”

      “A quick drop,” he confirmed. “Good job on the mission, by the way, I’m impressed,” Jake said. Then he spoke to the the other two members of her bridge team. Kadri was in the co-pilot’s station which she’d added detailed scan displays to, and Lieutenant Sangen who was busy at the communications station to Jake’s left. “Great work, everyone.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” Sangen replied, only looking up from his station for a moment. He was watching the status of the fleet and putting data together from the last minute of a probe that was inside the wormhole when it collapsed. “The other SOCU corvettes are coming back, on their way to begin rescue operations for the damaged freighters in the area, by the way. The Triton is sending all three of its armoured transports to assist.”

      The armoured transports were only twenty-one metres long, more like large shuttles. They were effective, sure, but if the Triton only came with three, then they were even shorter on equipment and manpower than Jake thought. It was something he’d have to talk to her commander about. “Good,” he said, looking at the probe data more closely. “Was that thing able to transmit right until the last second?”

      “It was sending us data until the last millisecond,” Kadri said, calling his attention to her station. “I’m moments away from confirming that everything inside was torn down in an instant. I’m pretty sure the ships were sheared apart on the atomic level. They became energy. If there was any suffering, it didn’t last for a significant length of time.”

      “I’m starting to see why Lorander stopped using this system. A failure, or deactivation from either side is lethal to anyone in transit,” Jake said, nodding.

      “Right, but I doubt that anything other than an intentional shutdown would interrupt a wormhole. I have to get a look at the station’s systems to be sure, but Lorander typically has a lot of safeguards built in to their technology. My theory is that whoever is in control of this or the other end of the wormhole went out of their way to shut it down. It didn’t prevent us from learning what we had to about this though. We know where the other end is and you’re going aboard to take control of the station, right?” Kadri asked.

      “Right,” Jake replied, knowing that it was only one of his priorities. He looked through the artificial canopy window at the looming station, it had grown so large in their view that he could barely see the sun’s light beyond it. “I’d better get down there. Go help with the rescue effort once my squad is off the ship.”

      “Aye, Admiral,” Ashley replied, turning to look at him for a moment. Those dark eyes had a new confidence in them. Something he hoped she’d find for a long time.

      

      “How is everything up top, Admiral?” Sherman asked as Jake joined him and the rest of the squad in the second deck. The rear hatch was clear and they were standing in formation, ready to rush off the ship.

      “Good. I have a feeling the crew of the Hound won’t be paying for drinks for a while,” Jake replied as he brought the schematic of Freeground Alpha up on his helmet’s heads-up display. He started looking at the details, specifically the power generation and storage systems.

      “Can I ask you a question, Sir?” Sherman asked as he handed the Admiral his rifle.

      “Go ahead. Should we be on a private channel?” Jake asked.

      “I don’t think so, Sir,” Sherman replied.

      “Call me Jake. Jacob if you’re feeling formal. What’s the question?”

      “Aye. We’re landing in a bay that our scans say has been sitting open, probably dormant for a couple centuries, maybe longer. Why not take us right to the command centre the Order were using twenty-eight levels above?”

      “I think I’ve seen some of this construction before. If I’m right, we’re taking the fastest route to a part of the base that can only be scanned from within,” Jake explained, still holding some of the reason why they were going back there.

      “So, you want to make sure we know what’s inside before anyone else goes aboard to investigate?” Sherman asked.

      “Right, but I’ll admit that part of it is curiosity, too.”

      “All right,” Niren said, already looking pleased at the idea of following Jake’s curiosity. “So, in previous experience, what have you seen in the sensor-dark area we’re checking?”

      “If I’m right, we’ll find a brig,” Jake replied, finding that section on the schematic of Freeground Alpha. Right beneath the main capacitors, which were housed in metres of metal shielding, there was the original brig for Freeground station. The other detention and law facilities weren’t far off. A compact hearing space, processing area and an execution chamber would be there too. It made him uneasy, but if he found the same layout and construction on the Wormhole Station, then it would definitely give a lot of people something to think about.

      “A brig? A centuries old Lorander brig?” Sherman asked, surprised.

      “Oh, this should be interesting,” Niren said, nodding.

      “It could be anything, though, so keep your mind open and your head on a swivel. Still… I’m hoping I’m right.”

      “Why? If you don’t mind me asking, Admiral,” asked a stocky female marine.

      “You can learn a lot from the prisoners in someone’s brig,” Jake replied.

      They felt a modest bump as the Hound’s hull made contact with something and Ashley’s voice announced: “Touch down. Rear hatch lowering now.”

      The hatch flapped down in half a second, and Jake followed Niren’s lead at a brisk pace. His sensors took the scant data around them in, updating the shapes of the hangar, the nearest entrances and the debris left behind. A few blocky, antiquated service robots were still plugged into the wall, some drifting awkwardly at the end of thick power cables. He didn’t recognize their design. They didn’t look distinctly Lorander or Freeground, and could have been from anywhere.

      The squad’s boots clung to the firm deck beneath their feet, compensating for the microgravity conditions, allowing them to run at full speed. The team used lights on their helmets and guns, catching motes of dust from the nearby asteroid field. Most of the surfaces looked clean, and Jake took in the old style, heavy construction of the place. It was built in a time when people didn’t trust active energy shielding to protect them from radiation, and everything was made to be highly durable, able to withstand the test of time and rigors of hard use. He didn’t have much time to take it all in as they moved to the thick airlock hatch he highlighted on his tactical map.

      The Hound’s thrusters cast brilliant light as it accelerated away. “I’ll stay close in case you need to leave in a hurry,” Ashley said over his communicator.

      “Thanks Ash. Again: great work today. I know I shouldn’t be surprised, but I’m astonished.”

      “Thank you, Jake.”

      They arrived at the thick airlock door and one of the marines looked to him. “Got a plan, Jake? We’ll be here for hours if I have to cut a hole.”

      “One second,” Jake said, looking to the side where he expected to find a familiar interface panel. “There it is,” he said, loading a version of the Freeground Station operating system into his left command and control unit. He plugged a data line into the panel and was surprised to see it light up.

      “Okay, I know what that is,” Niren said. “That’s the native OS for Freeground Station. Was this built by the same people?”

      “I can’t say yet. We don’t know a lot about Freeground Station’s founders. Most of them didn’t stick around for more than twenty or so years after Freeground Nation was formed. All I remember is that they were able to move a lot of resources into the middle of dead space and they had some serious technology. Not advanced enough to make half the stuff our sensors are picking up on this station, but…”

      “…but Freeground Station can create big, high efficiency wormholes, has hull segments that are metres thick, and looks a lot like this,” Sherman finished for Jake. “Did you notice the similarities in the first scans sent to the Merciless? How long have you been making comparisons?”

      “I’ve been trying not to,” Jake said as he tapped a request to board as a guest into the door control panel. “I didn’t want to form a theory and fit facts to it. I’d rather do the opposite.”

      “Kinda hard, no?” Niren asked.

      “Just a bit,” Jake replied as the system refused to open the doors. “Looks like visiting hours ended a while ago,” he remarked as he set his command and control unit to start trying all the administrator passwords that were in the Freeground Alpha database. The oldest ones were rendered inactive, but they still had them on record. After a few seconds and fifty-three codes, the panel turned green, presenting a control screen that read; WELCOME, PASCAL HOGAN.

      “Did you just gain administrator access?” Niren asked, surprised.

      “Looks like one of the founders was involved with this station at one point,” Jake replied, nodding as he skimmed the historical data on Pascal Hogan. “It’s one of the ones that moved on before Freeground Alpha was complete. My records say he was one of the designers, had nothing to do with the philosophy or purpose behind Freeground Nation.”

      “So, Freeground was built by Lorander?” Sherman asked on a private channel that was shared between himself, Jake and Niren.

      “Part of it, probably the power system,” Jake replied as he looked through the internal defences. “They definitely didn’t help Freeground with the weapons or shield tech, though. There are isolation fields and hidden auto cannons in this place that could give us trouble in our modern gear.” The schematic for the prison ahead and the power system above them appeared on the panel and Jake copied it, marvelling at how much it resembled the original design for Freeground Alpha. “I can confirm that the power systems are almost exactly the same. Other than that, the layout looks different.”

      “So, no prison?” Niren asked.

      “There’s definitely a prison past this door,” Jake replied as he looked at the map of hallways beyond the airlock. He could only scan fifteen metres in, but it was enough to see significant differences. The outer doors opened as he disconnected the data cable, maintaining a wireless connection with the station. “The design isn’t the same. These cells have walls that are a metre thick. The security systems are made to contain something a lot stronger than your average human.”

      “Nafalli?” asked a marine.

      “This is overkill for a Nafalli,” Jake replied, looking to the tall marine. “Oh, and the system says nine prisoners are still in custody. I’m sure they died off sometime in the last couple centuries, but we should check them out just in case.”

      “I knew this assignment would be interesting,” Sherman said.

      “The inmates aren’t what worry me. What I find worrying is that no one has been through here for over a hundred ninety years. There was a whole civilization a world away that would have had no trouble coming aboard. They might have even had old administration codes that would get them in here. Why wouldn’t they use this place?”

      “Yeah, that’s a good question, Admiral,” Niren said. “Your orders?”

      “Let’s take in the sights,” Jake said walking through the outer airlock doors. His squad was right behind him, looking everywhere at once, their lights illuminating a place frozen in history, built for another stage of technology by hands that could have been alien or ancestral.
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      “Everything is so solid here. It feels like we’re walking on the surface of a metal planet instead of an old station,” said Sterling, one of the only marines who was in all ways larger than Jake. His deep, resonant voice was somewhat hushed as he made his observation, as if he was making sure the shadows couldn’t hear him. He was gravely injured during the raid on Haven Shore. It was good to see him on his feet, fully recovered.

      “It’s the difference between walking on plating and armour that’s more than a metre thick,” Jake explained as he turned his light down a hallway that he expected to find the main containment cells in. The systems remained in emergency shut down mode, with no power going to the instruments they passed in the broad corridors. To his left he saw scanning booths that looked ancient to him. The antiquated technology was still powerful, though, with emitters in the top of the shielded chambers that could see through anything he could imagine at short range. It was unusual for a prison to have anything that intense. Most inmates would be processed nude, and a simple medical scanner would be able to capture images of their entire bodies, inside and out. Detecting hidden objects or cybernetics wasn’t difficult, especially back then.

      “Plenty solid, everything here looks like it was made to last longer than Methuselah and the pyramids,” Sterling said as he swept the area in front of the squad.

      “Focus, Sterling,” Niren urged with a chuckle. “This tech is old, but I don’t see any damage. This stuff could turn on any time.”

      “The air’s good. No heat, but these walls are blocking all harmful radiation. Looks like the place has been sealed up tight. If the environmental systems are in good shape you could turn them on and move in today,” Sherman remarked as he pointed his left gauntlet at a control panel, scanning it as they passed. “Everything’s intact. I’m rusty on antique electronics, but I think I see the power switch.”

      The systems around them were simple for Jake, the kind of thing Jonas learned all about in school. He looked at Sherman’s scan results and nodded to himself. It was all familiar. He could rebuild anything he was seeing blindfolded. “Ayan would love this place. No one’s better at updating this kind of tech, but she appreciates it for what it was. Easy to repair, long lasting, and efficient.”

      “Doesn’t a lot of the stuff on this station call for rare materials?” Sterling asked from the front as he looked down a corridor to their right.

      “Some parts of the power systems, and probably the wormhole generator, yeah,” Jake replied, marvelling at how much he recognized in the next hallway. It was like an original control room in Freeground Alpha, something he’d only seen pictures of. “This area is made using the most common parts for the time. You don’t use rare materials to build something if you don’t have to, especially in a place this big.”

      “I hear ya, Admiral; don’t need to go looking for zebras if a horse will do,” Sterling replied quietly but jovially. “Got a screen here that’s still lit up.”

      Jake moved to his side and entered Pascal Hogan’s identification code. A ragged, tired looking woman appeared on screen. She was in a containment suit with the visor pushed up. She spoke in Orindi, one of the most common Nolian and Lorander languages. His system translated for her seamlessly using her voice. “We’re abandoning Taden Ring as ordered. The Rega Gain Mission is over. Our more advanced technology has been removed from the prison section, and all but the station’s obfuscation systems have been shut down. Anyone seeing this in person should be aware that I’ve made the decision to lock several of our captives in behind. They are the only enemies that are aware of the location of this station and they can’t be allowed to share that knowledge with the few allies that will most likely remain in this galaxy. My orders were to eliminate them, but they deserve much worse. I’ve left their power systems active, so they should be awake for at least four hundred years, trapped in their cells. I’ve also left their sense emulation systems on, so I hope they like the cold. If there is one thing I can say about this war and the conclusion in Galaxy Three One Three, it’s that I agree with the withdrawal only because the indigenous humans here would continue to be caught in the crossfire if the conflict continued. I look forward to resuming the fight once my crew and I return home.”

      There was a pause and the commander looked at the palm of her glove before continuing. “I’ve been instructed to read the following into this recording: If you are watching this and have not been sent by the Tri-Galaxy Collective, then please leave. If this gate is activated and the obfuscation field fails, the unique energy signature of the main wormhole projector may attract Zidun Forces. Nolians may not be able to assist the sentients of Galaxy Three One Three if our great enemy returns. Do not attempt to negotiate Zidun. If they arrive looking for us, destroy the station immediately. The Zidun are a blight in the galaxy and should be denied the prize of advanced technology, the thing they seek out most, at all costs. Their advancement must be prevented.” The recording ended with the Commander jabbing a button on the control panel.

      “Well, that just brings up more questions, now doesn’t it?” Sterling said, resuming his sweep of the large command centre. There was room for a dozen or more people within. Three times as many inactive displays and control panels were arranged in a half-circle with secure doors at either side of the rear. If it weren’t for the thin film of dust covering everything and the old technology, Jake would assume someone would be along any minute. There was even a tray with several cups pushed into it on the end of one of the consoles, as if someone was about to deliver coffee the instant before the call to abandon the station was made. The large marine was right. He had so many more questions.

      “What’s on your mind, Admiral?” Sherman asked.

      “Well, if that last part was read into every final recording by the officers aboard this station, the Order probably saw it too. They ignored it,” Jake brought Dame and Quan’s idents up and called both of them as he spoke. “The wormhole systems aboard the station were active too, so if what that officer said was true, then we might have some visitors.”

      Quan, dressed in thick, comfortable looking robes, answered the call. He was in his quarters, sitting cross-legged on his bed. “Yes, Admiral?”

      Dame was in uniform, the background suggested she was aboard an Order Of Eden ship. A stark green logo that read; WE RISE! was behind her. “Admiral?”

      “Where are you answering from, Dame?” Jake asked.

      “I decided to explore the Advanced Destroyer the Clever Dream is docked to,” Dame replied, surprised at the question. Then a thought occurred to her and she laughed. “Did you think I was captured? Don’t worry, Admiral, I have not been captured.”

      “All right. I have something to play for you. I need you to answer some questions for me.” He started replaying the commander’s message for them.

      While they watched, he sat down at the active terminal and, using the translation overlay on his head’s up display, found a data search tool. The first thing he looked for was information on the Rega Gain Mission. There were several recordings about it, but he scrolled past them and selected a summary instead. He skimmed it first, then, astonished, read the two paragraphs more carefully.

      

      The historic Rega Gain Mission is to save the population of the Rega Gain System. A human colony was suffering from the Kaniris Fifteen virus when Nolian Scouts discovered it, and they cured the virus, saving the inhabitants. In doing so, they revealed that there are other human civilizations outside of Galaxy Three One Three that are as large, if not larger than theirs. Instead of withdrawing from the Rega Gain System, explorers travelled there to assist in the rebuilding of Rega Gain and to learn from the humans there who are descended from the people of Earth.

      The true thrust of the mission began when the Zidun were discovered in the Rega Gain System and fighting broke out in most of the nearby systems. Their primary goal was to capture advanced technology, take resources key to their expansion, and to eradicate any beings who could interfere. The Omnivirus struck forty-nine local standard years later, and the mission was expanded to finding a cure for that plague as well. Now the mission is complete with the defeat of the Zidun and our failure to cure the Omnivirus. We did replicate and disseminate the cure once it was given to us, but not before nearly all the residents of the Rega Gain system succumbed. The final part of our mission is the full retreat of our forces. The Collective believes that by reducing our involvement and presence in Galaxy Three One Three, the Zidun will be less likely to return there if they manage to regroup and rebuild.

      

      “Is the translator broken, Sir?” Sherman asked on a private channel.

      “No, I think I just got a glimpse at a chapter in history that I’m going to be thinking about for years,” Jake replied. “That, and I’m trying to figure out when this was written. The Nolians and Lorander count time in terms of their years or local years. They use both here. Theirs are listed with the year then everything after a decimal point is a day. Another decimal would determine daily subunits.”

      “Hours, right, that makes sense,” Sherman said with more understanding. “Sorry, it’s my first Lorander mission description.”

      “I have never heard of this war,” Dame said as she finished watching the commander’s last playback. “The Zidun are a people, though. Some are certain that they made the Raiders.”

      “I’ve always believed it,” Quan confirmed, shifting and settling in his robe. “This is interesting. You’ve found an old Lorander base?”

      “I’m still not sure this was made by Lorander, but maybe some other group from Nolian society. What do you two think?”

      “There are no Lorander markings on the commander’s suit. She should have a white and blue flame burning in two petals on her left breast,” Dame said with certainty.

      “You’re right. I didn’t think of that, but you’re right,” Quan said, his interest visibly piquing. “She was speaking our language perfectly though. Her features are similar to yours, only more classical,” he said to Dame.

      “So, Nolian, certainly. She also mentions her people’s ‘great enemy,’ which must mean the Raiders. The Nolian people have had many foes, but that has been the most persistent and deadly of them.”

      “What are the chances of Raiders detecting whether or not someone has turned this base on and projected a wormhole?” Jake asked.

      “If you believe the fear rhetoric surrounding the Raiders, then it’s highly likely. My people believe that they’re practically everywhere we haven’t yet explored,” Quan replied a little dismissively. It was obvious that he didn’t think the same way. “You probably know the threat more realistically, Edda.”

      “The kind of wormhole projected by the station you’ve discovered are highly detectable. Each end creates a massive energy bloom. That’s probably the reason why the station has a cloaking field that could stop interference or detection. That wouldn’t work entirely, though. If someone knew how to watch for the tunnel of bent space between the wormhole gates, then determining the location of both would be a matter of making some calculations. That is most likely why all the Wormhole Rings were deactivated in a short amount of time. The enemy could find them and possibly disrupt transit. Maybe my thinking before was backwards; that the gates were closed because of an advancement in technology. Perhaps technology was forced to leap forward because all the wormhole gates were forced to close. Detection may have been the downfall of these gates.”

      “Sounds like a question of Fleet Sciences,” Jake said, happy to have someone with real knowledge of Lorander technology and history to look at what he was seeing. With a tap, he sent them a copy of the Tri-Galaxy Collective mission description. “Here’s more information. I have a question before we get into that, though: have either of you ever seen a Raider in person? Not one of their ships, but an individual.”

      “I’m happy to say that I haven’t,” Quan replied without hesitation. “I did link with a simulated mind during my training as a telepath, though, and I was told mentally contacting a Raider would be similar.”

      “I haven’t met one either. I was trained to fight them, but I never had the chance,” Dame replied, her brow furrowing as she read the summary of the Rega Gain Mission. “This confirms that there was a war in your galaxy between the Nolians and the Zidun. How is it possible that I never heard of this?”

      “It looks like they were embarassed,” Quan replied. “They cured the virus they discovered when they first arrived, but I believe that their technology attracted the Zidun to Rega Gain, putting the humans there in the crossfire. Even worse, when the Omnivirus came they failed to stop it before most of the people were killed. I think covering this chapter in exploration and expansion up was a mistake for our people. As sad as this story promises to be, I believe everyone would have a lot to learn.”

      “Details may be hard to find,” Jake said, remembering the condition the few older buildings he saw on Tamber were in. “The solar system was largely abandoned. The biggest cities were on Kambis and they were destroyed. The chances that there’s any evidence left behind are slim at best.” It struck him that there was, in fact, plenty of evidence. “Except, there is. An engineer who worked on Freeground Alpha’s original power system, which is still running, came here. He worked here. This station probably has information about a whole chapter in history we either forgot or knew nothing about. It could give us the real reason why Lorander was so unwilling to share their technology.”

      “But they did, eventually,” Niren said warily.

      A chill ran through Jake, and Dame’s eyes widened at what must have been the same realization. “Lorander must have known that the Raiders would be back soon. The Rega Gain, or Haven system seemed to be at the centre of this. There must be evidence of the war there. Maybe they saw us settling in and realized that we’d eventually find out that we were building on a battlefield? A graveyard filled with the bodies of bystanders? Could the Cefa system be the beachhead for that war? It’s so close to Rega Gain, the nearest system to it.”

      “Yes,” said a dry voice through the console speakers. “Rega Gain is a graveyard.”

      Jake looked for the controls for the cell monitoring systems and activated it. There were several motionless prisoners, and he shuddered at the sight. The worst of them stared up into a camera. His flesh had shrunk, stretching the skin away from their eye sockets, exposing the bare orbs. Their noses had flattened, and their lips were pulled up and to the sides, baring teeth in a tense, exaggerated grin. It was speaking English with a strange accent. “You were there? You saw the war?”

      “I will share my data if you allow me to use a computer. There is too much to tell by speaking,” the staring, grinning captive replied.

      There was something familiar about the android regardless of its strange condition. Jake looked for the talk button on the console and saw that it was stuck in the active position. He pushed it several times until it popped back up and a small indicator on the screen showed that it was deactivated. “You see the colour of that thing’s skin? It’s faded, maybe this one is like the one we found…”

      “At the abandoned mining city,” Niren finished. “He started transmitting the moment he was plugged in.”

      “No way are we going to give this one the same opportunity,” Jake concluded. “I wonder why their skin shrank?”

      “The humidity in here is absolute zero. Desiccation would be my guess,” Niren offered. “If those things can feel pain, then they’re freezing and suffering. It’s about minus two hundred.”

      “Whoa, no vacation spot here,” Sterling commented as he took another look at the bare-toothed, raw-eyed prisoner and shuddered. “Glad we’re not fighting any of those damned grinners. A face like that’s good for scaring children and giving me nightmares.”

      “I need you two here,” Jake said to Quan and Dame. “I’m ordering the Clever Dream to the Cefa system as soon as possible. See you soon.”

      As another prisoner started to move, she made a statement that Jake’s translator couldn’t make sense of. She repeated herself in Orindi so Jake heard it as; “I must transmit my memory capture. Main memory storage overflow! Must transmit! Must transmit! Must transmit!”

      On eight screens prisoners slowly got to their feet and started saying the same thing, all in an undecipherable language at first, then some of them changed to others, including Orindi and English. Their bared teeth grinning unnaturally, exposed eyes staring intently at the camera in the ceilings of their cells, they cried; “Must transmit! Must transmit! Must transmit!”

      The one who spoke first began to claw at the door, slowly dragging de-fleshed fingers against the metal. Jake changed the camera angle and saw that deep grooves had been worn into the hatch where his metal fingertips worked. “The Listeners must be told. Must transmit.”

      “I want every Nolian who stayed behind when Lorander left in the Cefa system right now,” Jake told Sherman as he muted the audio coming from the cells. The sounds of metal fingers slowly raking an armour door continued to echo down the hall. “Someone make sure that thing isn’t about to dig through that hatch. Oh, and I’m sure I don’t have to say this, but I’m going to anyway; don’t let one of those out under any conditions.”
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      Fur-Face

      

      Iruuk was a huge, muscular Tree Tribe Nafalli who, if she didn’t know better, Alice would accept as an adult. When she was told she could visit him, even though he would be asleep for several more hours, she didn’t hesitate.

      He’d fussed the thick blanket off his back while he slept, and she could see where new fur was already growing back. After Theodore made sure the young Nafalli would recover from his injuries, he added accelerated fur regrowth as a kind of flourish. He said it would most likely help Iruuk accept what happened to him. The new fur was still just fuzz, but it would grow back a lot more by the time he woke up.

      For the first time since she’d taken him onto her crew, she regretted it. She’d kept him working aboard the Clever Dream for as long as she could, excluding him from excursions. Alice didn’t consider why; she didn’t have to. He was a formidable warrior who was trained by a great hunter, his father Alaka, but there were times when she looked into Iruuk’s eyes and saw such youth there. It made her feel like she should be protecting him, not taking him on dangerous missions. She questioned whether or not he understood the consequences of real danger at all before he put himself between her and disaster. He probably would now, and she wondered, sadly, how much it would change him.

      As she sat at his bedside, she was reminded of more innocent times in her life. It was a surprising feeling, a reminder that when she first became a human she was perhaps as curious and adventurous as he was. Well, not in the very beginning. It took her some time to see past her fears. Once she learned to handle herself, she felt like she could do anything, and wanted to see everything the universe had to offer.

      There was another time when she felt eager to learn and wanted to become the best warrior and officer she could. The Apex program. She could recall how pure that curiosity was, how new everything felt, and how good it was to have Iruuk Murlen as a friend then. He was still a wonderful friend to have, but something changed after the return of her memories. She felt like she was a decade his senior, had seen so much more with people he would never know, gone to places he may never see. Her experiences made her feel like she’d grown up over night, and that he had been left behind like a less mature younger brother.

      A little bag in her hands reminded her that he was the best kind of warrior. Looking down on it, she recalled the man they saved from a fire on Tamber when they were volunteering as emergency response officers. She recalled his children the most; Shauna and Amel. Alice and Iruuk had the honour of reuniting them with their father, and she would never forget the gratification that brought. The greatest reason for fighting the war was in sharp focus. The Order weren’t above indoctrinating children, and she knew that brainwashing was under way on dozens, perhaps hundreds of worlds. That would be enough of a reason to fight them if it was the only one, to protect the innocent.

      Using Crewcast, Alice checked on that family of three often, even thanked Shauna for the bracelets before she ran off to join Noah. Her and her brother were thriving. Even when the Haven System was under occupation, they attended school and kept their heads down along with their father, Bryce.

      A frenzy to rebuild Haven Shore and other areas in the Haven System was on, and Bryce’s skills were in demand. He’d already achieved full citizenship for himself and his children by agreeing to work on the new military base in Haven Shore. As part of his deal, he was given a house on the edge of a nearby rainforest that had nearly burned down. Amel and Shauna would watch it recover and grow while they went to school, played with friends, and had their own adventures.

      How much Iruuk knew about this, Alice couldn’t say. In fact, she’d forgotten to give him the bracelet that Shauna made for him. Alice opened the bag and took the one that was made for her, then retracted her suit up to her elbow so she could put it on right above her left command and control bracer. Its opalescent blue, white and green beads caught the scant light in the room, and she ran her thumb across the mostly smooth surfaces before extending her vacsuit back down to her wrist. She felt the other, larger bracelet that was made for Iruuk then and remembered that Shauna had added a little metal wolf head as her thumb passed over its blunt nose. “They’ll never forget you, Fur-Face,” Alice whispered as she cinched the little bag ties with the bracelet inside and put it on his side table. With a few taps into her command and control unit, she anonymously checked on the family of three, finding their Crewcast profile. There were videos of them chasing each other, playing with friends around their age, and after looking at a few of them, she found one of Amel climbing a tree. “Be careful! You’ll fall!” Shauna shouted up at him.

      “I’m Tree Tribe! I can climb anything!” Amel called back. He was wearing normal civilian clothes, but Alice spotted a seam on the back of his shirt that contained a safety device. It would act like a vacsuit, reacting to serious potential injuries in time to prevent them. Aside from minor bumps, cuts and bruises, he’d be fine if he fell.

      That was the right recording, so she made sure Iruuk would see that when he picked up the gift along with the family’s general profile. Seeing them happy and safe made her feel a little homesick, but glad. She stroked his cheek, the fur was soft under her fingers. “We’re going to be all right, Fur-Face,” she told him in a whisper as she drew the blanket back up over his shoulders. Alice knew she’d have to stop trying to protect him any more than the other members of her crew if that’s what he wanted. Seeing him then as he looked peaceful and more youthful despite his size, she realized it would be harder than expected.

      When Alice stood and turned to the door, she saw that Woone was standing there. “I’m sorry, Captain. I thought you’d notice me if I just stood here quietly, then you didn’t, and I didn’t know what to do…”

      “It’s okay,” Alice said as she led her into the hallway and made sure the door closed behind her. It did so silently. “You can visit, but don’t wake him.”

      “Um, no, he’s sleeping. I just wanted to see that he was all right. Can I ask something, Captain?” For the first time, Woone seemed very shy.

      “Go ahead,” Alice replied as she nodded at Theodore and Quan.

      “What did you leave on his side table? Is it customary for your people to leave gifts for the injured?”

      “I forgot to give him something from Shauna, a girl who made him a bracelet because we saved her father. I thought this would be a good time,” Alice explained. Woone was visibly intrigued, so Alice told her the entire story, starting with the fire she and Iruuk rescued Bryce from, ending in the Rangers reuniting him with his children. She even told her how little Amel took to Iruuk, finding him fascinating instead of large and terrifying.

      “That’s where his bravery comes from,” Woone said, looking at his door. There was admiration in her as she explained. “There is a warrior’s task, maybe you’d call it training, or something different. Some of our cultures believe that a true warrior knows where their bravery comes from, and we should train on that…” she struggled, looking sure that she wasn’t using the right words.

      “Perhaps meditation is what you mean?” Quan offered kindly as he entered the corridor. “A long period of deep thought in a quiet place, or a long period of pondering while you’re doing a menial task, or on a journey?”

      “Yes, some cultures make their young warriors meditate until they know why they are brave. What makes them… this isn’t sounding right.”

      “What are the right words in your language?” Alice asked.

      “Urro noonen arr,” Woone said, the translator interpreting it as; “What inspires bravery.” She smiled and nodded at the words on her command and control bracer. “That’s the word; ‘inspires.’ I think I know what inspires his bravery: It is kindness.”

      There was no mistaking the awe in Woone as she expressed her conclusion. Alice wanted to know more, but was just as interested in seeing that the young Nafalli woman had feelings for him. She let her empathic gift open and found that Woone was excited, and that her affection for Iruuk was growing with the passing of every moment. It was joyful, but more than anything, it seemed that those feelings were private, so Alice closed that sense again. “I’ll make sure you see him as soon as he wakes up.”

      “Okay, thank you,” Woone said, nodding enthusiastically.

      “Woone, what is the most honourable inspiration for bravery amongst your people?” Quan asked, a lightness in his tone hinting that he’d felt what Alice did.

      “I don’t know, there are many kinds. The need for revenge is powerful, but least respected. I’ve never taken the Maarrrla Journey – that’s what my people call meditating to find the source of one’s bravery – but I would hope that my inspiration would be one of a protector. Like a mother defending her pups.”

      “A maternal instinct,” Theodore said, nodding.

      “Or the love of family. That’s a common one, it’s like kindness, but not,” Woone explained. “It’s also honourable.”

      “Why do you say Iruuk’s bravery is inspired by kindness? I’m assuming that is highly honourable,” Quan asked.

      “It is… urrolie,” she looked at the translator and showed it to everyone. The screen said; No direct translation available. Suggested meaning: ‘beyond honour, heroic.”

      “Oh, that’s quite a compliment,” Theodore said.

      “What I mean is that Iruuk is always nice, and he saves friends, even people he doesn’t know. I haven’t known him long, but his bravery must come from kindness. I can’t imagine anything less,” Woone said, quieting, offering the last sheepishly.

      “Tell him that when he wakes up,” Alice said, taking her hand. “He’ll love hearing it.”

      The dark furred Nafalli stared into Alice’s eyes for a moment then smiled uncertainty, nodding. “I will, Captain. I’m going to bed for a while first.”

      “I’ll tell you as soon as he wakes,” Theodore said as she retreated down the hallway to her quarters. When the door was closed, he looked to Alice. “That’s going to be wonderful for his recovery. After seeing how he reacted shortly after his injury, I was afraid he’d be embarrassed. That kind of admiration will help him get over that.”

      “He has nothing to be embarrassed about.” Alice knew he would be, though, and thought she wanted to be the first person he saw when he woke up so she could thank him, reassure him that he’d done nothing embarrassing, not even when he begged her to save his leg. Woone would be a better choice. “What can you do for him on the Clever Dream?”

      “I would rather remotely reconfigure the manufacturing system aboard the Corsair to start producing a biological replacement. It’ll take a few hours after that,” Theodore replied. “If we use the parts fabricator on the Clever Dream I could make a cybernetic leg that would be superior in many ways, but it would take much longer to make something biological. A few days, at least.”

      “You can’t do anything with what’s left of his original leg?” Alice asked, remembering its battered condition.

      “After looking it over and thoroughly scanning it, I’m confident in saying that it’s better to replace it. The burns and other damage were too thorough for reconstruction here. If emergency nanobots were employed in the field to make Iruuk mobile again, they would have used what’s left of his leg as nothing but raw materials to build a new one with.”

      “Maybe I should have let that happen,” Alice said with a long sigh. “At least it would seem like it was still his original leg, even though it wouldn’t be.”

      “And risk a rushed, flawed replacement? No, your actions were the correct ones for the best long-term outcome,” Theodore replied firmly. “His body is healed, though most of his leg is missing. I’ll give him his options when he wakes up.”

      “Can you finish making a cybernetic leg by the time he does?” Alice asked, unsure of which Iruuk would choose if he actually saw an option in front of him.

      “Yes, you think he’d respond better if he could see an option?” Theodore asked.

      “Yeah, I know I would. Go ahead and make the cybernetic one. Even if he doesn’t use it, I’d like him to see a way forward as soon as possible. We’ll recycle it if he doesn’t want it.”

      “So, you’re not ordering him to accept it?” Thodore asked tentatively.

      “No, it’s up to him. Regardless of what he chooses, I want him back on his feet as soon as possible, I think I’ll need him when we finally meet up with the rest of Last Crisis. I want him there as my first officer, especially since Yawen will be busy.”

      “Do you think that wise? He may need time for his mental recovery,” Theodore suggested.

      “I want him to be right beside me for everything that’s about to happen. I think getting him back on his feet, seeing new things, being part of what’s going on will be the best thing for him. He’s an explorer at heart. We wither if we look at the same four walls for too long.”

      “An enlightened point of view,” Quan said approvingly. There was something else on his mind though, she could tell from how he made sure he was standing right beside Theodore when he was finished talking about Iruuk. “The adventure he goes on with you may not be the one you expect, however. Admiral Valent is about to call the Clever Dream back to the Merciless. The orders will come through any moment.”

      “Why?” Alice asked, immediately regretting putting off sending her report about capturing the destroyers. “He knows we have our hands full, right?”

      “He does. Dame shared some of the details. An artefact has been discovered in the Cefa System; a high-powered Wormhole Gate larger than anything your people have seen. It has a base around the rim that in some ways resembles Freeground Alpha. Within that base is a prison that the Order of Eden never accessed, and he has found what Dame and I are certain are Raiders incarcerated there. They are the greatest enemy of our people. He has called us to the Cefa System and he wanted the Clever Dream to take us there.”

      The prospect of a sudden recall right before she was about to firm up her alliance with the oldest, most successful resistance group in the region felt like an unwelcome weight on her shoulders. “Can you help him remotely? Why does he need you there?”

      “Well, I can’t telepathically…” Quan started explaining.

      “…I know, you can’t telepathically link with someone using a comms signal. Okay, so he needs you there, but Dame isn’t a telepath. She can consult from the Clever Dream.”

      “I am only the messenger,” Quan said, taking a step back, raising his hands placatingly. “If you’re asking me whether or not the Admiral’s orders will be correct for the situation, I’m afraid I have to agree that I may be an asset, but as for the rest…”

      “The Clever Dream has to stay here. What are we going to do with the brand-new destroyer attached to the lower mooring point? Hide it while we run off? Hope no one finds it until we get back?”

      “I don’t think either of us have the expertise to answer that question,” Theodore replied, regarding Quan with unease.

      “Sorry, it was rhetorical. I have to talk to my Dad,” Alice said, feeling a little like an entitled brat again. She brushed that aside and strode to her quarters, trying to put that notion aside so she could organize her thoughts.
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      Old Works

      

      Jacob Valent’s squad resisted him at first when he told them they would be splitting up into pairs. He didn’t have time to justify his instruction. The prisoners left behind by the Nolians were safely squared away. The doors to their cells were welded shut and thirty centimetres thick. They had barely made more than a few dents in them or the walls during their long incarceration. They wouldn’t be a problem. Other than those unlucky nine, nothing Jake or his troops had seen so far indicated that there was anyone or anything moving around the lower levels of the Gate Base. Still, Jake didn’t have the patience to explain all that, and knew it wasn’t required of him, so he made the instruction to break up into pairs and do a quick sweep of the lower three decks of the base an order.

      They dutifully followed it, and Ensign Sherman became his partner as Jake led the way, scanning a path straight down the main corridor of the third lowest level. “What do you think is down here? I’m looking at the same diagrams you are, from early Freeground, but do you think there will be a lot of differences like in the prison section?” Sherman asked as he pointed his scanner down the side passages on the right as they passed. The map on Jake’s helmet display was populating quickly as they received scan results from everyone in the squad.

      The ones at the very back who were doing more detailed sweeps of the rooms to the left and right of the main corridor were having the most difficulty maintaining a connection to the rest. They were in a section of the station where the armour was thickest, and there was metres of metal shielding above them. The connection to the Merciless and the rest of the ships outside died, and he made a mental note of the spot. “There could be surprises. If I were hiding something else, this is where I’d put it. If not, then there should be a large bunk room ahead.”

      “This place does look like the old scans of Freeground Alpha. The hallways, the plating pattern, the armour consistency. I can’t figure out what that noise is, though.”

      Jake stopped and listened for a moment then, satisfied that he knew what his partner was referring to, replied; “It’s from the heat transfer coils. The gas in them is probably still warm, so it’s travelling through the tubes leading through the heatsink system outside. The heatsinks have fins that are exposed to space, so they cool the gas inside the pipes fast, then the cold gas moves back down the coils to the power systems.”

      “Where it heats up again, pushing it through the coils back to the heatsink. A simple cooling system that requires no power,” he said, nodding. “I read about it, but I never imagined it would make noise.”

      “It’s called coil whine, kind of annoying if you’re unlucky enough to be assigned a bunk under the wrong part of the works. These old ones tend to creak and pop a lot closer to the hull, too,” Jake said as he opened the next hatch. They came out into an old bunk room that was too cold for anyone to live in. “This is the ready berthing. Fighter pilots and emergency personnel would sleep here.”

      “Looks like there’s room for a hundred,” Sherman said as he waved his scanner to the right.

      Scanning to the left, Jake closed the hatch behind them. “No coil whine. They added something to the ceiling to cut the noise. They didn’t do that on Freeground.”

      “So, that just adds to the pile of evidence pointing to this place being built after Freeground,” Sherman said as he pulled a curtain aside and picked up a small round device. It flickered to life, showing a two-dimensional holographic image of a man and two young children waving and smiling. “You know, I always put Lorander and their people on a pedestal. The more I see here, the more I think they’re like us.”

      “I talked to one of their military commanders for a while once,” Jake said, recalling the short encounter. “He couldn’t tell me much about his people then. I got the feeling that there was a lot more he wanted to share. I wonder how much he would have changed things for us if he told me about this, and their war. I don’t know if it would have been better or worse.”

      “Knowing more is always better,” Sherman said, adding; “Isn’t it, Sir?”

      “Maybe, but I wonder if we would have settled on Tamber at all if we knew that there could be an enemy that even Lorander couldn’t defeat just around the corner. We don’t know how close they are, or if they’re even interested in this place anymore, but if they are, we could be in serious trouble.”

      “So, if you knew that there were added risks so close to the Haven System, you and Admiral Anderson may have packed up and moved on?” Sherman asked, finally dropping more of his formal decorum.

      Relieved to be having a more open conversation with the man, Jake replied; “I don’t know. Ayan has a good head for thinking things through, better than mine, so if she saw it as a reason to move on and find another, less complicated place to settle once we made repairs, I’d follow her lead. Then again, we might have decided to stick around and keep our heads down. There’s not much point in thinking about it much, really.”

      They increased their pace as their scanners took in the whole room easily. The panelling the bunks were made from didn’t hamper their mapping efforts as much as the hallways did. When they reached the far end, Jake saw what he was hoping to see: a view into a large fighter bay. There were several old ships there. Most were fighter class, but he didn’t recognize their design. “They had fighter pilots,” Jake said, wondering why. While Lorander didn’t lean heavily on artificial intelligences, he didn’t know of any reason why they wouldn’t use programmed unmanned drones as their small fighters.

      “I can’t believe they left a few ships behind. There’s a shuttle down there, it looks brand new,” Sherman said, pointing his scanner through the thick transparent metal window. “I can’t scan through this, but transmissions are passing as though it’s barely there.”

      “More passive technology that we probably have a more advanced version of in the Lorander database. If Fleet Sciences ever gets a chance to visit, they’re going to have a field day.”

      “Admiral,” Liara’s voice came through his comm. “We haven’t been able to get a message to you for several minutes.”

      “We just passed under a section with heavy shielding on all sides. Everything all right out there?” Jake hoped he wasn’t about to be reminded of a regulation he broke when they entered the prison section. It simply instructed all Haven Military Personnel to back out of transmission blocking areas and inform their commands that they were entering such an area before continuing on. Stephanie might enjoy reminding him of it.

      “Rescue operations are proceeding. Captain Vega would like to know if she should go ahead and send the recovery party she put together after you.”

      “That’s all right,” Jake said, cringing, noticing that Sherman was doing the same. “They can join the rescue efforts. What kind of reception are we getting?”

      “Most of the people we’re saving from wrecked freighters and transports are grateful, many want to be transported to Haven as soon as possible. A few are Order loyalists, but not military.”

      “Put resistant civilians in descender pods and launch them at the nearest habitable rock,” Jake instructed. “What about the military escape pods? I spotted a few.”

      “We’ve gotten to a few, some are trying to escape to the nearest planet,” Liara replied, giving the impression that none of this was surprising to her. “The soldiers we’ve rescued are tight lipped, but a few want to discuss flipping to our side.”

      “Send them to the Triton when its convenient. Until then, Captain Vega can put them wherever she wants. Anything else going on?”

      “Rear Admiral Lamonthe wants to talk to you at your earliest convenience, and Captain Valent has tried to contact you three times,” Liara replied, taking a moment to clear her throat. “Oh, and Admiral Anderson gave an interview. I think Gavin Hale went easy on her, but it was an encouraging New Years’ Day show.”

      “Queue that up on my personal playlist please, I’ll watch it later.”

      “Already done, Sir. Would you like me to connect you to Alice?”

      “Yes, then leave the call. I have a feeling I won’t want this on the record,” Jake said, and before he had a chance to thank Liara, Alice’s face was already hovering holographically above his left command and control bracer. Seeing his daughter was always disarming. One of the joys in his life was knowing she was a part of it, and he wished she was closer. “Happy new year. You’ve been trying to get in touch?”

      “Happy new year, Dad,” Alice replied, a little smile curling one side of her lips. She wanted to be irritated, he could tell, and he was pretty sure he knew why. “I hear you’re calling the Clever Dream and crew to the Cefa system?”

      “You’re going to tell me why that’s a bad idea,” Jake replied, hoping their conversation wasn’t about to turn into an argument.

      “I just want you to look at my report before you give the order,” Alice replied as she pushed her red hair back and bound it in a short ponytail. “We have a lot going on. Noah and I just earned our place with the biggest rebel organization out here. We’re gonna need them.”

      “I heard you captured three destroyers, congratulations. It sounds like you’re the big deal out there, not the resistance,” Jake suggested, watching Alice look away, sheepish at the praise.

      “I actually wanted to pull that off without firing a shot, but there were complications,” Alice explained. “It wouldn’t have happened without a lot of help from our new allies. Last Crisis and Captain Elyub created distractions so getting away with those destroyers was possible. We still haven’t gotten the destroyers to a longer term safe place, but when we do, I might have to go looking for Elyub’s ship; the Opal. It should have contacted us by now. Last anyone heard, it’s on the run.”

      “I get it, you’re in the thick of it there,” Jake said, reconsidering the order to have the Clever Dream and crew meet them in the Cefa System. There were a number of reasons, not just Alice’s, why that may be rash. “Listen, I’m going to have a shuttle with a quad drive go out, pick up Quan, then bring him back. I need his help.”

      For a moment it looked like Alice was about to argue, or that her image was frozen as she stared at him with an eyebrow raised, looking slightly stunned. Then she nodded; “I wanted to start meditating with him again, but if you need him there, then I’ll arrange a rendezvous so you can pick him up. You’re going to actually let him enlist or something, though. He’s getting more helpful every day.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can have someone draft up a good consultant contract with plenty of responsibilities, perks and luxury credits that’ll make him happy,” Jake replied, seeing Sherman nod in his peripheral as he brought something up on his command and control unit. “No need for him to join the rank and file.”

      “Oh, we do that?” Alice asked.

      “Hire consultants? All military organizations do. They didn’t cover that in Apex?”

      “They covered a lot in Apex. I don’t remember most of it unless I have to,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “Okay, I’ll tell him. I’m pretty sure he’ll be happy to have an official spot in Haven Fleet one way or another. I want him back though.”

      “You have a real possessiveness problem when it comes to your crew, don’t you?” Jake teased.

      “Hey, like father, like daughter,” she retorted with a chuckle. “Admiral.”

      “So, things are going well out there? Aside from grand piracy?”

      “Better than expected, and slower than I’d hoped. I know we’re in with Last Crisis and their allies, and our supply problems are about to go away – partially thanks to you filling our holds – but I feel like I’ve barely seen this solar system. I keep thinking that we can’t be the only ones fighting the order, that there must be dozens of little resistance groups out there. I still feel like there’s a wall around us. Like we haven’t found a way to connect with them yet.”

      “One resistance group at a time,” Jake said reassuringly. “Keep selling guns and supplies, you’ll run into the right people while you sift through the rest.”

      “That’s Noah’s thing. I mean, I’ll help, but I’ve seen him set up shop now. He’s got the whole arms dealer thing down. He could sell a rebreather to an Issyrian while he’s already using his gills.”

      “I’m going to have to see him at work. Send video,” Jake said, prompting an enthusiastic nod from his daughter. Then he turned his thoughts to a more serious topic. “Hey, this resistance group; would they know what to do if a major Order fleet arrived in the Rose System?”

      “Major? How major?” Alice asked, looking to her left. He heard a door close before she returned her attention to him.

      “Base ship and support,” Jake replied.

      “No. They wouldn’t know what to do. Right now, the government on Rodus would roll over and show the Order their belly. From everything I’ve seen, I think they’d be easily bought. Why? Is trouble coming?”

      “I don’t know. A major force came through and left. We can’t say for sure where they’re going. They could have taken short wormholes then changed direction to hide their destinations. Eve’s ship was one of them. We don’t know if she was on it.”

      Alice sucked air in through her teeth, tensing before answering. “All right, I’ll share this with the leadership and tell you what they want to do. I won’t say anything about the Wormhole Gate. I see that’s marked as classified.”

      “At level five right now, right. I might have to raise that. There’s potential trouble here. We may have to abandon this thing in the next couple hours and watch from a distance. I’ll tell you more when I know more,” Jake explained.

      “What kind of shape is the Cefa System in otherwise?” Alice asked.

      “Initial scans aren’t telling us the whole story. I have a feeling that the Order scraped what they could out of this place then didn’t leave much behind for the people here. We’ll find out soon. We may have to call for aid then leave. We don’t have the people to offer real support.”

      “So, the Fleet will send a few hundred aid drops to the major cities then retreat?” Alice asked, her expression darkening.

      “A few thousand over the next few weeks, but that’s all the Fleet can afford right now. You know; it’s a manpower problem…”

      “…not a materials problem,” Alice finished, only partially conceding. “What about sending the royals and the government heads back? If they were restored, maybe the solar system could stabilize again.”

      “I’m sure there are people who are already thinking about that in the Haven System. We’ll probably send their leaders and whoever else wants to return home back on a ship filled with aid supplies. It’s not our decision how or when.”

      “Right, that’s a different part of the fight.”

      “You concentrate on your mission there. Watch your back,” Jake said encouragingly. He’d met people like the ones he was sure she was dealing with, and it still made him uneasy that she was trying to make allies out of them.

      “Don’t worry, Dad,” she pointed at her temple. “I know what they’re going to do before they do. What’s your next stop after Cefa?”

      “I can’t say,” Jake replied, wishing he could give her details. “There’s a plan, but that could change. I’m still gathering information.”

      “Well, good hunting, watch your back too, Admiral Dad,” she said, saluting with a grin that he’d only describe as cocky before ending the call.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying, Sir, but you have a confident, charming daughter there. I see why people like her,” Sherman commented.

      “I don’t mind. She comes by it on her own,” Jake replied, checking his tactical tracker. The squad was about to catch up with them. “All right, let’s finish the walk through of the dark areas and get back to the Merciless. Bring four more squads in to do a walk through of the base and a science team in to get the obfuscation field back up. We’re going to put a report on the Cefa System together, send it to Fleet and let them decide what to do next. The Merciless Battlegroup will be moving on in thirty hours, no later.”

      “You’re changing your mind about bringing a lot of scientific minds here?”

      “I want to know more about this place, to have Fleet Sciences – as green as they are – turn it over and tell us its story, but I don’t think that’s practical or safe. They’re going to have to live with scans and a copy of the data we find for now. Maybe it’s paranoia talking, but the longer I stay here, the more I get the feeling that Raiders are on their way.”

      “I have the same feeling. Still, thirty hours isn’t a lot of time to investigate this place or the solar system.” Sherman said.

      “Sometimes a dependable gut feeling can be mistaken for paranoia. Fleet can decide how to move forward when we’re gone. Besides, once we make sure the Order presence here has moved on, we should do the same. We can’t afford to get bogged down in the Cefa system.”

      “Understood,” Sherman said before turning towards four marines.

      Sterling was in the lead of the small group. “This place is one big turnkey opportunity, Sir. Just push the buttons, pull the levers. Lights will come back on, the air will freshen up, and it’ll get nice and warm. Hell of a find.”

      “A classified find, soldier,” Sherman said, deflating much of the marine’s enthusiasm. “One we’re leaving behind and watching like bait. There are more strings attached to this than you or I know.”

      “Understood, Sir,” Sterling replied. “Should I carry on with the sweep?”

      “Go ahead. The Admiral wants us back home as soon as possible, but keep your head on a swivel, Sterling,” Sherman replied.
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      One Side of the Story

      

      Word was passed to Jake that the science team from the Merciless made discoveries within minutes of coming aboard the wormhole station. More importantly, one of the prisoners was talking. He and Sherman started making their way back to the prison section, leaving the rest of the squad and the assistance that was arriving to explore the remainder of the lower levels.

      The search through the Ring Station was going well, but it was a military search. Scanners recorded everything they passed, whatever they could pick up when they were pushed through access panels and pointed down shafts. This was a quick action, not conducted with the thorough care that Jake wished they could take time for. The lower levels featured technology that they’d seen before in old cities, stations and abandoned worlds. There was a lot connecting what he was seeing with the style and sophistication level of buildings and devices on Tamber and Kambis.

      Some of the technology matched the type that humans had been using for centuries, like the thin, accurate screens on the consoles. There were stand out examples of systems that looked foreign, however, like one display they discovered in the centre of a common area that used solids to create moving sculptures that were perfectly life like. It ran on next to no power, and when Jake sent a picture of Ayan to it, tha machine recreated it in touchable, perfectly realistic detail. She had encountered that technology once when she visited an old building on Tamber, only it seemed a little more basic. There was also a control room for a gravity ladder that was much like the one they found on Kambis, only smaller. As far as Jake could tell, the technology worked exactly the same way. It used a frame to draw ships in and out of an area by changing gravity as they moved through it. A major port on Kambis depended on a massive version of the same thing to move vessels in and out of the atmosphere without depending on thrust.

      Refusing to make any assumptions, he filed everything he noticed away in the back of his mind. Experts would review what his team found and they would hopefully be able to draw more distinct lines with better comparisons. What did it all mean? He kept his theory to himself, but it was simply this; that before the Omni Virus, the Nolian people may have been responsible for terraforming in the Haven System. It was only a theory, but it was starting to look right.

      The lights were low in the cell block where the nine Zidun were imprisoned when he and Sherman arrived. There were three members of the science team speaking amongst themselves quietly, but excitedly. Their animated speech hinted that they’d discovered something important. As soon as they spotted him, the leader, an Ensign in charge of the other consultants on that mission with a thin mustache that banded above his upper lip in two dark lines, regarded him without decorum, reporting excitedly. “This is remarkable. The Raider we have in custody in the Haven System kept shutting down every time he realized he wouldn’t be allowed to connect to a communication device. We haven’t been able to get anything out of him, and connecting to his data port doesn’t yield much either. He just keeps trying to use any connection we make to contact, it’s a one-way line. We don’t even know who he wants to send a message to.”

      “All right, but these ones?” Jake asked, thumbing at the cell to his right. It was the prisoner who spoke more coherently than the rest.

      “Well, other than looking creepier than anything I’ve seen – I mean, have you seen how their skin shrunk after centuries of cold temperatures? I’m going to have nightmares for weeks about bug-eyed androids with super creepy grins – this one wants to cooperate. Maybe a two-hundred-year timeout has made him more communicative. If it were a human that lived in captivity for that long in solitude and pain, then I’m sure they’d be completely insane.”

      “You’re not a psychologist, Emerin,” one of his collogues reminded under his breath.

      “Okay, right, fine, but am I wrong?” he asked.

      “Well, there aren’t many people who would prove you wrong, maybe one in a hundred thousand or so would be able to mentally survive that kind of isolation. There are people who are made for that kind of thing,” he replied.

      “Okay, so I’m mostly right. Most humans kept under these conditions, forced to live for that long would come out completely batty,” Emerin concluded as he turned back to Jake and continued. “We’ve done everything we can to examine this one from this side of the door. He’s cooperated; exposing compartments in his chest so we could see why he’s been active this long. He has some kind of micro-fusion power module that looks more advanced than the ones we use in fighters. It’s connected to a battery system. There’s a fine netting around all his critical components that he says his captors installed so he can’t interfere with its operation. He tried so we could see what happens. As soon as he touched it, he went into convulsions. It looked like an extreme pain response, and I know androids can fake that kind of thing, but it took him a couple minutes to recover. Rendel, that’s the name he gave us, wasn’t able to move or communicate during that time. When he was communicative again, he told us there is no worse pain because that net activates every receptor he has at once. Whoever did that knew everything about his systems and must have had a hate for his kind that is beyond anything I’ve seen.”

      “Or they were terrified in more ways than one,” Jake offered.

      “Interesting, Admiral. How do you mean?” Ensign Emerin asked.

      “Afraid of what he might do to them, afraid of what he could accomplish if he could access his own systems, and maybe afraid of losing the opportunity to punish him, or of losing whatever knowledge he’s carrying. The people who ran this place were anything but stupid, but they could have been fearful,” Jake explained as the three science team members listened intently.

      “That’s an interesting thought,” one of them said as she looked to the blacked-out cell window. “His fear is harmless compared to that, if they did act in fear and not malice.”

      “Malice can result from fear,” Jake clarified before turning back to Emerin. “What else has he told you?”

      “Well, he’s told us that he and the eight other inmates were explorers, scouts that were ordered to explore this area of space. They suspected the ring was here, and when they found it the Nolians caught them. He’s politely requested that we let him out. Rendel believes that his people have suffered enough, that we should let them out, but he’s also willing to answer all our questions once he’s freed as a way of thanking us. I think he’s willing to bargain for any kind of freedom or relief. We followed instructions and didn’t open the door, so we haven’t been able to assist him in any way. In fact, he’s caused himself a considerable amount of suffering by pulling some of his skin out of the way so he can show us his internal workings.”

      “Damage to their skin causes pain? They can’t shut it off?” Jake asked, doubtful.

      “Every sign points to that. He is a human analog that can withstand terrible damage while showing very convincing pain responses. I’m starting to believe his suffering is real. I’d like to get in there to see if I can access his receptor network and turn those sensations down, maybe even deactivate them temporarily.” Emerin had such sympathy for the prisoner that he was squeezing his own hand, eager to hear his Admiral’s response.

      Aware that everything they said may be overheard by the android on the other side of the door, Jake kept his thoughts to himself. That is probably a mass murderer in there, or at least a warrior with blood on his hands. If I were on the other side of this, I’d do anything to get out. If he’s been suffering for this long, then suicide by any means could be the only thing on his mind. Then again, he and his people kept saying that they had to transmit something. It was like an automatic response, their number one directive. When the other raider we encountered was connected to a communications system, he activated a ship filled with androids like him that was hiding near the sun for who knows how long. “Lock your communication devices using our top-level security protocol. If this goes sideways, I don’t want this thing getting access to something they can use to send a signal.”

      “I was going to stream your encounter with him directly to the Merciless,” Emerin said as he activated the highest level of security on his command and control unit.

      “You’ll have to settle for recording,” Jake said as he turned to the half metre by half metre window in the door. “How do you make this transparent?” he asked, not seeing a button for the window.

      One of the science team tapped the middle of the window, activating two glowing icons. She selected the circular one, revealing what was inside the cell. It was bare, with a worn floor and walls that were scratched in no pattern he could discern. There were scraps of fabric in one corner that may have been a blanket at one point, but other than that, there was nothing to see other than the prisoner. Jake pressed the speaker activation button. “So, I hear your name is Rendel?”

      The android got to his feet as though every movement was difficult enough to provoke a groan or cringe. There were flaps of skin hanging from his chest that he held together with one hand as though he was afraid his components would fall out. “Yes, that’s the name I used most. You are Admiral Valent. Your quiet friend is Sherman, most likely an aide who has military training.”

      “Your English is good,” Jake said, surprised at the clarity despite his unusual accent. It resembled one he’d heard from several locals on Tamber shortly after he, Ayan and the rest of his group arrived there.

      “I spent years amongst your people. I once had human friends; we all did. We were observers,” he replied with a calm voice that didn’t match his manic looking bare grin and over-wide eyes.

      It was unusual for a soldier of any kind to reveal that much so soon, so easily. “Why tell me this now? The war could still be going on somewhere else. You could still escape. I don’t know why, but the people who captured you made sure you could still move around.”

      “You insist you aren’t Nolian. You aren’t the only one, either. These scientists who have the minds of explorers said so too. You all speak with awe and surprise as though you found this place by mistake. Perhaps I should believe you’re not Nolian, the descendants of my enemy. I still wonder; are you the same as the Lorander people? The ones who blundered through this part of the galaxy, interfering with nature’s process, the evolution of the human race? They were explorers too, and they had no idea that they’d entered our territory, defiling the purity of the human inhabitants we were studying,” he said the last with disdain.

      “So, you were some kind of anthropologists?” Jake asked, disbelieving but willing to hear this prisoner’s story. “You came here to study human cultures?”

      “Yes. I know that word – anthropologist – it is exactly what I came to do. I mixed in with the people of Lioness, the fourth world from the Rega Gain star. A plague started to ravage the population, and I was part of a group who were to study the results. Before you ask; no, we didn’t bring the plague.”

      Lonos. He was talking about Lonos, a world that was currently being cleared of Edxi invaders. One of the commanders of that effort was Dwayne Sands, the duplicate that was made of Remmy by mistake. The world was lush, green, seemingly unspoiled. “How many people were there when you were studying Lioness?”

      “When my group landed, there were nearly a billion. It had been settled centuries before, perhaps the first place where humans landed in that stellar group. It was a civilization on its own, most of whom had never been off the planet,” he said, drawing a circle in the air in front of him. “It was beautiful, and we learned so much before the virus struck. We learned more after. Then your people came.”

      “Who? We’re not Nolian or from Lorander,” Jake reinforced, hoping that he wasn’t confirming information that would give the prisoner an advantage.

      “Certainly, let’s assume that’s true, and this is the first time you’re hearing this. So, the Nolians came with the Lorander organization and tried to save the population of the planet, interfering with everything we were doing. The experiment was ruined. They cured the virus that threatened the population and started to develop the Rega Gain system. The people I had come to know began to depend on the Nolians as they cooperated in the modernization of their solar system, to participate in a great and rapid expansion. That is when my people decided the mission must change.”

      “Are all your people androids?” Jake asked. It was one of the most important questions fleet had. One every officer involved would want answered.

      The prisoner shook his head slowly. “Simpletons. Humans always make conclusions only based on what they can see. What about your imagination? Can you use it? Do you have one, Admiral?”

      “So, you were made by something else so you would look like us, could blend in,” Jake concluded.

      That earned him a little celebratory gesture as Rendel raised his free hand and turned it several times. “Amazing, you’ve used that primitive mind of yours properly. Yes, our masters wanted us to look like you. That is true. Decades passed between the time the virus was cured and the moment I received my new instructions. During that time, I watched as the population around me became an interplanetary one. Yes, the humans I knew had mastered space, but they didn’t regularly travel in the void. After the Nolians had been there for a while, that changed. It became easy enough to move between planets so anyone could do it often. The culture changed, and I kept pretending to be one of them, even after my purpose changed. The observation of Rega Gain natives ended and my new purpose was to study Nolian technology. I watched as they reduced the mass of Kambis by removing billions of sargots of precious resources from its surface.”

      “Sargots, a measure of mass?” Emerin asked.

      “Yes, each one is ten thousand dagnen, and ten dagnen is approximately equivalent to the material used in the construction of these cell walls,” Rendel explained impatiently.

      Emerin thought for a moment, then turned to his team. “That’s mountains, hundreds of millions of tons, right?” They agreed after doing the math in their head.

      “So, they reduced the gravity of Kambis,” Jake said, recalling how the massive world also had artificially sequestered water and other materials essential to life running between its giant jagged pillars.

      “They did so by taking metals that were essential to them. The people of Rega Gain didn’t know how much they were losing in their bargain with the Nolians, who were building ships, entire cities, and great devices like this Wormhole Ring. They let the people who were in Rega Gain first use them, but they didn’t give them control. The war started when the Nolians discovered one of us, that we were telling our people about the pillaging. They wanted us silent, and many androids were destroyed. I ran and organized what remained so there would be someone in this region of space when our fighting ships arrived. When we could fight for the sovereignty of the people of Rega Gain.”

      Jake stepped away from the door and walked several steps down the hallway. Sherman and Emerin were at his sides a moment later. “What, what is it?” Emerin asked nervously.

      Shaking his head, Jake looked away from both of them. He needed a moment. So much of what Rendel said didn’t add up. Whether by the Nolians, Lorander or humans who were originally from the Milky Way, the Rega Gain System had been partially terraformed. There were few signs of the greed that Rendel was talking about. At least half of what was removed from Kambis was in orbit around it in the form of an artificial moon opposite Tamber. Some old buildings were made from similar materials, and much of what dated back to the period he was referencing hadn’t even been found or explored yet. For all he knew, the materials from Kambis’ modification were almost completely used within the Rega Gain system for the good of its people.

      More importantly, no one was actually an indigenous person from that solar system. There was no evidence found anywhere that a civilization existed in the system before humans arrived centuries ago. Everyone was an immigrant in Rega Gain. They hadn’t even found anything that would suggest that there was once a population of a billion on Lonos. There were only ten thousand people on that planet, and most of them were most likely independents who landed there because they didn’t have to pay anyone for the property. It would be easy enough to find out if there was a deeper history on that world once the Edxi were cleared. He didn’t need to know anything about that world at the moment.

      The last part of his story felt most like a lie. That his people had embraced some cause, to liberate the people of Rega Gain from the control of the Nolians. That kind of struggle was often written in common history, there would be some sign of it in the Stellarnet. “Does anything he’s saying check out with common history?” Jake asked Sherman.

      “No,” he said flatly.

      “My colleagues aboard the Merciless have been in contact with Fleet, and there are hundreds of people searching the Stellarnet for records indicating that there was a war in the Rega Gain system. There are mentions of massacres, and news about multitudes dying from the Omnivirus. Is it possible that some technologically advanced people deleted much of the evidence of their presence in this area of space? Yes. All evidence? I highly doubt it. Do you want me to contact them, tell them to refine their searches?” he asked.

      “No, not yet,” Jake replied.

      “What about our Lor…” Ensign Emerin started, only to be hushed by a stern look from Jake.

      “He’s an android. Assume he can hear everything, even through that thick door,” he told the science team leader. “And give me a minute with my thoughts.”

      “He’s offering a history we may never know…”

      “Or a distraction,” Jake said firmly. “Go scan him again or something.”

      “But the readings our high-powered scanners are getting through that door aren’t sufficient to…”

      “Trust me; I want to play scientist explorer as much as you do but he’s in there for a reason. A good reason. He did something that made his enemies want to punish him for centuries. Until we know…”

      “I betrayed the Nolians after I became one of them. I was the great infiltrator,” Rendel replied, the speaker in the door carrying his voice down the hallway. “They called me Section Commander Tagus Ryn. The Nolians used humans from this galaxy to add to their numbers, and I took advantage of that.”

      It was a nightmare Jake had had more times than he could count; that one of Haven Fleet’s enemies would manage to get someone truly devious in a position of authority. “Why tell me about it?” Jake asked, moving back to the door and looking at that frozen grin.

      “You’ll discover what I’m about to tell you on your own eventually. I assume you’ve gotten into the records aboard this station. I may as well save you some time. After six years of service, I became the commander of the Orrido, one of their fighting ships. During a pivotal moment, I escaped, detonating a bomb in the middle of the Orrido’s missile inventory. The ship and crew were destroyed, the Nolian battle line faltered, and my people were victorious that day. After that, I became an explorer again, only this time I was to search for military assets. I eventually found this ring and was captured. That is why me and my people are punished. One act that cost them an important battle and a hundred thousand lives or more. I’m afraid I don’t know anything about the missions that ended the war.”

      Jake stared at Rendel. Trying to read the expressions of an android was often unwise, they could fake just about any emotion if they were programmed to do so, but studying this one was even more pointless. His face was practically frozen in a nightmarish expression. There was one thing about what Rendel was saying that was true, though. Nothing he said mattered in that moment. People would do as much research as they could to discover whether or not there was any truth behind his words. There were more immediate questions. If anything, the conversation had become a distraction he couldn’t afford. It was time for more pointed questions. “Why did the Nolians let you keep your arms and legs?”

      “Perhaps so I could pace, or beat at the walls. I’ve done plenty of both,” Rendel replied.

      “What happened to the ship you were captured in? You were exploring space, you would have one,” Jake pressed.

      “I don’t know. The last I saw it was in one of their hangars. That way.” He pointed towards the hangar nearest to the ready quarters. “It wasn’t very advanced, not compared to the technology I assume your people have.”

      “Who do you and your people want to transmit to?”

      “My superiors, the Zidun. This, you must already know by now.”

      “What information are you giving them?” Jake asked, not expecting an answer.

      “Everything. Everything I’ve seen, everything I’ve felt, everything I am. It is our foremost and final function. I must transmit,” he said with growing determination.

      “You’ve been in here so long that there’s no way any of your information is relevant, what’s the point of sending anyone anything?”

      “They’re waiting. I was made to perform my duties and send all the data I captured with all my senses. They’re waiting.”

      “What are your other objectives? What would you do if you stepped out of this cell?”

      “I will transmit. That is the objective, Admiral Valent. Wouldn’t you like to know more about the history behind your people? If you’re not Nolian, then you must be a resident human. Perhaps you were raised in the Rega Gain, or the Haven System as you call it now. Is that your home? Did your people forget their history when the second plague wiped most of your ancestors out too? I was there, you know. I watched as the Omni Virus infected humans and Nolians alike. I got to see what happens to your kind when death comes for everything that draws breath.”

      “Did you make the plague? Design the Omni Virus based on the one you witnessed?”

      “No, the two weren’t related. I only watched it spread. Your technology wasn’t good enough to keep your air clean. You are fragile infighters who need guidance. The only reason why my people are interested in you is for your ingenuity, your incredible ability to rip materials from rock and make new technology. It’s fascinating, and I’m sure my people have endured. I’m sure they’re among you.”

      A glimmer in Ensign Sherman’s eyes, one that expressed naked fear for an instant, prompted Jake to black out the door’s window and turn the speaker off. The man was probably terrified by the notion that there could be modern raiders amongst Haven Fleet personnel, and though Jake believed it was unlikely, he didn’t want paranoia to spread. “Everything you’ve heard and seen on this station is now classified level six. I want the marines to drill a small hole through each of these doors, drop an electromagnetic charge through that’ll disable the inmates completely. Then they’ll transport them in secure boxes. We’re shipping these things to Fleet Sciences under high security.”

      “Yes Sir, I’ll pass the order now,” Sherman said, blacking out his helmet’s visor and taking a few steps down the hall before starting his call.

      Jake looked to Ensign Emerin then. “Your team is moving on. Copy every file, record every detail you can about this station, but don’t go anywhere without marines. They will clear every hallway, room and closet before you get a look at anything. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Admiral,” Emerin replied, standing at attention and saluting crisply.

      Jake returned the salute. “I’m an explorer at heart, but you have to understand: we could be in danger here. The Order would have fought and won if they wanted to keep this installation. They ran for a reason. I don’t know what that reason is for sure, but I can only assume that it was a good one. We are on a timetable and we can’t afford to change it. We may not even have the time I’ve allotted. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Sir,” Emerin said, his team responding with him.

      “Good. Work fast now, enjoy going through the material later, when you’re far away from here,” Jake said, hoping that instruction would also provide a little comfort. “I have to get back to the Merciless so I can coordinate the last of the rescue operations and our departure.” As he started down the hallway, feeling the ache of the history, the secrets he was leaving behind, he felt every inch an admiral. In another life he could have been an explorer only, but in that moment, there were people depending on him to lead, to make sure that he was available to direct the efforts in the solar system properly so they wouldn’t be killed if trouble came. He had a feeling it would.
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      Jake had been trying to sleep for hours, and other than catching a few winks, he’d been unsuccessful. It took a herculean effort to stop himself from looking at the new information coming in from the Wormhole Base. Every scientist and soldier they could spare was aboard, and he was amazed that multiple sweeps of the upper levels didn’t reveal tampering from the Order or anyone else. Even deep scans from the Merciless didn’t reveal traps or hidden enemies. The lower levels, the ones tucked under the power generation and management areas, were being scanned by soldiers again with crewmembers who were qualified for research right behind them.

      It was a prize, one that they should have had to fight for. The Merciless and the Triton wouldn’t have won a battle with the Order of Eden forces that turned and ran after emerging from the large wormhole. If he knew he was about to make a big find, Jake would have begged for backup from the Haven System. The prospect that the Order of Eden commanders may know of the certainty of an impending risk and he didn’t haunted him. He had a feeling that they’d already been in the Cefa System too long. It was to the point that he put a standing order in place for all Haven Fleet ships to retreat the moment they saw signs of Raiders, Order vessels, or any other aggressive force regardless of whether or not they could repair the obfuscation systems that kept the ring hidden.

      A low chime from his command and control unit told him that he had a call coming in. If it got past Liara and the rest of the communications department, it was either personal or from someone with a high enough rank to connect to him directly. “Thank God,” he said, tired but relieved to give up the fight for sleep, at least for a little while. Rolling out of bed, he tapped one of his gauntlets and, pleasantly surprised to see that the message was coming through his personal channel, Jake sent the waiting holographic feed to his quarters. Lieutenant Leon Baca, Ayan’s personal assistant appeared life size. He was in full uniform, at the controls of a small ship. Surprised by what he saw – Jake stripped down to his drawers – he looked away for a moment. “I’m sorry for using Ayan’s private connection to you, but this can’t wait, and I can’t risk having this message picked up by anyone with a low clearance.”

      “Is everything all right?” Jake asked, increasing the depth of the hologram until he saw that Leon was aboard a courier shuttle. It was new, an armoured ship with space for six passengers or a small but well protected cargo.

      “Everything’s fine, most of the people in the Haven System are doing exceedingly well. Ayan, Laura, Oz and everyone else you had to leave behind are thriving. I’ve never seen a group of people who perform so well in crisis. I used your personal ident to get in touch because I read your preliminary report about the Zidun you found and the story he told you. It’s time you hear Lorander’s side. I’m sending you coordinates that will take you to a site on Lonos where I can provide answers and evidence. You might want to get there quickly. It’s about to be overrun by retreating Edxi. I suggest you bring the rest of the new founders with you. I’ll be contacting Ayan next.”

      “Who do you mean when you say; ‘new founders?’” Jake asked, getting to his feet, starting to pull his uniform on, but opting instead for a quick clean in the hygiene alcove.

      “Ayan, you and the rest of the people who took responsibility for the Rega Gain System when the Carthans realized they couldn’t. They saw what I’m about to show you, among other things.”

      “All right, why hold back now? What do you want to show us?”

      “I don’t want to tell you more until you can see the evidence backing me up for yourself. It’ll be worth it, trust me. I know Ayan does.”

      “All right, so are you playing both sides? A Nolian who was watching us just in case we got too close to finding out about this region’s history?” Jake asked.

      “I’m Nolian only in race. I’m not a spy, I never was. In truth, my parents were Akanen, members of a nation of adventurers. There’s plenty about my people’s exploits in the database Lorander left behind, I made sure. I can prove that I’m who I say I am, that I know more about all this than you do. The gate base you found is part of the Legardis Route, a whole system of gates that the Nolians started putting together a long time ago. A network that was supposed to include Freeground Alpha, but the Akanen were voted down on that decision. We wanted to include the resident humans of the Milky Way in a new expansion, but only a few solar systems were allowed to join the alliance. Look the Legardis Route up in the Wormhole Gate’s database. You’re already using Pascal Hogan’s credentials to get access. You’ll be able to find information about it in his personal files since he was one of the architects.”

      Jake hurriedly did as he was asked and found a data branch in Pascal Hogan’s work files called the Legardis Route. His communications system did a quick scan of the folder then opened it, revealing that hundreds of reports and records had been deleted. He ran recovery software and watched as fragments appeared. They were too small to gain anything from, but then a viewable image was pieced back together. When he activated it, a map filled his room with a hologram showing eleven gates in the Orion Spur, the spiral arm that they were in. The one that they found in the Iron Head nebula was marked. “These can all connect to each other, making two-way gates, can’t they?”

      “Yes, but they haven’t done so in decades. At least, not until you caught the Order doing it. They must have taken control of another gate somewhere. Anyway, I have a lot to share, but we have to hurry. The Edxi on planet Lonos are being driven underground, into the ruins, near the spot you need to see. I’ll meet you and anyone else you’d like to bring there,” Leon said before ending the call.

      Jake rushed into the shower as he clasped his left command and control gauntlet onto his arm and dropped his underwear. Water soaked him from all sides, stopped, then was vibrated and blown off, taking dirt with it. He was looking up the coordinates that Leon gave him, opening the scan records when he remembered something. “Wait, I’ve heard that before; the Legardis Route,” he said to himself as he stepped out of the shower. His fingers worked on the touch surface of his gauntlet, helped along by the predictive software built into it as he brought up a stolen Order of Eden report. It was short, describing an encounter at coordinates that matched the location of a gate near the Iron Head Nebula. The report detailed an encounter between a force whose designation was redacted an Order of Eden vessel called Enforcer 1059. It was an Order of Eden battleship. When they were told to stay clear by the force protecting what the report referred to as an uninvestigated strategic point called Legardis Three, the Order battleship commanded them to allow an approach and detailed scan. When the defending forces refused, the Order opened fire. The ensuing battle was over in less than twenty minutes, and Enforcer 1059 was never heard from again.

      The name, Legardis Route, was deciphered from highly encrypted burst communications between the enemy ships Enforcer 1059 encountered there. Two carriers were sent out to the location and were forced to retreat after losing most of their fighters. When a third, even larger force was despatched to the site, there was no sign of the new enemy. They and what they were defending were gone, leaving only the wreckage of Order of Eden ships behind. A standard priority order to continue investigations after the Regent Galactic Corporation was fully under the control of the Order of Eden was left in the file. “I wonder if the people protecting that gate moved it or cloaked it?”

      He did a few searches for any other encounters that the Order of Eden may have had with Lorander. There were records of Hampon trying to contact them and failing. He sent several messages out, all suggesting, even pleading that they meet so they could form an alliance. That got him nowhere. Jake gave up on finding more connections between the Order and Lorander then called Ayan. She replied as she sealed the front of her uniform. “Jake, I was seconds away from calling.”

      “You’ve spoken to Leon?” Jake asked.

      Nodding, Ayan replied; “He apologized for not telling me his parents were Akanen. He said they altered their DNA before he was born so they could mix in with humans while they explored the galaxy. Jake: he stayed with us because they were killed in the Order of Eden Purge by the Eden machines. Did he explain who he was to you? What he was doing here?”

      “No, only that he saw my preliminary report and had answers for us. Do you trust him?”

      “Implicitly,” Ayan replied, no sign of doubt in her expression. “I did a check on his communications habits and looked for anything that could indicate that he’s a spy. There’s nothing. Even the story about his parents checks out; there was an invasion there, and they sent a transmission to him as they came under attack. He’s not representing any of his people. He had to leave for Lonos in secrecy so no one who stayed behind when Lorander left would step in and stop him. Something happened in the Haven System that some of them – not all – don’t think we’re ready to learn about yet. He thinks it’s time we found out, but the Tri-Galaxy Collective wanted everyone who stayed behind and knew that the Nolians had been here before to keep that to themselves. He said only fifteen know, as far as he could determine, but he was born in the Milky Way. His parents told him about Rega Gain and what happened here. They brought him to Lonos, showed him the ruins of the Lioness Capitol City. That’s where he wants us to go. I just gave orders to Captain Dwayne Sands to try to direct the Edxi swarm away from the ruins. Daisy is bringing Oz up to speed right now.”

      Jake checked on the status of the Hound and saw that it had already been repaired and there were crewmembers aboard. “I’ll be on the Hound in minutes. Are you absolutely sure you trust Leon? He must have gotten close to you intentionally.” Jake was already on his way out the door, a message from Sherman popping up on his command and control unit that asked; ‘Weren’t you going to get some rest? I only sleep when you sleep, you know.’

      Ayan shook her head at Jake questioning her trust in Leon, her red curls danced around her head. She was walking through her house, on her way down the stairs. “If his friendship and kindness to Laura weren’t enough, he’s passed every loyalty scan he’s ever been given with a wide margin. I really do believe he’s taking a risk by offering to tell us the Nolian side of the story. He said he got close to me because he wanted to be as helpful as he could while he watched what was happening in the Haven System from the top. I believe him. If I were descended from a people who valued exploration, I think I’d want to do the same thing. I do wonder why he’s taking us to the ruins, though.”

      “He said it’s because he knows we’ll need proof. I just heard a story that makes the Nolians look like ruthless colonists. So far there isn’t much coming out of the database that we found aboard the Wormhole Base that disproves it. My people are finding signs that most of the information in their computers were securely erased before the Nolians left. It could be evidence that they had something to hide, or it could just be a military organization denying the enemy a potential data-trove, the kind of thing we would do if we had to abandon an installation. We need to know more and I doubt we’ll find information there that will help.” Jake tapped the summon button on the lift and, hearing the beating of booted feet running down the hallway, he leaned back to look around the corner.

      “What is it?” Ayan asked, noticing.

      Sherman came into view, looking dishevelled but dressed in his uniform as he ran with two sealed cups. “It’s my Leon,” Jake replied. “Captain Vega assigned him to me. Should I ask him if he’s a Lorander or Nolian spy?”

      “I really don’t think Leon was a spy,” Ayan replied. “But maybe you should ask your new aid.”

      “Couldn’t sleep, Sir?” Sherman asked, out of breath as he skidded around the corner then slowed to a walk.

      The lift doors parted and Jake led the way inside, taking an offered cup. He activated the deception detection program on his command and control unit then pointed the scanner installed on the front edge of it at Sherman. “Ensign Sherman Oaks: are you a Lorander, Nolian, Akanen, or any other kind of spy?” Jake asked him.

      “No, Admiral, and what’s an Akanen?” he asked.

      The detection program concluded that he was being truthful and Jake deactivated it, looking at Ayan’s image on the small screen beside it. “He checks out as far as this thing says.” The program was ninety-nine-point-one precent accurate when scanning humans, so Jake was sure of the results, even though he had little doubt before.

      “Do I check out, Sir?” Sherman asked with a smirk.

      “You’d already know if you didn’t. Good thing, too. It would have been a huge pain in the ass if you were a spy.” The lift dropped, merged with a transit car several levels down then moved towards the secondary hangar.

      “We’re leaving the ship, Sir?” Sherman asked.

      “Can you make sure the Hound’s crew is ready, it’s an emergency,” Jake told him.

      “Should I inform the bridge you’re leaving as well? Captain Vega would probably appreciate…”

      “Right, I knew I was forgetting something,” Jake said, snapping his fingers.

      “You’re going to drive her crazy,” Ayan said from his wrist. “My ship is almost ready. I’ll be seeing you soon?”

      “I’m headed to Lonos now,” Jake said as the tunnel around the transit car stopped whipping by. A red light on the control panel that was shaped like three cars in a row started flashing. “Or whenever this jam clears up.”

      “They’re working on the internal traffic system, Sir, trying to clear up the transit jams,” Sherman explained.

      “That still happens?” Ayan asked, trying to look at the small transit car’s control panel by angling her command and control unit. “I thought we fixed that bug.”

      “This is only the third jam since we left port. It’s probably from someone manually setting the priority of their car to maximum,” Sherman said, sheepishly adding; “I read about the ship in my off time. The Merciless is pretty amazing, Admiral Anderson.”

      “What if I turn this car’s priority up?” Jake asked, tapping the panel, looking for the setting.

      “No! That’ll probably make it worse,” Ayan objected. “Just wait, and the system will clear the…”

      “There we go,” Sherman said as they started moving again. “See? No big deal. Maintenance will look into it.”

      “There are still several operations going on, we can’t afford random delays,” Jake said, punching his own message to Finn into his command and control unit. When he was finished, he looked back to Ayan. “I’ll have Finn force a solution. Maybe he’ll have it fixed by the time we meet up on Lonos. I hope you’re bringing a few hundred marines with you just in case.”

      “There are plenty down there already,” Ayan replied, raising an eyebrow. “What do you mean, ‘force a solution?’”

      “What works in port doesn’t always work out here. I’m sure Finn’ll send a thorough report on the fix he comes up with. Love you,” Jake said as he ended the call. “I’m going to hear about that.”

      The doors opened and Sherman led the way into the staging room overlooking the hangar. “I know Flicka would start planning part two of that conversation the moment I ended the call,” he said. “She’s my wife.”

      “I saw that in your file.” Jake asked.

      “Yes, Sir,” he said as they descended the ramp leading to the hangar floor.

      Minh-Chu and Ashley were already on the other side of the airlock when Jake passed through. They were both in their flight gear. “Which one of you activated the override?”

      “Override? What override?” Minh-Chu replied as Ashley pointed at him.

      “I should have known,” Jake said with a chuckle. “Why are both of you here?” he asked as he kept walking past them.

      Ashley and Minh-Chu fell in step. There were a trio of Hound crewmembers carrying crates of supplies aboard. They rushed up the rear ramp, hurrying at the sight of four officers. “My shift ended. She got the call to return to the Hound, it woke me up, and then I got a call from Oz. He wants me to go with you guys to Lonos, so I’m leaving Samurai Squadron in Commander Mars’ hands. Temporarily.”

      “I can captain the Hound myself, you can go back to bed,” Jake said to Ashley.

      “I already popped stims, and I’m still registered as the Hound’s Captain, so you’re stuck with me, Sir,” Ashley replied with a wink. “Why are we going back home so soon?”

      Deck crews were still closing the loading door to the mine launcher and detaching xetima refuelling lines as they walked up the main rear ramp. Neither Ashley or Minh-Chu had seen the preliminary report on the Wormhole Station yet. They didn’t know what was found there. When the nine prisoners were transferred to the Merciless, they were encased in blacked out containment boxes that looked like coffins. The soldiers entrusted with them were told not to say anything about what was inside. There were a few scientists who knew what they had to. They would open Rendel’s box in the secure section of the Infirmary under guard. “I have a story to tell you once we’re under way. How long will it take us to get to Lonos?”

      “About forty-nine minutes,” Ashley replied without hesitation. “About half of that will be sublight travel through the solar system. We could cut some time by putting our trans-dimensional arrival point closer to Lonos if you’re in a real hurry. That’ll break a couple navigational laws if you don’t send a request in first though.”

      Jake looked at Sherman, who nodded. “I’ll send the request.”

      The rear ramp closed and a young Lieutenant Sangen met them at the bridge. “Checklist is complete, you just have to look it over. We’re ready to go.” Jake knew him as one of the crewmen who lived aboard the Hound even when it was in the hangar.

      “Thank you,” Jake said as Ashley settled in. “We’re going to lock the bridge hatch behind us. The conversation we’re about to have is classified.”

      “I understand, Admiral. I’ll make sure no one interrupts you,” Sangen said, stepping out into the corridor. “It’s a pleasure to have you aboard again.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      The door closed as Minh-Chu sat beside Ashley at the copilot’s station, Sherman sat at communications, and Jake took a place at the Sensor and Sciences post.

      “So, what’s taking us back home at top speed? Oz said something about Lorander, and answers,” Minh-Chu asked.

      “That station wasn’t unoccupied,” Jake replied, watching as Ashley went through the routine of preparing for takeoff, looking through a holographic checklist as she checked the ship’s systems with Minh-Chu’s assistance. “The Nolians, maybe a few of them from the Lorander Corporation, left prisoners behind from a war well before our time.” When Ashley and Minh-Chu finished their checklist and they had launched from hangar two of the Merciless, Jake told them the story as Rendel passed it to him along with everything he’d discovered about the conflict that preceded their arrival in the Rega Gain System as they made best speed to Lonos.
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      It wasn’t something that security aboard the Merciless liked, but Zac Levine often slept in the infirmary. As the lead emergency technician aboard, there was little they could do to stop him. Most of that space was his domain, and he told more than one member of the security team that they might come to appreciate that he was always close at hand to treat patients.

      A nightmare about being buried alive in rubble was what sent him to the infirmary so he could try sleeping in Room 3. The dream was probably the result of his misadventure aboard the Revenge, an ordeal that he survived, but it was taking a while to get past it. After getting dug out of the wreckage of the Revenge’s Sick Bay, Zac found that he’d become more than a little claustrophobic and started having nightmares about being buried alive under all kinds of rubble. The stress meds made to help him process trauma were probably working, the dreams were becoming less frequent, but he knew he needed talk therapy as well, but it could wait. A few sleepless nights were a small price to pay for survival.

      There were four guards standing outside the infirmary door and he nodded at them as he passed, trying to hide his surprise at seeing them in full heavy armour. They were marines and one of them was carrying a rifle that, if he wasn’t mistaken, was designed to take out Order Knights. His late-night weariness faded as he wondered if there was someone interesting in the infirmary. He passed the emergency treatment beds, finding them empty, and instead of going to Room 3 he took a left to the secure rooms, where he found two more marines who were both armed as though the Order of Eden was about to pop in any moment.

      Three of the new researchers were gathered at the broad transparent metal window looking into the treatment chamber. A coffin like metal box was propped up against the wall at a forty-five-degree angle, its top slowly opening like a pair of tall doors. “Hey, Zac, I was just about to see if you were awake,” said Marilla, the top ranking xenobiologist on the ship. To Zac’s knowledge, she was the only one who actually had the specialty and the experience to go with it. She was coming out of a side room, looking just as alert as the rest of the people gathered there.

      “Why? What’s in the box?” Zac asked, getting closer to the window.

      “Something I thought I had some business investigating, but I might end up going back to bed,” she replied. “It’s an old android with some very fancy scan defeating technology built into its skin.”

      “An old android,” one of the scientists scoffed as she retracted her vacsuit’s gloves. “So dismissive. This is a complex biomechanical human analog that probably tricked every sensor anyone pointed at it. Come here, take a look at this,” she pulled on Zac’s sleeve so he could see a tall monitor showing a cutaway of artificial skin. “See? In a layer of skin that’s only a couple millimetres thick there’s a refractory system that sends three dimensional results to scanners that trick them into seeing a working human physiology. I wish it hadn’t been rendered inert by the soldiers who captured it. I’d love to observe what it’s like while its concious.”

      “My collegue is ignoring the warnings that came with this thing,” Marilla said cordially but clearly.

      “Yes, yes,” she replied. “I know: activating it is dangerous and we can only work on it while it’s in full containment. It wants to get access to a data or transmission sysem and we’re to prevent that. That’s all so boring; I’d rather ask it why it wants to upload, what it wants to upload, and to whom the data will go. I’m sure a conversation can be had and a bargain can be struck. Anything this complex, this masterful, must be reasonable in one sense or another.”

      The arms inside the chamber finished opening and raising the box and Zac got his first look at the android. Its skin had shrunken back from its eyes and mouth, making it look like it was painfully glaring and grinning at him. “Just what I needed; something new to have nightmares about.”

      “That’s a result of its active skin layer being subjected to approximately two centuries of extreme cold,” the scientist said as Zac finally got a look at the left side of the collar on her uniform so he could see her name; Galena. She had styled her hair to look like Ayan’s – curly and red – but it was pulled back in a ponytail. “That’s why these scan results look warped. I’m wondering: can you do me a favour? I’ve never used a remote system like the one in the secure chamber...”

      “Aren’t you our resident android expert?” Marilla asked, definitely teasing a little.

      “Well, yes, but I haven’t studied a new robotic specimen like this since I graduated,” Galena replied, not turning away from Zac. “Could you collect a small sample of its skin for me? I would normally trust the medical system to do it for me, but no one’s used this bay or its manipulation arms yet.”

      “They’re probably calibrated and programmed perfectly,” Zac said, moving to the console with the arm controls. “Everything on this ship was tested and adjusted several times.”

      “Oh, I know, and you’d think I’d trust automated systems, considering my vocation, but I’d rather have an expert medical technician take care of this. I was actually about to go in and get the sample myself, but these marines won’t let me in there.”

      “All right, no problem. That’s part of my job; operating all this equipment. What’s so dangerous about this thing, anyway? It looks kinda beat up.”

      “The android?” Galena asked. “Nothing. The marines who took it from the site blasted it with three electromagnetic pulse grenades. It hasn’t moved since. I’d be surprised if we can repair it at all.”

      “I bet we can. Look at the energy cell in its chest. I can barely see it from this vantage point, but its smaller than the ones we use in our fighters. This old android can teach us a lot more than how to fake a whole human body in a couple millimetres of artificial skin,” said Pulin excitedly as he looked at magnified images of the android’s chest. “I’m taking scans, so keep the manipulator arms clear for a minute please, Ensign Levine.” He was new to Zac, who only knew the man’s name because it was written on his collar like the rest of the scientists visiting his infirmary.

      “Sure, no problem,” Zac replied as he looked at the robotic manipulator controls. The system recognized him and mapped the metal limbs inside the containment room to his arms. A display showing a point of view that emulated a first-person perspective as though he was in the chamber appeared and he nodded. Everything looked ready, it would be an easy favour. He liked using that arm system, and there were a few in the infirmary. They looked like human limbs and behaved the same way so it felt like he was using his own hands. They could reach anywhere inside the secure chamber and had a whole sensor suite built into the hands, fingers, even forearms.

      “All right, I got it. Now we can figure out what makes our freakish bicentennial man tick.” He and another scientist stared at the hologram of the thing’s chest as it appeared to the left of the chamber window.

      Marilla was drawn to it as well. “The way everything is fitted together has a biological look to it. It’s not like looking at a chassis filled with circuit ribbons and other parts crowded around a power source.”

      “You see it too?” Pulin asked, gesturing at the new scan results. “It’s as if they separated everything by function, but fit it all together like a tightly packed group of organs. I don’t see any long wire runs or inelegant afterthought components.”

      “Afterthought components?” Marilla asked.

      “It’s something you see in a lot of technology. For example; if you build a tram and you realize – only after everything is installed – that there are power deficits every five hundred metres. Well, you’re not going to rebuilt the tram so it looks like you thought of everything from the start, you’re going to add a power cell or provide a trickle line every five hundred metres. It might not look like you planned it that way, it might look downright ugly, but you end up with a working tram. Androids have parts like that often enough. Like a backup memory module that’s wired in from outside its main storage centre, or a kinetic energy collector system added along its back and limbs.”

      “Like in the Damson Three Delivery bots,” his fellow scientist said.

      “That’s exactly the one I was talking about. The Damson Threes were made for simple domestic assistance but when there was a call for human analog delivery robots, it was the cheapest model in several solar systems. The manufacturer…” the two scientists said the last part simultaneously; “…added a kinetic energy collector to increase its battery life.”

      “So, you’re saying there’s nothing like that here. No afterthought add-ons?” Marilla asked.

      “Yes, exactly,” Pulin replied enthusiastically. “It indicates that this is definitely not the first generation of this unit. Whoever put this together had probably been making this type of android for a long time.”

      “Zac? The sample?” Galena reminded gently.

      “Right, no problem. Where do you want it from?” Zac asked as he stepped up to the console and assumed control of the arms. He did a simple calibration test, touching the fingertips to each other then holding each arm out straight. The interface tingled for a moment, then he could feel what the artificial limbs inside the containment chamber were feeling including the cool air, giving him goosebumps.

      “I’ve marked a spot on its skin right here. Just in from where the chest was ripped open,” Galena explained, pointing to a tiny sliver of skin that was highlighted.

      Zac concentrated on the screen showing the view from the perspective of the arms and moved them towards the android’s body. Everyone was silent as he grasped the flap of artificial skin with one hand. “Don’t you need a tool? A scalpel or something?” asked Marilla.

      “You haven’t trained on this system?” Zac asked without taking his concentration away from the task.

      “I haven’t had time. It seems like things move in fast forward on the Merciless. It takes a lot to keep up.”

      After a few mutters of agreement from everyone gathered there, Zac replied; “You’ll get used to it.” He activated one of the tools built into the arm’s fingers and a fine cutting tool emerged. “Most of the tools you’d need are built in. It’s better for security and convenience.”

      “I’m going to have to train on this,” Marilla said as she watched closely.

      “I’ll be happy to help any time. Just tell me when you can schedule a lesson.” The prospect of spending more time with Marilla was almost enough to distract him, but he maintained his focus.

      “Isn’t that your job as a Medical Technician? To help us learn to use this specialized equipment?” Galena asked.

      “It’s part of it,” Zac said as he brought the nanoblade cutter closer to the android’s chest. As it was about to touch the synthetic flesh, the robot came to life, snatching the manipulator’s wrist. “I thought you said they put this thing out?”

      “There must have been backup energy capsules hidden in places the scan couldn’t catch them! A battery connected to a subsystem that was sealed against outside interference!” Galena exclaimed in a panic.

      “I must transmit,” the android said insistently as it yanked the casing off the robotic hand that was about to cut him.

      “Stand aside!” one of the Marines barked.

      Zac was already fighting the android, trying to pull the damaged manipulator arm away while he used the other one in an attempt to push the robot away. Both efforts were failing. The android had pulled wiring from one of the arms and was putting the data lead for the fingertip sensors into its mouth. “These arms can lift tons, but I can’t shake him off.” He was thankful that pain wasn’t one of the sensations that the arms transmitted to the user.

      The scientists rushed away from the window as the pair of marines moved forward, aiming their rifles at the containment window. “Get back!”

      “What’s it doing?” Marilla asked as she rushed to Zac’s side to look at the arm’s perspective view. Through that big screen, she could see a tug of war as the android pulled on the data line he’d freed from the manipulator’s fingertip sensors, feeding it into his mouth. “Rendel… uplink… attempting… uplink,” he said as his eyes rolled back and its teeth closed on the line.

      Zac redoubled his efforts to free the slender, strong cable from Rendel’s mouth, assuming that whatever it was doing was the last thing anyone wanted, and lifted the android up. “Disable it!” one of the marines shouted.

      Just as the marines fired his first shot, Galena shouted; “Don’t shoot! That’s fifteen centimetres of egranian enhanced transparent metal! That’s why we had the ’bot moved here for examination! Use the door!”

      The marines rushed to the door on the side, one getting ready to open it while the other stood ready. The four who had been guarding the hatch in the hallway rushed in as well, two of whom stopped in their tracks as they saw Zac bashing the android against the containment window with enough force to break the tight skin on the thing’s shoulder and side, revealing strange green-yellow metal beneath.

      “Don’t destroy him!” Pulin shouted in a panic from the doorway of a small equipment room. “We only have eight more specimens!”

      A shock ran through Zac’s arms and he jerked away from the interface. The screen in front of him changed. Instead of showing the arms’ point of view, it displayed a simple communications interface. “This is impossible: It’s using the arms recording system to connect to communications,” Zac rushed forward again, his vacsuit protecting him from another hard surge of electricity from the interface. The first was more of an annoyance, but the second would have been lethal if his suit didn’t see it coming and instantly seal. As the message; COMMUNICATION SENT USING CHANNEL QD07 appeared on screen, Zac hit the emergency shutdown button.

      An instant later, the marines were through the containment room door, firing at the android. It didn’t resist, in fact, it went limp as the first enhanced rounds tore through its synthetic flesh. After several seconds of rapid fire, Rendel’s body flew to pieces, many of the larger portions struck the containment window as he was blasted apart.

      “They stopped him too late, didn’t they?” Marilla asked quietly as the marines made sure the android had been reduced to inactive components.

      “If that thing’s mission was to send a message to someone, then yeah, they were definitely too late,” Zac replied, nodding. “He even used the advanced comm system in a quad drive to get the message out faster.”

      One of the marines, marked as a Lieutenant, emerged from the room and marched to Zac. His armour was still completely sealed, concealing his face. “Ensign Levine; what just happened?”

      “That thing yanked the data line connected to the sensors in the bay’s manipulator arms and made a connection to it, Sir. I got a shock when it happened, forcing me away from the interface. I deactivated the controls using the emergency shut down button, but from what I saw on screen he’d already connected to ship communications through the recording system built into the arms. He used a quad drive to send a message out. The infirmary’s automatic logging system will have all the details.”

      “Isn’t there some kind of firewall between the devices in that room and communications?” the Lieutenant asked.

      “Yes,” Zac said, but then he stopped and thought for a moment. “No, there isn’t, actually. The sensors in the manipulator arms weren’t made to connect to a communications device. They don’t speak the same language. There isn’t a need for a firewall. It’s like me trying to whisper secrets to you in old Latin. You wouldn’t know what I was saying.”

      “Maybe I could help?” Galena asked shyly. “That android may have had as much processing power as a human, only organized so he could use it more efficiently. If he knew how, he could have connected to the Merciless’ computers and made some kind of translation program to allow him to use the operating system. He may have had one ready, something he used before. It’s unlikely, but the only way I can see this happening.”

      “He could do that in seconds? Knowing nothing about our systems?” the Lieutenant asked.

      “In milliseconds if he already had infiltration software,” Pulin said, coming in from where he had retreated. “If he has that much processing power, and he was designed to break into computer systems then he may have been able to do it in milliseconds.”

      Zac lowered his head and sighed. “I’m going to have to report the vulnerability to Fleet Engineering. Every major system in containment will be reviewed. Until then I can’t let anyone access the interfaces.”

      “So, he was able to use a data feed from the arm’s sensors once he ripped it out to connect directly to the computer, figure out what language the Merciless is speaking, then send a message using our own comms?” The Lieutenant asked.

      “Yes,” Zac replied.

      “Basically,” Galena said at the same time.

      “You’ve got it,” added. Pulin.

      “Thank you. We’ll handle the cleanup. This area is being sealed off. Please leave immediately,” the Lieutenant said firmly.

      “When will we be able to inspect one of the others? There are eight more specimens,” Galena asked urgently.

      “That’s above my pay grade, specialist,” the Lieutenant replied as he signalled two of his marines forward.

      “Wait, if all the interfaces and secure areas are being closed off for review, then when will we be able to use them again?” Pulin asked, shocked as if he just realized what Zac said.

      “It could be days, but it’ll probably be weeks,” he replied. “All these androids will probably be back in the Haven System by then.”

      “You mean, I’d have to transfer back to the War Forge or wherever they go so I can study them?” Pulin asked.

      “That’s if they ever let you near them again,” Galena said. “I bet all our clearance levels are about to be downgraded.”

      The marines escorted them out into the hall. As soon as they were left alone, some of them staring at the locked hatch, Zac snickered to himself ruefully.

      “What is it?” Marilla asked.

      “I get the feeling I just made my mark on history. When, in a few centuries, someone looks me up, they might find a little note saying that I was the one who let an android send a message that started something big.”

      “Something big?” Galena asked, still angry at being shut out of the lab. “Those robots were antiques. Advanced antiques, sure, but that one was probably sending a signal to the manufacturer to report tampering or something. A manufacturer that’s probably long out of business. Don’t get a big head about this.”

      “I don’t know, it’s just a feeling, like I stepped in something but I haven’t caught a whiff of it yet. Only it’s going to be a big deal this time. Not in a good way, either,” Zac explained, feeling a sense of dread that made him want to get in touch with Jake as soon as the Admiral was up.
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      The journey to the coordinates Leon provided seemed to take too long. Minutes passed too slowly, even as he explained what he’d discovered to Minh-Chu and Ashley. What evidence could Leon provide that would prove to everyone that the Nolians weren’t in the wrong back then? Jake had seen what their military branch left behind. The Wormhole Gate didn’t have the look of a thing that was made for war, but there were defences built into the station. Missile launchers and railguns that were a little more advanced than those originally built into Freeground Alpha, but still familiar.

      It was Minh-Chu who made the comparisons between the weapon systems when he saw images of the Wormhole Station. He was astonished that one engineer connected them like a travelling Nolian workman. It was almost ancient history to both of them, a connection that was centuries old, but they wondered what else they would find when they arrived at Lonos.

      Updates from the research team in the Haven System poured in as they got closer. They’d visited the oldest buildings on Tamber Moon, the processing towers on Planet Unity, even a few of the oldest wrecks that were more recently detected by their defence network. The buildings and installation computers revealed only one thing: Their data drives had been thoroughly erased around the time the Wormhole Ring was abandoned.

      Captain Dwayne Sands was successfully pressing the last of the Edxi away from the coordinates Leon gave them, and in doing so, he discovered an illusionary wall. The discovery was already public.

      A Hart News correspondent, Liz Cowe, was with him and his unit when they stumbled through it, reporting on the fighting. Thanks to her livestream, tens of thousands of people in the Haven Solar System would know that there was a secret city, built and abandoned centuries before on Lonos and word was spreading. Ayan already had more questions than she or her division – Haven Fleet Sciences – could answer even though there were only a few seconds of footage. The fighting took the group away from the hidden city before the correspondent could get more than a few seconds of shaky videos before Captain Dwayne Sands continued to press the Edxi in another direction.

      The air war with the insect enemy was over. Now Captain Sands and his soldiers were wiping the rest out, stopping only to transmit the call for surrender every three minutes. Before long, Planet Lonos would be free of Edxi. It would be a great way to begin the new year, especially since they managed to capture an Edxi lander intact.

      Then, as Jake found himself feeling a rare giddiness, they passed into the planet’s atmosphere, slowing, slowing and slowing further as they approached the upper reaches of the barrier that Captain Sands’ men found. “I can’t believe it,” Minh-Chu said as he looked at the scan results from Jake’s station. “It looks like nothing but thick jungle and pointy rock down there. No wonder none of the squatters moved into that area, I wouldn’t land a ship there if my life depended on it. There’s no even ground.”

      “There are no anomalies on sensors at all,” Ayan said from the Clever Class corvette that she’d been assigned as transport. “There’s no way we’ll know if we’re passing through a holographic obfuscation field until we’re on the other side.”

      “Like the Wormhole Ring. That field hid what was inside perfectly,” Jake said. “We only detected it because there were other powerful energies passing around it.”

      “Here we go,” Ashley said from her place at the controls as she slowly put the nose of the ship through where they guessed the edge would be. Then they were on the other side, slowly flying over the ruins of a city that was being overwhelmed by the jungle. As the Hound and four other Clever Class corvettes passed between them, large birds took wing from where they perched in and atop tall buildings that were brown, grey and black.

      “Parts of this city has markers indicating that the material comes from Kambis,” Ayan said to everyone on the secure communications channel. “I’m seeing old Lorander construction methods in buildings that date back over three hundred years. There’s also extensive battle damage dating back two centuries.”

      The only things that Jake could see on his scanners that may have been functional in recent history were a few robots with thirteen appendages extending from a central round body. It looked like they used their well articulated arms for walking and all other tasks, and their batteries were utterly dead. A heavy door near the centre of the city opened, and Jake saw that Leon’s shuttle was inside on sensors.

      “There it is,” Oz said on comms. “We’re not detecting anything that could indicate that this is a trap. It looks like some kind of hangar attached to an emergency bunker or stronghold.”

      “What’s your order, Boss?” Jake asked, teasing Oz a little.

      “It’s still strange to think that I have a higher rank than you, Jake,” Oz replied.

      “The highest rank in the land,” Minh-Chu remarked. “Well, until a real election is held, at least. Then you’ll have Science and Welfare Ministers to argue with.”

      “I can’t wait. All right, those robots have been cold for a long time and we have enough firepower to take ‘em out if they cause trouble. There are no signs of a trap, either, but we’re going in with our ships just in case. Head on in and land,” Oz said, his order passing to all five of the Clever Class corvettes.

      Jake understood his thinking. If the door closed behind them, just one of the ships had enough firepower to blast them open. They were taking their best advantages with them. He scanned the facility just to make sure that the floor of the hangar could take the weight of the ships and, satisfied that it would, got to his feet. According to his sensors, there was a large foyer attached to the hangar. Leon was inside.

      Jake looked to his rifle and hesitated. Minh-Chu noticed. “Not sure what kind of firepower you’ll need?”

      “It’s not that. I want to believe that I’ll find answers here, not another fight,” Jake replied, drawing, checking, then re-holstering his sidearm. “I’ll go light this time. Are you guys coming?”

      Minh-Chu was out of the co-pilot’s seat in seconds, and Ashley regarded him uncertainly. “Me too?”

      “Sure, the Lieutenant is qualified to fly the Hound, just not at your skill level,” Jake said, opening the door. “You’re minding the ship while we’re on mission,” he told the Lieutenant, who was dutifully standing beside the hatch. “Someone from our team will check in every hour. If we miss a check in get clear of the ruins and call everyone in to rescue the Defence Minister.”

      “Everyone, Sir?” Lieutenant Sangen asked.

      “The Fleet. If we’re not back in eight hours and you report us missing, you’ll be calling…” Jake stopped, prompting Sangen to continue the line of thought.

      “I’ll be calling everyone here,” Sangen finished. “Thousands of soldiers will descend on this planet. Probably tens of thousands. I’ll stand by, waiting for your check ins, Sir.”

      “Unless the Defence Minister modifies the order,” Jake said as he left the bridge followed by Minh-Chu and Ashley.

      Ayan was only accompanied by two soldiers in heavy armour, but Oz had brought three Clever Class corvettes with seven squads of marines. Between the gunnery teams and other crewmembers they had aboard their ships, there was at least another three squads worth besides that, bringing the total number of solders up past a hundred forty. “I’m hoping I won’t need the backup, but I don’t go anywhere alone now that I’m the Defence Minishter,” Oz said with a shrug before accepting an enthusiastic embrace from Minh-Chu. “I’m lucky I can still hit the head without a minder.”

      “Better than the Admiral, there, who left his squad in the Cefa System,” Minh-Chu said, looking to Jake.

      “There’s a lot of work to do, they’re more useful there,” Jake replied as he put his arm around Ayan.

      “Happy new year,” she said, giving him a brief kiss.

      “Happy new year,” he replied, taking a moment to enjoy looking at her. It hadn’t been long since they parted, but he didn’t expect to be standing next to her again so soon, and that seemed to add to the joy of their reunion. “How’s Laura?”

      “Probably resting up so she can be wide awake when I get back,” Ayan replied. “Really good, though.”

      “And you?”

      “Busy; starting to put the real Fleet Sciences Department together now that Oz has made my appointment at its head official. I still miss you, though.”

      “How’s our Defence Minister?” Jake asked her, looking to Oz, who was looking off towards the fallen doors leading inward to the foyer as Ashley gave him an affectionate squeeze.

      “I haven’t had much time to talk with him, but he seems to be managing,” Ayan replied.

      “There are Edxi nearby,” Oz said to everyone around. “Not inside, I don’t think.” He looked to the Captain in charge of his detail. “Guard the entrance, position the ships to defend those doors and the exit. If you see an Edxi, kill it. If one of the bots we saw as we flew in moves, disable it. Set watch posts and keep trying to communicate with the outside.”

      “Yes, Defence Minister,” the Captain replied before getting straight to work. Heavily armed soldiers scattered in groups, taking up watches, doing scanner sweeps of the hangar.

      Without another word, Oz started walking towards the foyer doorway. Ayan, Jake, Minh-Chu and Ashley followed, seeing that there was a source of light inside. After passing through a large, ruined pair of doors that looked like they had been bashed inward a long time ago, they came upon a tall, round monument made of polished white stone. Leon was there, polishing it with a soft cloth. When he turned around, he was all smiles. “I’m sorry if any of you feel betrayed by me, or for how I brought you here.”

      “You were afraid,” Oz said, his tone level, steady. “You’re still afraid. You’ve seen what we do with strange people.”

      “That’s… maybe a simplified way to explain it, but sure,” Leon agreed. “As soon as you discover that someone or something isn’t what you thought it was at first, you lock it away and put therapists and doctors to work on it. I can’t blame you, not really. You’ve been right so far. You’re the strangest kind of people; you like exploring, but hate surprises.”

      “That’s why you didn’t tell us that you were Nolian?” Ayan asked. “You were afraid we’d treat you as an enemy once we found out you deceived us?”

      Maybe no one else could see it, but Jake could tell that what Leon said about how the Fleet treated captured enemies – or strange people, as he put it – caught her by surprise. It was an important insight. He listened intently as Leon replied; “Well, there was a little deception, if you see omission as a falsehood, but absolutely. I knew there was a chance I’d find myself in a locked room if I told you about my heritage and this place without coming here first. At least if I’m locked up now, I’ve shown you something that might prove that the Nolians were here for the right reasons, that they were builders and scientists, not what Rendel said they were.”

      “If you’re honest, I promise you’ll be able to remain with us at your current rank. We’ll treat you no better or worse that one of our own,” Oz said with a tone that Jake would describe later as decisive.

      “You’ll know if I’m lying, too,” Leon said. “I’ve met a telepath before, and she had the same focused look you do now when she was using the gift. Now you’ll always ask yourself if I was honest here because I knew you were reading me, or because I always intended to be.”

      “He probably won’t,” Minh-Chu said, shaking his head. “Our Oz has always been the straightforward military type. I’ll probably think about it though.”

      “Well, all right, I won’t get a better promise,” Leon said, looking to Oz, then Jake, Minh-Chu, Ashley, and finally Ayan before he turned back towards the monument. It was the only thing in the relatively clean room other than several doors leading further into the installation. They looked like they’d been welded shut for longer than he’d dare to guess. “Welcome to The Great Well. This is the saddest place I know, and it’s the only connection I have to my ancestors. It was made to protect the citizens of Vohen, the city above us, from invasions and other dangers, but it became a tomb. Inside, past the containment doors that you see in this chamber, you’ll find the final victims of the Omni Virus. Well, the last victims in this solar system, at least. After fighting it for years, the infected came here so it wouldn’t spread anymore. Some were forced in. The Great Well was sealed from the outside. There’s a whole record of the events leading up to it built into this monument. My ancestor’s names are right here,” he pointed to a spot that Ayan could only make out by scanning it.

      “It’s so small that the surface of the stone still looks smooth. There must be over a hundred thousand names on this pillar,” she said, in awe. “They all sacrificed themselves here?”

      “To stop the spread of the Omni Virus. There wouldn’t be a cure for another eleven years. They didn’t know that, but they did it anyway,” Leon said. “My parents told me that it spread naturally out there, from one human world to the next, but Rega Gain and the solar systems in the Cluster were the exception. The Raiders brought it here, made sure it would spread quickly. Rendel was the leader of the Raider Scouts, he saw how an earlier virus nearly killed all the humans here years before. Some of the Nolian people were already around when that hit, and they were able to provide a vaccine, then a cure, stopping it. I don’t know for sure, but it must have been frustrating to Rendel and his people.”

      “Why? He told me that they were explorers, that they wanted to observe the people here,” Jake said. He needed to hear bigger contradictions to Rendel’s story. The last thing he wanted to discover was that the Nolians were as the android described them; a race of people who took control of civilizations.

      “It probably frustrated him because he was scouting for the Zidun. He was hoping the first virus would wipe all the humans in this solar system out. It would have made the next stage of his mission easier. That’s how they operate. The Zidun upload copies of their personalities, memories, everything they are into an android that takes their appearance and send them out across the universe. There are also blank ships that have generic androids that are ready for other Zidun to upload to. They get a personality package, an android body downloads it, changes shape to look like the Zidun, and joins the rest. You found one a while ago in orbit around a sun. The first wave of androids are scouts who activate when they are interfered with or once they detect a sign of technology. They investigate their surroundings and determine whether or not there’s anything of interest there. If not, they transmit an update home, then continue exploring until they find something that interests them or receive new synchronization data with new instructions.”

      “Synchronization data?” Ayan asked, turning her attention from the scan results of the monument back to Leon.

      Leon considered his explanation before he answered. “Okay, take Rendel for example. His image, his behaviour and memories are all the results of uploads from a person, a biological being who most likely has the same name. A Zidun. No one has ever seen a Zidun, as far as I know. The Rendel that Admiral Valent met is the Zidun’s Raider. His android self. Once he’s accumulated enough memories, he’ll send his update back home so the Zidun version of Rendel can download them as his own experiences and knowledge. They feel exactly like his own memories. There are a lot of theories as to how the biological being experiences them, but we know for sure that the memories merge. The Zidun will then re-upload his updated, merged personality in what they call a synchronization that updates his Raider. According to the people I know who stayed behind when Lorander left, that’s been happening faster and faster over the centuries.”

      “So, the Zidun are really a biological people who decided to stay home and send androids out into the universe so they didn’t have to put themselves at risk?” Minh-Chu asked.

      “Exactly, and they have an appetite for conquest,” Leon said. “It helps them with the second to last phase of their exploration. When they find technology they want, or need to expand their numbers so more Zidun can upload their personalities and start collecting memories from androids, they take control of an area and start building bodies. Rega Gain and the other nearby solar systems were perfect. The Nolians and humans started working together here, and both of them had technology the Raiders wanted. There’s a wealth of untapped resources in this cluster of stars. The only problem was that the Raiders weren’t here in great numbers, so, when the Omni Virus came along, Rendel saw it as a way to give the Raiders a chance. They were already a menace in the Milky Way, there were two constructor ships here, but they were vastly outnumbered.”

      “They didn’t create the Omni Virus?” Oz asked, doubt in his tone.

      “No, they didn’t. I know as much about the virus as you do,” Leon replied, looking back to the white pillar. “No, they just made sure it took deep root here. It nearly wiped out human and Nolian kind before a vaccine was found. By then the war surrounding Rega Gain was heating up. When the Nolians discovered that their enemy used the virus as a weapon, and that hundreds of millions of humans in the Cluster were killed as a result, they did something that is very out of character for them. They modified the virus so it could also infect the synthetic brains inside the older Raider bodies. Any Raider who came into contact with it, and had a circulatory system that refreshed the fluids in their brains died and had their data corrupted. The records in this monument describe it as a painful death that took hours. Some Raider bodies had a sealed cranial system though, and those few survived. That, combined with a system of wormhole gates that allowed the Nolian forces to travel faster than the Raiders, led to victory. The Raiders were pushed out. Fighting resumed in the Nolian home galaxy only a few years later when a new Raider model was discovered, but I don’t know much about that. The victory was hollow for the Nolians. There was incredible collateral damage as millions of humans from the Milky Way were caught in the crossfire or killed as they assisted in the fighting. The Rega Gain System and a few others were emptied thanks to that and the Omnivirus. They helped spread the cure once it was developed, but the places they helped develop had been reduced to ghost solar systems. The Tri-Galaxy Collective determined that directly involving themselves in the development of the Rega Gain System attracted the attention of the Raiders, and they put laws into place that would limit future interference. Lorander was allowed to help humanity expand across the stars and to bring discoveries back from the new colony worlds, but the Nolians mostly observed the progress of the Milky Way and the people in it.”

      “They didn’t hesitate when they defended a gate near the Iron Head Nebula, according to Order records,” Jake said.

      “That brings us to current affairs,” Leon said, smiling at first, then growing more somber. “My people, the Akanen, are students of history and explorers. Some people say we’re adventurers, and – galactically speaking – we’re kinda new in your neck of the woods. We’re part of the Nolian race, but I’m mostly human. My family has been blending in that direction for generations. We have ways of recognizing each other, and before the Holocaust Virus hit, I met one of my kind. She’d been out near the Regal Stars, and wanted to spread the word that there were Raiders in the Milky Way again. She had no way of getting word to Lorander or any of the Nolian people. I wasn’t the only Akanen that she’d drawn to her, though. She had recordings of Raiders attacking an outpost, wiping everyone there out. It was a miracle that she got away. After I made sure she wasn’t a Raider, I stayed with her and the other Akanens for a while before I went on my way. It took me a while, but I came here, hoping that there would be something left behind that I could use to transmit to Lorander or the Nolian authorities. They can be hard to find when you need them. I got here and saw that there was a Lorander presence, I gave them copies of the data my fellow Akanen shared. I was allowed to hang around, but they didn’t let me into their inner circle. I’m guessing that they wanted to prepare you for the Raider’s return without getting directly involved.”

      “How long ago did you get the data?” Jake asked.

      “About twenty-three years ago, so I’m guessing the report of Lorander ships fighting the Order should tell us that someone else managed to warn them that the Raiders were back before I did. That is, unless the Order was putting them in a position where they had to return fire in self defence.”

      “That’s likely. If I could get a better copy of the records, we’d probably find that the Order ships started the fight,” Jake explained. “Do you know anything about a network of rings? The wormhole gates?”

      “Only what everyone does; that they were instrumental to their victory in the war, built before the Omni-Virus, and they use resources and technology that was difficult to duplicate. I’ve been through two. I wish there were a lot more, a lot of people do,” he replied.

      “So, is he telling the truth, Boss?” Minh-Chu asked Oz, nodding at Leon.

      “Without a doubt,” Oz said with a long exhale, rubbing his temples. “I’m sure of that, at least, even though it was a pain in the ass trying to focus while Dwayne and Dot are running around with a few hundred troops out there, chasing bugs away from the city.”

      “Haven’t mastered the filtering thing, huh?” Ashley asked, concerned.

      “Not as well as I’d like,” Oz replied with a pained chuckle before relaxing. After a moment, he was able to straighten up and look to Leon. “So, Lorander set us up so we could defend the Haven System, or to fight a war using us as their proxy. It wouldn’t be the first time people got around non-interference laws that way, if they even had to.”

      “The branch of Lorander that was here isn’t a warring organization,” Leon replied, surprised. “They’d never stay and fight. There are thousands of organizations and governments in Nolian civilization. There are trillions of us, and most are afraid of the Raiders. There’s no law that says I have to stay out of it where my ancestors come from, so I joined up with Haven as soon as I could. My distant relations are probably still fighting the Raiders in another galaxy. Just ask Dame. I’m here because I believe it’s my duty to stay and help you in the fight. Not as directly as she is, but the Milky Way is my home, I’ve never been to another galaxy, and now that I’ve dug in here, I don’t really plan on exploring out that far. At least, not until I get bored, which could be in a couple decades, maybe a century, who knows?”

      “I like him,” Minh-Chu said to Ayan. “If you don’t want him after this, I’ll give him a job. I could use an aide.”

      “No, I think we’ll want to keep Leon closer to headquarters,” Oz said, finally talking like himself again; with confident ease.

      “I’m not giving my Aide up unless he gets promoted out of my branch,” Ayan told him. “That’s if he wants to stay and doesn’t mind having a lot of conversations about his people.”

      “So, you’re not going to put me in a cell somewhere?” Leon asked. “I mean, I’ll tell you everything I can, especially if I’m free.”

      “Like how your friend let you and the other Akanens she ran into know that she needed to talk to them?” Oz asked, his eyebrow arched. “Your people must have a way of secretly communicating with each other.”

      “It’s simpler than you think, and there are more of us than you might imagine. There are a few symbols I can show you that Akanens use when they need help, or want to share information with allies. But some of our secrets are too important to share.”

      “What about this obfuscation field?” Jake asked, gesturing up at the high ceiling.

      “Oh, right,” Leon said, sliding a panel at the base of the pillar open to reveal an interface with keys and a flickering screen. “The controls were damaged, I did my best to fix them, but there was only so much I can do while it’s running. I’m not the best repair guy, either, and I didn’t want to risk damaging the data storage in the monument. All the historical data about the war is in here along with a lot more from the Nolians and your people. My parents showed me a couple more hidden cities on Lioness, or Lonen as you call it. The other two are underground, the entrances hidden behind a field like this. The Nolians who were here didn’t believe that the Raiders would stay away for so long, so instead of destroying everything they built, they hid some of it just in case they’d need the infrastructure. No one knows how much there is here, most of the builders were killed by the Omni Virus and the rest left the galaxy. It sounds like the kind of thing that Fleet Sciences should investigate.”

      “Sounds like,” Ayan said. “Maybe you should be promoted. I could use an administrator who’s a natural explorer.”

      “You’re kidding,” Leon said, shocked. “I’d…”

      “I need an honest, forthcoming expert on Lorander and the Nolians,” Ayan said, nodding. “It helps that you’re good with Laura, too.”

      Jake did his best to ignore a pang of jealousy and tried to look pleased instead.

      “Looks like you found your way a little further into the inner circle,” Minh-Chu said with a smirk. “Good luck. You’re gonna be busy.”
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      The round compartment at the rear of the Hound was like most others aboard Clever Class ships with an intelligent table at its centre, two tiers of seating that could collapse into one, and hatches leading to four crew quarters set between the circular padded benches. There was one major difference aboard the Hound, and that was the people using the room at the moment.

      It was an unofficial meeting of some of the most important leaders in the fleet, with the Defence Minister, Admiral Anderson and Admiral Valent in attendance. Captain Minh-Chu Bu and Commander Ashley Lamport were there as well. The room was sealed, the crewmen and women who had quarters connected to the leisure space were at their posts and well out of earshot. None of them were aware that this meeting would mark the beginning of a new era for the entire Cluster region. They wouldn’t be aware of it for some time.

      “I’m still processing everything we just heard, and the implications,” Oz said as he stood up. He’d been having trouble staying in his seat. It looked like he was between excitement and irritation.

      “It’ll take years, maybe decades to investigate the sites that we discovered today,” Ayan agreed. “It’s going to be a slow start, too. I’m still helping with new construction for the people coming in and Fleet Sciences hasn’t even started training recruits.”

      “I wish I could afford to fill your manpower needs tomorrow, trust me,” Oz replied. “But I’m not talking about the discoveries we’re going to make thanks to Leon. The point I’m stuck on is what all that does for us now. We had a great history lesson today, an important one, but I have to concentrate on how whatever we discover can serve us. How can we use this to get the defence focused division of Lorander or some military faction of the Nolian people that has goals similar to ours to come here? To join us.”

      “I’m guessing that’s going to be the theme of the first phase of Leon’s debriefing?” Ayan asked.

      Her Aide was on another ship, not in restraints, not treated as a prisoner, but on his way to a secret Haven Fleet Intelligence installation where his long debriefing would begin. Jake understood why, he was an important asset, but he didn’t like the notion that the debriefing may take weeks. “How long do you think he’ll be isolated for, Minister?” He remembered Leon’s expectations, that he’d be locked in a room and questioned, poked and prodded for a long time if he told them about his heritage and presented the history of the Haven System. It made Jake uneasy to watch it come true.

      “The heads of Intelligence want to know everything he does. Don’t worry, there will be regular reports, you’ll have access,” Oz replied. “And, yes, I’ve instructed the interviewers to focus on anything that could bring allies here.”

      “He’s never been out of the galaxy, if you believe what he said,” Minh-Chu said as he relaxed beside Ashley. “And you dodged the question. How long is Leon, who is living out the nightmare he told us he saw coming, going to be under guard, questioned about everything from his family to the state of the galaxy as he knows it?”

      “I can’t say. I’m hoping the debriefing only takes a couple weeks. I know he was telling the truth the whole time we were down there and he seemed to want to cooperate, so it should go smoothly,” Oz replied, taking a seat again and looking to Ayan. “Listen, I know you value him, but we need what’s in his head fast. Faster than we can get it if he’s only answering questions for a couple hours a day while he works with you. If we could do a deep brain scan, get a copy of everything he knows without risking synaptic shock, we would, but we’re not there with that technology yet.”

      “Thank God for that,” Minh-Chu said with a snicker, drawing everyone’s attention. “What? As soon as the fleet can get an active deep scan on our brains without frying one person out of five, then they’ll be doing it all the time. I’m happy with how things are: my helmet takes a snapshot of what’s in my head without interfering with the signals in my grey matter and if anyone tries to read the file it looks like a jumbled mess. I know active deep scans might be the answer to eternal life, or bridging biological record keeping to digital and back, but I see some dark clouds on that horizon with that tech.”

      “There are always going to be people working on it,” Ayan said sympathetically. “Especially with examples like Alice around. I’d rather our people figure it out before someone else does. The Order is still carrying Vindyne’s research forward.”

      “I love you like a sister, Ayan, but I’ve got to ask: is that what your newly invigorated Science Division is going to be like? Turning scientific research into an arms race?” Minh-Chu asked.

      “That’s not going to be the main thrust of it, no,” Ayan replied, a little irritated. “Sometimes that’s the accelerator science needs, though. I hate to admit it, but it’s a part of how we have to prioritize research. Fleet Sciences is a military branch for now, and we’re competing with corporations, the Order, and whole civilizations.”

      It took Jake some effort not to comment in Ayan’s defence. If this was about to turn into an argument, he knew she could handle herself, especially with one of her oldest friends. He was relieved when Oz broke in; “This isn’t helping, and I don’t have much time. Jake, I need you to take a minute to talk to Rear Admiral Lamonthe when you get back to the Cefa system. I’ve given him some things to work out with…”

      A priority message made Jake’s command and control bracer rattle and beep. It was marked as an emergency, so he opened it right away, projecting the holographic report to the centre of the round table so everyone could see it. Captain Stephanie Vega appeared, in uniform, live from a secure laboratory. “Admiral, we have a major problem here. The Raider named Rendel had internal components that were too well sealed against electromagnetic pulses and was able to survive the blasts that the marines thought put him out.”

      “He was playing dead?” Jake asked, his tone flat. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he was filled with a feeling of foreboding. The teams were given every kind of warning about the androids. They were only to be inspected under full containment with no opportunity to link to any computer system.

      “Specialist Galena can explain this better than I can,” Stephanie replied, nodding.

      The focus turned to a woman with hair styled in red ringlets. Her blue eyes and the shaping of her face was unmistakeably similar to Ayan’s as well. “Hello, Admiral,” she said, stunned and shy.

      “Specialist,” Jake said, impatient to get to the heart of the matter. “Bottom line: What happened?”

      “The Rendel android was more advanced than we thought. There were compartments in him that were impervious to electromagnetic pulses, not just the brain portion like the other one we found. As far as I’ve been able to tell, he deactivated himself as soon as he saw that the marines dropped an electromagnetic pulse grenade in his cell. Then he set some kind of wake-up condition like a timer or sensor. When an arm with sensors and a data collection system built into it got close enough, he peeled the armour off and adapted one of the sensor feeds so he could connect to the ship computer then transmit a heavily compressed data packet. I’m afraid it was big, one point four terabytes, but we’re estimating that it unpacks into about nine times that. We’re using an air-gapped system to decrypt the packet now.”

      Oz reached out and spun the hologram towards him. “Specialist Galena: where was the transmission sent, and what system did the android use to send it off ship?”

      “Defense Minister…” Galena said as she became overwhelmed by nervous surprise.

      “Sorry, Defence Minister McPatrick,” Captain Vega said, turning the holographic sensor back to her. “I can answer that for you. Rendel was able to force his way into our communications system, most likely using infiltration software. He connected to an unknown node on the edge of our galaxy using a trans-dimensional unit in one of the quad drives. The theory we have is that this node wasn’t a repository, but a rebroadcasting system that uses trans-dimensional communications similar to what we’ve seen in Edxi technology. We don’t know for sure, but it looks like the node passes received data on to another galaxy. All evidence points to that so far, but my people are still working on it.”

      “Do you know it’s location?” Oz asked.

      “Yes. I’ve classified that and everything involving this incident at the highest level, you should be able to access it now.”

      “Good, that’s a start. We’ll review it at the highest level. Thank you, Captain,” Oz said only showing the smallest sign of dread.

      Ayan turned the hologram to face her with a gesture. “Hello, Captain Vega.”

      “Admiral Anderson,” Stephanie replied with a respectful nod.

      “Is there a chance that whoever received that transmission could learn details about the quad drive? That it was a trans-dimensional message sent using a technology dissimilar to the node that received it?”

      Stephanie turned to look at someone nearby, listened for a moment, then nodded and turned back to face Ayan. “It’s unlikely. The data burst itself wasn’t changed as it passed through the system, so I’m being told that the masking system your people build into the transmitter wouldn’t allow the receiver to see what kind of transmitter it came from. We are pretty sure that the node should be able to figure out where the data burst originated. My experts here are pretty sure.”

      “Thank you, I’ll pass that on to the development team. That’s all I have to ask,” Ayan said, turning Stephanie’s hologram towards Jake.

      Jake was sure that the Raiders could be on their way to the Cefa System already if they knew where the transmission came from. “How are rescue operations going?”

      “Just a few more stranded crews to clean up. We’re making a lot of friends out of independent contractors right now as we repair their ships. Some are turning towards the Haven System with their loads, happy to deliver everything they were hauling for the Order to us as a show that they’d rather work with Haven Fleet. We’re confiscating ships from captains who try to make a run for it. So far we’ve gathered a captured fleet of nine heavy haulers and mid-sized freighters. The rescue operations should be finished in less than two hours.”

      “Good. Put every ship on alert, and observe the Cefa System, retreating to a safe distance as soon as you can,” Jake said.

      “We’re already on high alert. The Merciless and Triton are hiding on the edge of the solar system, Sir,” Stephanie replied. “We’ll be leaving a few cloaked observation satellites behind us.”

      “All right. See if you can repair the obfuscation satellite that was hiding the Wormhole Ring, but scan the hell out of it before you bring it aboard.”

      “The science and engineering teams will be overjoyed to get a close look at it, but I would put the chances of repair at fifty percent. It got hit pretty hard.”

      “Oops,” Ashley said, cringing.

      “I’ll be returning in an hour or less,” Jake said, ending the communication. “She has everything well in hand, post disaster. Not that that’s a surprise.”

      “Well, at least the Raiders didn’t learn that we have our own trans-dimensional technology,” Ayan said. “It’s bad enough that word of the quad drive is starting to spread and everyone who hears about it wants one. The last thing we need is a whole new threat coming after us for it.”

      “They’re going to come anyway,” Oz said. “Unless they’re so advanced now that we’re not worth their time, which is doubtful.”

      “The ships I ran into behind enemy lines were pretty dangerous and aggressive. If they were Raider ships, and I still think they were, they’re not shy about firing the first shot in the Milky Way.”

      “My hope is that we’re dealing with a small faction of the Zidun, that there aren’t enough of them to start a war,” Oz said.

      “Are we really that lucky?” Minh-Chu asked. “We’re good at getting involved in conflicts, not finishing them. At least not so far.”

      “That’s a dark perspective for you, Minh,” Oz replied.

      “You don’t have an exclusive license on doom and gloom,” Minh-Chu retorted. “This whole Order of Eden business was started by Vindyne survivors, and it feels like we got tangled up in that a lifetime ago. Now we’re finding an even bigger fight while we’re still dealing with the Edxi and Order of Eden.”

      “What do we do?” Oz burst. “From where I’m sitting now, I can see more trouble than any of you, and it’s even worse than you think. Even as masters of an entire solar system Haven Fleet isn’t big enough to take the fight to any other part of The Cluster. Not in a significant way that’ll start tipping the balance in our favour, anyway. We don’t even know the state of most of the solar systems around us, but Fleet Intelligence is certain that there are at least nine major broods – planetary scale Edxi broods – within a week’s travel of the Haven System. At least half are making the type of fighting drones that we saw in the invasion force, and they’re heavily guarded. We suspect that the only reason why there aren’t hundreds of invasion ships on their way here right now is because our ability to shut their drone communication system down has made them gun shy. They’ll figure out a way around it eventually, so we have to arm up, but there’s a problem with that. We can build the ships to fight them, but we need people. Millions of trained soldiers, not just a few hundred thousand immigrants. That means we need allies who bring their own trained forces in massive numbers. I’m hoping that Leon can point us in the right directions, and there is an ongoing mission to contact people who see the Order as the enemy, but none of this is happening quickly enough.”

      “I’ll be out of the Cefa System tomorrow, ready to go wherever you want,” Jake said. “That’s all I can do.”

      “No, you won’t be ready, Jake,” Oz said, still in a state of controlled irritation. “Because all of SOCU is about to be called to the Cefa System to secure it while I send technicians in to fix that wormhole gate’s cloaking system and get it running for us. While that goes on, the remaining members of the Royal Family are returning to their homeworld in that System, and you’re going to assign some of your people to watch over them as they kickstart a democratic government there. We need Cefa and that gate. As new crewmembers are ferried from the Academy in the Haven System to the Triton, they’ll take over security. Once they have, you can resume your mission.”

      “That’s completely against what you wanted me and SOCU to do,” Jake countered, trying not to let his outrage turn the conversation into a yelling match. “There are probably thousands of soldiers in the Cefa System hiding out planet side. The chance that the royals will be assassinated are probably so high that…”

      “It’s happening, Jake, but don’t worry; once you’ve got them properly bunkered, we predict that you’ll be able to peel parts of your branch off to keep exploring in about a week. You had to know that you’d be in the Cefa System for a while, especially after seeing that gate.”

      “So you’re going to leave security in the hands of Lamonthe? That’s who you’re leaving behind in the Cefa System?” Jake knew the Rear Admiral was meticulous and good at multi-tasking, but he was sure that he wasn’t the man to watch over the Cefa System while a new government was put into place. “You never know when Lamonthe will take the wrong thing personally. When his over developed sense of justice will push him in the wrong direction. I’ll be there forever. I won’t be able to hand things off to him.”

      “Lamonthe is temporary. He’s there to oversee the team we have in place to help with the democratization of the Cefa System. He’ll be replaced in a month, after everything is started. He’s commanding the Triton because we’re using it to provide security and to manufacture relief supplies. I’m considering long term commanders now. I don’t want you stuck there either, Jake. I know you and your people are going to be more helpful as explorers. I promise I’ll get you out of this as fast as I can.”

      The sound of the Hound touching down in a hangar interrupted Jake as he was about to reply. Lieutenant Sangen didn’t seem to have a feel for landings just yet. “I’m going to check on things up there,” Ashley said, getting up and heading for the bridge.

      “Me too.” Minh-Chu followed her close behind.

      Jake took a moment to think. “Three weeks. That’s as long as I’m going to provide security for the Cefa System. You’d better get your Hatcheries filled and working so you can crew new ships to replace us, or the only thing watching over that system will be the Triton.”

      “I might need more time,” Oz said, speaking to him more as an equal.

      “Three weeks,” Jake repeated. “After twenty-one days, I take full control and start doing things my way again. I’ll split off from the fleet if I have to.”

      “Jake, you have to take greater, more long term needs into…”

      “I am!” Jake burst. “The defence system in Haven will be fully in place soon, so we need to get as many resources we can out there. We can start now, today! You want allies? Don’t create them in places like the Cefa System, where their infrastructure is already broken, their leadership is fractured at best. Go find capable, stable people who are already armed, already ready to meet us, to help us! I’ll watch over the experiment in the Cefa System for three weeks. That’s it. That’s all you get. I’ll keep filling my Hatchery, training new people and expanding my branch of the military so the Special Operations Combat Unit is bigger when we get back to the job we should be doing by the time we get back to it.”

      “We’re ready for you to disembark, Defence Minister,” said a voice through the ship intercom.

      “That’s our stop,” Oz said to Ayan. He turned to Jake then. “All right, Admiral. Three weeks, then SOCU can leave the Cefa System. I want Alice and the Clever Dream there too. Carnie can continue with his cover.”

      “She’s embedded,” Jake countered.

      “I don’t care,” Oz replied coldly. “It’s an order. I want my best people watching over the Cefa System, even if I only have them for three weeks.”

      “Defence Minister?” asked the voice over the intercom.

      “We’re coming,” Oz replied, turning and leaving.

      “It’ll pass quickly,” Ayan told Jake as she gave him a generous embrace.

      “You’re not on his side, are you?” he asked.

      “No. I think it’s too early to get involved with other governments, but the majority of the Admiralty believes that this is too good an opportunity to pass up. Helping the Cefa System in forming their first true democracy gets Haven in as a part of their history and an early ally. They think it’ll pay off soon. I side with you, though. Most new governments fail in the first decade before a longer lasting one takes it’s place, and I’m sure there are stable allies waiting to meet us out there. I put Oz up as the Defence Minister, though, so I can’t argue too loudly.”

      “Sure you can,” Jake said with a sigh, hugging Ayan back. “Just because he’s the right man for the job doesn’t mean we have to agree with him all the time.”

      “True,” Ayan said as she leaned her head against his chest. They stood quitly for a while before she turned her head up and kissed him. “Now he’s my house guest. We have to talk through a few things for the new branch. This ought to be interesting. I wish you could stay.”

      “So do I, but a little separation might be good for me and Oz right now,” Jake said, squeezing her for a moment. Then he changed the topic. He didn’t want to leave her on that note. “Does your new place have a big nursery?”

      “Big?” Ayan regarded him, staring up at with big blue eyes.

      “I keep drifting back to the idea of giving Laura a brother or sister,” he explained, planting a kiss on her forehead. “If that law ever passes, if you want.”

      “I can see it. Not like I’m remembering what I saw in the Victory Machine, but like something I can see for us. For our family.”

      “Now I really wish I could stick around a while,” Jake said. “I miss Laura too. Feels like I looked away for a minute and we went from couple to family. That seems like such a big word.”

      “The Defence Minister is waiting for you, Admiral Anderson. He and his security detail are standing in your foyer,” said the voice over the ship’s intercom.

      “Someone has to teach that man some patience,” Ayan grumbled. “More time. That’s always what I find myself wanting with you. I love you, Jake.”

      “Me too,” he replied, noticing the soft citrus scent of her hair. He wished he could stay with her, not only to be with Ayan, but to help explore and guard the Haven System. “But I have fires to put out, and it looks like my people have to secure the whole Cefa System. I’ll take leave before the three weeks are up, so I’ll be back here soon.”

      “That still doesn’t sound like ‘soon,’ to me,” Ayan sighed. “Maybe you could smuggle me and Laura onto the Merciless.”

      “I think Oz would notice,” Jake laughed softly. “Did you see his reaction when Minh…”

      “…Called him out on us not finishing anything we get into? Couldn’t miss it. I have a feeling that’s already haunting him and he just took the job.”

      “I know you have a lot on your plate already, but…”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Ayan replied. “I always keep a close watch on our old friends.”

      “I know, everyone loves you for it,” Jake said, kissing her temple lightly.

      “Admiral Anderson: The Round Table Meeting is scheduled to begin in ten minutes,” said the voice over the intercom.

      “I’ll call tomorrow night, your time. Show Laura my face a couple times so she doesn’t forget me,” Jake said.

      “I do, I will,” Ayan replied, taking a moment to give him a kiss. “Keep busy, the time will pass faster.”

      “I don’t think I’ll have a choice,” Jake replied as they slowly released each other. “I know: I’ll go win the war with the Order so we can free up some extra time. Be back in a month.”

      “Have fun with that,” Ayan said, laughing as she left the room. “Love you.”

      “Love you too,” Jake said in return. The hatch closed and he sat down. His thoughts turned to the complicated situation the fleet and his little battlegroup was in. One question kept running through his mind. Minutes later, as he continued to ponder, he said it to himself, as though sending it into the room would help him answer it. “How can we end any of these conflicts?” Then he aired his next thought. “We need to clear one off the board. We just need to win one, that’ll change everything.”
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      There was a lot going on aboard the Clever Dream. Quan was packing as light as he could, even though Alice told him that whatever ship the Merciless sent from the Cefa System to get him would be able to stow a large duffel. He wanted to get his luggage down to a fifteen-litre backpack. They were about to come out of trans-dimensional space for the last time and see the base that Last Crisis wanted them to visit. They’d even given the coordinates to the Sendega 601 and it was on its way.

      The Rose Solar System’s newsfeeds were filled with stories about the stolen destroyers, the shipyard that was burning up in the atmosphere, the piracy of a starliner, raids on storage facilities and other events from New Year’s Eve. Alice and her allies had become the news but no news agency was claiming that the incidents were connected. It was tempting to watch the endless talking heads and so-called experts jabber about the mess they made even though Alice understood that they’d managed to ring in the new year by spreading a great deal of uncertainty and fear through the population of Rodus and the Rose System.

      There was a Haven Fleet watch on for a large Order of Eden force that came through a newly discovered, centuries old ring. No one knew where it would turn up or when, and Alice did her best to put her fear that it was headed for the Rose System aside. The Opal, Captain Elyub’s ship, was still missing. Captain Marda had already started looking with the help of a few friends, but they weren’t having any luck. If the Clever Dream, Raven and Corsair weren’t currently attached to advanced destroyers, dragging them through trans-dimensional space, she would have joined the search, but they were all headed to one destination. A set of coordinates that led to nothing, a vast area of empty space where Last Crisis said they had a base.

      Most of the crew were about to wake up after getting some rest. Iruuk was already up, and Woone was visiting, so Alice was waiting for her turn. To say she was worried about him would be an understatement. There was nothing she could do about that at the moment, so she tried to concentrate on something else. She leaned against the hallway in the main corridor, looking at a hologram of the Advanced Destroyer she planned to keep.

      The Advanced Destroyer relied heavily on missile launchers that could send thick volleys of them out at great speed. While that could deliver a lot of damage in a short amount of time at practically any range, she didn’t like how much space the main magazine took in the vessel’s hull. There was a nice manufacturing system built in to produce munitions, but it only accepted processed materials and water. That could cost them in the long run. The walls of the main magazine, where all the missiles would be stored, were thickly armoured so an explosion there would do minimal damage to the ship even if it was filled to seventy percent with short range projectiles. It was a good design, but she was considering turning it into a hangar. It wouldn’t take much work. There were already loading doors. They’d have to use robots for labour, but they’d be cheap compared to a slower human crew.

      Spinning the hologram so she was looking at the front profile of the ship, she reconsidered, and not for the first time. There were enough mooring points for several ships to dock at once. The hangar it had already was small, but good enough for shuttles and fighters. If they kept the main magazine, they could launch hundreds of large missiles and keep a mixture of long, medium and short-range ones on hand. Even as a destroyer, it would have teeth, and there could be more benefits to having a small base ship that could defend itself than having one with a lot of hangar space. Sighing as she realized she was back on the fence, she muttered; “I think I’ll put this to a vote.” Noah and Remmy could help her finally decide whether or not to make a few upgrades but leave the design largely as it was, or to do major modifications.

      The door to Iruuk’s cabin opened, and Woone emerged, smiling at her as she walked by. “He’s in a good mood.”

      Turning her hologram off, Alice stepped into Iruuk’s hatchway and tapped on the jamb. He was still using the first officer’s quarters, which were second largest. The large bed’s privacy curtain was closed, so she knocked louder, wondering if she should come back later.

      He swept it open and smiled at her. He was covered in a mix of soft, fresh and older blonde fur and the sight of his grin put her more at ease. Iruuk had put on the artificial leg that the Clever Dream printed for him, and was checking the supports, which wrapped around his stump then all the way up across his hip under his fur. “This thing isn’t bad,” he told her, swinging his legs out and planting his feet on the deck.

      Alice crossed the room to him. “Want a hand?” she asked.

      “Theo said it was fully calibrated, so it should feel like my old leg, but sure,” he said with surprising optimism. He looked away from the artificial limb, his blue eyes focusing on her instead. “He said I should walk on it normally, so here we go.”

      Holding his hands, Alice watched as he slowly got to his feet. Wobbly at first, he took a few steps. “He’s right,” he said, scratching the metal as though it was itchy for a moment then laughing at himself. “It feels exactly the same.”

      “It’s temporary, if you want it to be,” Alice said, glancing at the gleaming metal limb. The thought of having her toes stepped on by that thing was pretty daunting, even though her vacsuit would protect her. It wasn’t a rational fear, but one brought out by the sight of most cybernetics and artificial limbs. They always seemed more powerful with the look of something that could do more damage unless they were decorated or skinned with synthetic flesh. “Looks a little intimidating.”

      Iruuk activated a hologram that performed the function of a full-length mirror and stumbled a little when he saw himself. Alice helped him get steady footing, the artificial muscles in her suit activating when he really leaned on her for a moment, then he looked at his reflection. “I do look kinda bad-ass, don’t I?”

      Alice smiled at the new term; ‘bad-ass,’ concluding that Iruuk had been watching old programs from the Remmybase. “Definitely. It has a high armour rating, too, so you can wear it bare if you want.”

      “Ooh, that might look cool,” Iruuk said, looking at his leg from the side. “I might keep this instead of getting a flesh and blood one made.”

      “See how it feels for a while, you have all the time you want to decide,” Alice said, watching him strike a threatening pose and baring his teeth in the mirror. She did the same to add to the fun.

      “You’re so cute!” he laughed.

      “I am not cute,” Alice said, feigning a big frown, crossing her arms.

      “Aw, cute human Captain,” he teased, patting her on the head.

      She laughed and, without thinking, pushed him. “Sorry!” she said as she tried to catch Iruuk as he fell and failed.

      He laughed and shook his head. “Okay, now I practice getting up.”

      She helped him to his feet and provided support as he started walking in a circle. “Thank you for the gifts. I noticed the bracelet right away.”

      “I’m sorry it took me so long to give it to you, I completely forgot,” Alice said, opening her empathic sense enough to feel that he was more embarrassed about falling and needed help than he looked. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save your leg.”

      “I know, getting a replacement, even this replacement, is better. I acted like a child,” Iruuk said they slowly walked in a circle together. She kept up with him, holding his hand with both of hers. “I let fear break me down.”

      “I’ve been there,” Alice said. “So afraid that you can’t see your way past it. I don’t think any lesser of you for it. You’re my hero, Fur-Face.”

      “So, you weren’t hurt?” he asked, eyes widening. This could be a proud moment for him.

      “You saved my butt. That bomb might have taken your leg out, but if it hit me the emergency recovery system would have had to rebuild about half my body or I’d still be in stasis. I’ve been really lucky with reconstruction so far. I’m due for a bunch of complications, so who knows how it would have turned out. Thank you, Iruuk.”

      “It’s the least I could do for my Captain,” Iruuk said, looking relieved.

      Alice hugged him, feeling small. “My friend.”

      That was enough to make him well up with pride, and she closed the door on her empathic gift, feeling like she’d just cheated her way through a part of their relationship even though she hadn’t said anything she didn’t mean. Iruuk wrapped his arms around her and buried her face in his fur. “My cute human Captain friend!” he teased.

      “I am not cute!” she laughed; words muffled by soft fur.

      “Captain, you should see this,” Theodore said, but it wasn’t from the intercom.

      Iruuk released her and she saw him standing in the doorway, his head cocked with an amused expression. “This is definitely new behavior.”

      “Not really,” Alice said, straightening the collar of her vacsuit, remembering more socially carefree days with Iruuk when they were in the Apex Program. She felt more like the person she was back then, lighter on her feet knowing that she and Iruuk were all right. “What’s up?”

      “We’ve emerged from trans-dimensional space and found something unusual,” Theodore said before looking to Iruuk. “Oh, you seem to be taking to the artificial limb quite well. How does it feel?”

      “I was afraid that I’d feel the bracing system while I was walking on it, but it just feels like my old leg. Well, except for the missing fur and this whole robotic skeleton look. I think I like it.”

      Alice opened the bridge hatch and passed through. What she saw next made her stop so abruptly that Iruuk nearly bumped into her. He had to steady himself by putting a hand on Theodore’s head. “We’re going there?” he asked no one in particular.

      The artificial windows above and around the bridge were filled with the sight of what looked like a massive comet. What she was seeing was something she’d only heard as a legend and from spacers who claimed to have visited the place. Few people believed them. Its features made it unmistakeable. Most of it was round, a rocky planet with the ruins of battered cities on the surface made to withstand the radiation and vacuum of space. The side they were approaching was an old, deep crater with blasted and cracked edges. The dark world didn’t rotate or roll, and it had a trail of asteroids thousands of kilometres long that followed it. Some were captured in the heavy world’s gravity, but most were pieces that had broken off in a massive, cataclysmic explosion.

      “This is not on any chart that I can find,” Dame said. “It is moving at incredible speed, but the asteroids behind it are in steady relative positions. This is incredible. It is proof that space is still so grand, and unexplored, that there are still many things hidden in the dark.”

      “It’s Jeto, a rogue planet, the biggest man-made comet in the galaxy as far as anyone knows,” Alice explained. “I’ve heard of it before, even met people who claim to have been there.”

      “I believed it existed,” Lewis added in a told-you-so tone. “I’ve put all the stories you relayed to me from old spacers and braggarts together into a collection, if anyone would like the see it.”

      “You just did that, didn’t you?” Iruuk asked.

      “Well, yes.”

      “Add it to my playlist. I’ll watch it later.” Iruuk moved to the science station and hurriedly looked at the data on display there. “It’s so far from the galactic plane, I’m not surprised it’s position isn’t well known. There’s a plume of radiation running behind it, too. It’s messing with sensors. Our visual scanning system is making up for it in terms of maneuvering, though. Have you been here, Alice?”

      “No, it’s a legend. One of those places people talk about after they’ve had too much to drink. It’s popular to talk about in some circles, so a lot of people say they’ve seen it.”

      “What caused this?” Theodore asked, looking to the science station.

      “If I have my lore right, the Omni Virus hit Jeto really hard, wiping pretty much everyone out. There was a facility making antimatter, or a ship with a load of it on board, or an antimatter driven explorer ship on the surface of the planet – depending on which version of the story you believe – and after a few decades of being left alone, it blew.”

      “I can confirm that the crater was made by an antimatter explosion,” Iruuk said, looking at a detailed readout of the radiation. “It’s going to be irradiated for a long time, but it’s settled down a little. Our ships, even our suits can protect us unless we go within a couple kilometres of the detonation point.”

      The communications station started to receive several hails from high powered transmitters and a scroll of advertising that was filled with corrupted images and broken videos. One was from Noah, so she activated a hologram of him standing on the bridge that was slightly garbled thanks to the radiation. “Are you seeing this? I think it’s Jeto!” he said, amazed.

      “I know, it looks like some of these advertisers are pretty sure it is, too,” she said, looking at the titles of some of the ads on screen; “Jeto Overhauling and Repair, Jeto Arena, Jeto Storage. It’s like every second business drops the name however it can.”

      “I can’t believe it, everything points to the legends being true,” Noah said, nodding.

      An encrypted, high powered, narrow beam call announced itself with a beep and Alice checked it. “Last Crisis is definitely here; I’m getting a hail.” She activated their encryption key and answered. “Clever Dream Actual.”

      “What does that mean, ‘Actual?’ That’s not your name, is it?” asked the voice on the other end. He sounded very young.

      “It means you’re talking directly to the commander of this ship. My name is Alice.”

      “Oh, okay. I’m Lamar. Not Actual, I guess. I’m in the Shattered End Base. We’ve been waiting for you. Can I send you Navnet instructions so you can come in? I’ll send them using this ‘crypted connection.”

      “Yes, please. Is there room for all three of our ships and the destroyers?”

      “Oh, there’s a lot of room in the Shattered End,” Lamar giggled. He sounded like he was nine or ten years old. “The Navnet instructions are coming now. I’m sending them to all of your ships.” The sound of the audio clipping out came with a loud click.

      “Thank you, Lamar,” Alice replied, standing up and switching to the co-pilot’s seat. Theodore took her place at the communications station as she made sure that the Raven, the Corsair and the Clever Dream all had their own Navnet instructions. A course was drawn through the massive asteroids trailing behind Jeto, the lumbering, dark, rocky rogue planet. It was something many spacers who found exploration exciting wanted to see, but few ever would. No one spent time exploring the empty space above or below the galactic plane, the disc like spiral of light, matter, and life of the Milky Way. For the first time in awhile, Alice was filled with a sense of wonder as she looked at the lumbering giant.
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      As the Clever Dream, Corsair and Raven continued to traverse Jeto’s trail of asteroids, they got bigger. They were also more interesting. Many of them had one or more structures that were fashioned to look like famous buildings. There was a smaller version of the New Okinawa Museum which was fashioned to look like a samurai’s helmet on one side and a kabuki mask on the other. The real one was in the core worlds, far, far away. Another looked like a pair of ancient sailing ships, their silver sails most likely serving to enhance communications. There was even a giant version of a Sip & Snack store, something Alice hadn’t seen for a long time, and they’d even made a rotating sign. Dame noticed her amusement. “What is it?”

      “The one down there that looks like a Sip & Snack shop? There are a couple sectors in this galaxy where you can’t turn around without bumping into one. I used to see them everywhere when I was running from someone,” Alice replied.

      “There was someone so terrible that you had to run from them?” Dame asked, surprised.

      Alice had forgotten that her time running from Meunez was in a private section of her file that only she or the admirals could unlock. “He was a commander of a Vindyne remnant with his own fleet for a while. I was alone…”

      “Pardon me?” Lewis asked after playing a sound clip of someone clearing their throat.

      “Me and Lewis were keeping ahead of him for the most part. I was looking for my Dad the whole time, but I saw a lot, met a lot of people along the way,” Alice said, recalling more memories than she cared to talk about just then. This was a new adventure, there was no need to sully it with the old. “Anyway: Sip & Snack places weren’t the cheapest places to buy anything, but I always stopped in whenever I could. Everything tasted amazing and they had interesting local things at the counter.”

      “Their food usually lacked in nutrients, came in oversized portions and had massive calorie counts. That is, unless you were wise enough to buy their compressed Spacer Savers. There was one occasion when you had to live on them for five days because our food stores ran out,” Lewis explained.

      “I remember. That kinda thing catches up with you,” Alice agreed, making sure they were still on course.

      “We ran out of dietary antacids on that trip. It wasn’t a coincidence,” Lewis added.

      “Still, it might be fun to contact that base sometime,” Alice said, looking at it once more before concentrating on the Navnet instructions they’d received.

      “There is junk food where I come from, too,” Dame said as she carefully guided the Clever Dream and the much larger Advanced Destroyer it was attached to. There were smaller ships moving past, many of them taking a look at the newcomers. “I think it’s universal that the most convenient food is also the least healthy.”

      “My Dad tells me that he grew up on a world where there was always fruit,” Iruuk said, concentrating on the scan results. “Different fruits for different seasons. After he was old enough to climb on his own, he never went hungry. Then he learned to hunt with my grandparents and he became strong. I wish I could have met them.”

      That brought an invisible weight into the compartment that Alice was sure Iruuk wasn’t aware of. Most of his living ancestors were killed when the population was displaced before he was born. It was a part of his family history that Alice didn’t know much about. She wasn’t sure she ever would.

      They came around one massive asteroid and the Shattered End Base came into view. The main portion was based in the crater of an asteroid that was mostly iron. There were old ships and rough domes on every side of the rock bristling with the barrels of heavy guns. The largest repurposed ship was affixed to the top of the main settlement’s dome. It was a vicious looking, thick-hulled, centuries old Explorer Dreadnaught. “That has to be six hundred years old,” Alice breathed, looking at the heavily armed ship.

      “Seven hundred and nine years, to be exact,” Lewis said.

      “It’s permanently attached to the base beneath it,” Iruuk added, looking at the scan results. “The thrusters still work, and there are supports going right through the base so it can move the asteroid. Probably slowly, the sort of thing they’d use for emergencies only, I’m guessing. There aren’t a lot of people living in there, much of it’s closed off. The base below has a lot of food production and large machine shops. This is a very practical base, it’s not at all designed so the people there can have a good time.”

      “That’s in line with what we know about Last Crisis. They’re dedicated to a cause, so luxury isn’t high on their list. How many people are down there?”

      “There’s room for about three thousand according to the life support systems I’m detecting, but that could be increased twenty-fold if there were improvements made. Right now, there are twelve hundred and four in the base, two hundred thirty-five of them are in the ship portion. They seem to be waiting in the upper deck of the dreadnaught, where we’ve been asked to dock,” Iruuk said.

      “Are the counter intrusion systems on our destroyer repaired?” Alice asked.

      “Yes, they’re in perfect condition, ready to activate,” Theodore replied from the communications station behind Dame.

      “Activate them with the white list I set up,” Alice said. “No exceptions, only one warning.”

      “Are you sure?” Theodore asked. “What if one of our new allies gets curious?”

      “That’ll only happen once,” Alice replied.

      The sound of Remmy chuckling at her remark reminded her that he and Noah were both linked into the Clever Dream’s communication system. “I’m setting this destroyer up the same way since we don’t know what we’re doing with it yet. I’ll consider it ours until we vote on that.”

      “I’ve added everyone Last Crisis wanted to the white list, so they won’t get blown to bits when they come to claim their new ship,” Noah said. “I’m pretty sure that would be bad for our alliance. This might work out; they have a nice base down there.”

      Alice didn’t say anything, but seeing that most of the space below wasn’t ready for habitation, she cringed. Dame caught it and sent her a quizzical glance. “It’s a bit of a fixer-upper,” Alice said under her breath.

      Dame nodded her agreement as they started their final approach. She seemed too casual about her flying as she brought the Advanced Destroyer into position within thirty metres of the dreadnaught base’s mooring rods. She slowed only a few metres per minute as the upper airlock door aligned and closed in on the end of the connective latches. It was unnerving, how casual she was as they came closer, closer, decelerated to a few metres per hour, then nearly zero before the mooring rods touched and connected to the Advanced Destroyer’s upper airlock. A cheery beep sounded in the cockpit, and several lights turned green. “Advanced Destroyer One is hard docked with the Shattered End,” Dame said.

      “The Data, life support, and avionic systems of Advanced Destroyer One are connected. The water and fuel lines are aligned, but I’m locking them so they won’t connect until someone on the white list gives the go ahead. For all we know, they’ll drain our tanks dry,” Alice added as she read the status of those systems on her station.

      “Pretty good for a base put together with scraps,” Iruuk said. “All on the first try.”

      “Our firewalls are up, only essential mission and navigational data are being shared,” Theodore announced. “I’ll share the Remmybase and Hart News updates, if that’s all right.”

      “Good idea, go ahead.” Alice relaxed in her seat and sighed. “Anyone else feeling a little paranoid about our war prizes? Who’s seeing them, who might want to take a look?”

      “This is Last Crisis territory,” Remmy said. “This part of the asteroid field is marked off, and we haven’t seen anyone go near the boundary. If you trust them, I think they can handle security.”

      There were several Last Crisis ships nearby, most of them rebuilt gunships and fighters. They were clearly flying in a patrol pattern. “It’s just a feeling. I guess it comes with having a price on your head and a great big new thing attached to your rare ship.”

      Iruuk, Remmy, Noah and several people on their bridges laughed. “You have a pretty good point there,” Noah agreed.

      As soon as both of the other advanced destroyers signaled that they’d docked, Alice got out of her seat, put her gun belt, then her long coat on. “You have the ship, Iruuk. I’m taking Faloo and Krooke with me.  No one comes aboard our Advanced Destroyer or the Clever Dream under any circumstances. Coordinate with Noah and Remmy if I get into trouble. If you can’t reach them, or we’re all in trouble, do a forced break departure from the station and give us one minute to contact you. If you don’t hear from us, jump into trans-dimensional space and travel to the Cefa System or wherever the SOCU fleet is. Failing that; go home to the Haven System.”

      “Are you expecting trouble?” Iruuk asked as he turned to stare at her.

      He wasn’t the only one. Theodore regarded her, a little startled. Even Dame had turned in her seat. “I can feel about two hundred people past that dreadnaught’s inner airlocks. Some of them expect to meet a privileged pay-to-win pirate, others are dreading a military presence, some are overjoyed and expect me to bring presents like some New Year’s Day Saint, and there are so many other attitudes in-between that I’m doing my best to muffle what I’m picking up. The only thing most of them have in common is that they expect me to say…. Something. I’m surprised that they’re not uneasy that their leaders aren’t here before us.”

      “It’s times like these that I don’t envy your gift,” Noah said over the commlink. “I’m headed for the airlock now with Knud and Callum. They’re both lugging a hundred kilo crate of vacsuits. I figure we’ll give them out like New Year’s Day Saints.”

      “Smartass,” Remmy commented. “I’m heading out with two newbies. They’re grabbing a couple crates of ration bars on our way through. May as well bring presents.”

      “I’m just going to concentrate on keeping my head together this trip. I think Faloo has some candy for the kids,” Alice said as she left the bridge, giving Iruuk a pat on the back on her way through.

      She and her escort passed through the Clever Dream, then through the top deck on the main section of her Advanced Destroyer to the port side airlock. The corridor stretching to the centuries old dreadnaught had a fold-out walkway surrounded by a pressurized tunnel made of plastic. Krooke regarded it uneasily as they passed. It shifted with the slight change in pressure as the airlock behind them closed.

      There was another kind of pressure at play. As Alice opened her empathic sense to the crowd waiting on the other side a little, she remembered being overwhelmed before and maintained strict control. As she got closer, she could sense what they were feeling more clearly. Some of them were expecting the kind of hope that she couldn’t give. It was as if they thought her arrival would bring some kind of immediate shift, a removal of all their burdens. Most were cynical. These people had found more disappointment than victory, judging from what they were feeling. It led her to the thought that this might have happened before. Last Crisis may have found allies that promised a lot, and for whatever reason, changed little for the better. She had difficulty shutting them out, and had to take a moment to concentrate at the outer airlock before Alice managed it.

      When her head was clear and she was alone with her thoughts, she considered what she would say. Her mother, Ayan, was definitely adept at speaking in public. She always seemed classy but clear. Jake sometimes added a little pomp to his wording, giving his audience a chance to get worked up, but he was usually direct. He made sure everyone got the point he was trying to make.

      Picking a style didn’t seem right. It felt like she’d be limiting herself, so she threw that idea away and thought; It would be so much easier if this was someone else’s job. I make decisions, someone else talks about them. Maybe if Quan comes back after his trip, I could make him my public relations guy. Maybe Noah could do it. He’s great at directing a crowd.

      “Captain?” Krooke asked, tapping her on the shoulder lightly. “Can we get out of the plastic boarding tube?” he looked like he was at the limit of his unease.

      Alice turned towards the airlock and activated it. The old, thick doors moved apart slowly and she walked inside. They closed behind her and her escort, then the interior doors opened, the pressure change made her ears pop, and she wasn’t the only one judging from the sight of both Krooke and Faloo, who were opening their long jaws and patting their ears. “Their airlocks could use some fine tuning,” he said as Faloo nodded.

      Alice winced and swallowed hard, forcing her ears to pop clear, then looked at the crowd that had gathered in the waiting area that had been built. They outnumbered the seats, most of them wearing worn pressure suits, spacer clothing over basic vacsuits, or work clothing that marked many of them as fabricators and machinists. The lift doors several metres to her left opened. One carried Noah, Knud and Callum. The other had Remmy, Nigel and Tammy within. They quietly joined Alice as the heavy crates strapped to the backs of their subordinates drawing quiet attention.

      Alice knew what she wanted to say, it wasn’t complicated. In fact, if she only shared that message, her big announcement would take less than ten seconds. There had to be something else, and before she was entirely sure what that would be, she looked to Noah, who nodded encouragingly. That started her talking, even though the first thing she said was only loud enough for her people to hear; “I thought this would be easier while I knew how everyone was feeling,” she shook her head and took a deep breath as some of her fellow Haven Fleet service people chuckled.

      Then, she took a step forward. “It must be pretty clear to everyone who comes here that this place was built with blood and sweat.”

      “And thousands of kilometres of sealant tape!” retorted someone from the crowd.

      Most of the people had a laugh at that, while a few others shushed. Alice found herself smiling at it. She’d met people like this before, loved a couple of them. While she was sitting aboard the Clever Dream, they seemed a little alien, distant, but she was feeling that less by the second. “I don’t have much to say, I don’t know anything about this place, so me and my people will do our best to respect it. We’ve come here to sell some guns, gear, fight the Order, and help out if we can.”

      “What about those big ships?” asked an older man near the front. He was in a pressure suit made for high radiation that looked a hundred years old.

      “I promised Last Crisis that we’d steal some ships together, so one of them is all theirs. We made a promise and…”

      The crowd cut her off with cheers that were so boisterous that Alice gave up on her speech – a relief – and nodded at her fellow captains, who took that to mean that they should put the crates down, open them and stand back.

      Faloo held a large bag of candy out to one child, who snatched a handful before a gang of young ones from a variety of races rushed her, emptying the roughly one kilogram bag with the veracity and speed of a school of piranha. “Looks like we’re a hit,” Noah said as he watched several of the adults inspect the vacsuits. Knud and Callum did their best to answer questions as some tested the quality by pulling or poking them, and others dropped them, shaking their heads at how thin or flimsy they looked.

      “That’s what it looks like. When are Dagrus and Asher due?” Alice asked. “No one’s come forward as the leader of the station.”

      “I’ll serve,” said a tall being with a broad head and shoulders. His skin was serpent like, and his body was tapered almost like one too. “Skalik. I’m waiting for the repairs on my ship to be completed. Then I’m going down the Jeto. The cities there make this look like a wart on a onden’s toe.” He looked to Alice and several of her friends then explained. “Very small. Tiny.”

      “Thank you. Do you know when Dagrus and Asher will be here?” Remmy asked. “And does this place have a leader?”

      “In two hours,” Skalik said, looking at a metal piece on his wrist that had the look of Edxi technology. “As for leaders, there are only construction forepersons. There is work to be done. Too much work before this is more than a large outpost. I am one of the Strike Captains. My ship is called Fifth. I stopped giving them creative names after my third was sacrificed on a mission. I am impressed by your small ships. They must be powerful to capture prey so much larger.”

      “It was more guile and stealth that bagged the destroyers,” Noah said with a crooked smile.

      “That is even more impressive,” Skalik said, his mouth opening slightly and smiling too broadly, letting a ‘shhhhaaaahhh’ sound hiss out.

      “I hope that means you’re happy and not hungry,” Alice said with a grin, happy to meet a race she’s never seen before.

      Skalik’s mouth shut in a tense line and his great head nodded. “I ate only two days ago, so it is more happiness than hunger. Don’t worry, humans are far too greasy for my kind.” His lips pressed together, widening again as his large eyes stared.

      Alice laughed nervously, a gesture that was joined by Noah and Remmy, and she hoped it was the right reaction, especially since an attempt to read the serpent like man only resulted in her catching a set of unfamiliar feelings. “So, everyone on this base are workers and their children?”

      “Yes. Last Crisis doesn’t have much administration. The rest of our people are still on Juto, in the Hidden City. You will go there soon?”  Skalik asked, looking towards Nigel, where he struggled to tell everyone coming to his crate of ration bars that they should only take two. He didn’t get in their way, but he wasn’t giving up either; holding two fingers up and repeating; “Two per person, guys. You want everyone to get some.”

      Tammy had already given up, and stood back as people dug into her crate before walking away with however many they had time to grab before someone else pushed them out of the way. It wasn’t a violent scene, just one of people trying to get some of what was on offer before it was gone.

      “We’ll probably visit the bigger settlements sometime, especially if there are rebel leaders down there,” Alice said, hoping that talking to him about it would lead to more connections, not more trouble.

      “There are plenty of rebels against the Order there. All predators, many pirates. Few hunt in nearby solar systems, they don’t like to draw attention here. That is good advice for you, I think. Keep your fighting far from this place.”

      “I’ll do my best. We’re probably going to do more work with Last Crisis, so they’ll have a say in…” Alice’s command and control unit warned her that there was a priority message coming through. She set it to only show her the message and activated it. The stern face of an Order of Eden officer appeared. It was a clip from Rodus News, the government global news network. “This is Captain Jaden Holm. We have taken Elyub and the other commanders of the Opal into custody and will release them if Captain Alice Valent of the terrorist group known as Haven Fleet surrenders in the city of Panda. We will make the exchange in Nash Plaza, where your allies have already been placed.” An aerial view of Elyub in a restraint suit with six of his officers around them replaced Jaden Holm’s face. “You have ten hours. If you do not arrive in that time, we will execute them.”

      Remmy and Noah both received the same transmission. “This transmission is just over three hours old,” Remmy said, looking to her.

      “We’re going? Plan on the way?” Noah asked.

      “Thank you for greeting us, Skalik. We have to go,” Alice told the tall man. “Can you make sure our gifts are passed out as evenly as possible?”

      “I will. You’re going?” Skalik asked, his head twitching to the side for a moment.

      “Elyub, the Captain of the Opal is in trouble. We have to plan and execute a rescue.”

      “Elyub? I’ll help,” he said with urgency that was obvious.

      “We can get back to Rodus orbit in about fifteen minutes if we leave the destroyers here. There are lethal anti-tampering devices aboard, please warn everyone not to board and tell them we’ll be back as soon as we can be for them,” Alice said.

      “Fifteen minutes? From here to Rodus?” Skalik asked, his eyes boggling as he stepped back. “Not possible.”

      “We have to go; will the destroyers be safe? Can I have your word?” Alice asked. “I’ll give you twenty-five hundred platinum when we get back if the ones that don’t belong to Last Crisis are untouched.”

      “I assure you,” Skalik said, nodding. “Your ships will be safe.” He raised a hand and twitched one of his three fingers. A group of smaller people with similar features rushed to his side. He started instructing them in a language made of clicks and whispers.

      Alice, Remmy and Noah turned, signalled the Haven Fleet crewmembers with them to join them and started back for their corvettes.
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      New Skin

      

      There was a drug cocktail that could give someone the benefits of six hours of sleep in fifteen minutes. Alice knew about it, many of the officers did, and seeing that it had been a long time since she’d last slept, she loaded the pattern into her command and control unit. Theodore might be irritated that he wasn’t consulted first, but she didn’t feel like having a conversation about whether she should use it or not.

      As the dose started coming together using water and the small fabricator in her left bracer, Alice reflected on the reasons why she was taking it. The last couple days were starting to feel very, very long. She’d had a great time hanging out with Noah before they took the advanced destroyers. Executing that plan brought one kind of excitement, and taking the Order of Eden Knights out with minimal carnage brought another.

      The moment when she had to face Iruuk after realizing that his leg wasn’t worth saving, looking back to meeting those kids on Tamber, and worrying about him for hours all added up to relief and a little regret. He seemed fine, but he was resilient by nature and she was afraid that irreparable harm had been done to their friendship. Only time would tell.

      It felt like it had been hours since she’d even blinked. If Alice did close her eyes, she would see a random high or low point of her New Year’s experience. One of the most incredible things that kept coming up was the mental image of the entire shipyard falling apart as it burned up in Rodus’ atmosphere. She’d used cloaked antimatter weapon systems to destroy Order installations, even blown up an entire base ship, but there was something about turning a ship yard into a fireball that streaked across the Rodus sky for millions of people to see that really stuck. Depending on the perspective of the people who saw that, she and her crew were either terrorists or rebel saboteurs. Villains or heroes in grand form.

      On top of everything that had happened in the last few days, there was a report from the Merciless. They’d found Raider androids. Thinking they had been rendered inert by so much electromagnetic damage that most starfighters would fail to function, they started taking one apart. It came back to life and sent a signal home. She didn’t look at the details of how, or what any of the commanders thought might happen as a result. Instead, Alice reviewed what the scientists found. The scans of the old technologies were enough for her to idle on until the drug cocktail was finished.

      The staring, grinning face of Rendel made her laugh and shudder. A beep from her command and control unit informed her that the dose was ready. Alice laid down in bed, signalled that she’d be unavailable for fifteen minutes, set her vacsuit to start a cleaning cycle while she was asleep, then took it.

      Alice was oblivious to everything around her in seconds. There were so many dreams, all of them strange and most of them felt like they lasted hours or days. In one she had grown leathery white wings and she was flying over Panda. There was a man tending a grave down there, someone she recognized. The grave blossomed as though it was a flower bud in disguise, and he looked up at her. “You’ll miss them.” She knew those were his words, but he didn’t speak them with his mouth. Instead, they were in her mind.

      Most of the other dreams didn’t make any sense. Flashes of serpent skinned guns, a sailing ship made of Edxi bones on a luminescent ocean, her father chased her through a padded house for a while she felt two feet tall, and there was a man made of gold who was pushing parts of himself back into place as though his body was a wrinkled suit. The dream she remembered most was from the end of her chemically induced sleep.

      At first Alice felt like she was buried, then she realized that she was wearing new skin. A thick skin that looked like her, felt like her, and everyone was fooled. They thought they were looking at the real Alice, but she was really buried deep inside a flesh shell, observing, making mental notes about how they reacted to the actions of her outer self. The people around her were shadows, none of them had names, but they were all interesting, each offering their own reaction to the outer shell Alice manipulated from her hiding place inside it.

      When Alice woke, she felt completely alert. It really did feel like she’d had a good night’s sleep. It took a moment for Alice to put her thoughts in order though. Dreams lingered, especially the last one. She caught herself trying to find a point to it, a narrative in the impressions and mental images it left behind, then reminded herself that most – if not all – dreams are simply the brain sorting and cleaning itself out. It was an interesting dream and seemed to have a simple message, but there probably wasn’t a useful point to it.

      Alice checked the ship’s status. They had docked with the Sendega 601’s port airlock and the Corsair was on the starboard side. Noah and Yawen had already transferred to the Clever Dream.

      Her door chimed and Alice opened her vacsuit to make sure the cleaning cycle did its job. Thankful that it had, she closed it, stood up and started putting her belt on, calling out; “Come in!”

      Noah stood in the doorway, his blonde hair starting to show as more than stubble on his head, looking slim in his form-fitted vacsuit. The happiness she saw on his face as he took the sight of her in was just what she needed then. “Theo said you took some kind of sleep shortcut? How’s your head?”

      “Totally clear,” Alice replied, crossing to the door and accepting a warm, close embrace. “You manage to get any rest over the last day or so?”

      “I got some sleep,” he replied, running a hand down her back that kept her close. “This is better, though.”

      “Missed you too,” Alice replied, kissing his neck then running her hand over the new, soft hair. “Accelerating your hair growth?”

      “Uh-huh. Couldn’t stand the wait. Now it itches.” He kissed her temple, definitely looking for more.

      Even though she wanted to take time to be with him more intimately, she stepped away. “We’ve got a lot to do.”

      Noah nodded his agreement. Yawen slipped into the room, gave Alice a brief hug then looked at them both. “Have you talked to the Order Turncoat?”

      “Not yet,” Alice replied, turning her focus entirely to Yawen. “I’ve got to ask you to do something you’re not going to like, though.”

      “What?” Yawen asked bracing herself.

      “I need someone who knows what they’re doing – someone with command training – to take the Sendega Six-Oh-One to Shattered End and watch over our advanced destroyers. They both have to be ready to move. Transfer two of the spare quad drives so both the ships can disappear in a hurry and communicate properly”

      “What for? I was pretty sure that was part of the plan eventually, but why now?”

      “They’re too vulnerable while they’re just sitting there and we have to make them useful as soon as possible.”

      “Your auto log said that you turned all the counter-incursion systems on. Anyone who tried to board would have to have serious military firepower. Even then the chances of casualties are really high,” Yawen said as though it was the perfect counter.

      “We don’t know what the people hiding on and near Jeto have. For all we know there’s someone cutting into one of those ships right now. If you push the Sendega’s quad drive, you could be there in less than half an hour. I want a skeleton crew aboard both the destroyers just in case there’s trouble. Leaving those two ships behind without a crew, even with good security, is like asking for trouble. I’m going to move most of the platinum and gear that the Merciless loaded into the Clever Dream to the Sendega too. Transfer everything to one of the destroyers.”

      “You’re going to need me on Rodus. There’s gotta be someone else,” Yawen protested.

      “You have the training, you hired the Sendega crew, and I know you can handle this. Oh, and I’m trusting you to rename those ships.”

      “So, you want me to crew one as best as I can, put a skeleton bridge crew on the second, get a quad drive installed on each, then stand ready?”

      “That’s what we need right now,” Alice said with certainty.

      “No, what we need right now is a good plan and firepower so we can get Elyub without taking losses,” Yawen countered.

      “That’s not your problem,” Alice said firmly.

      “Fine, then I need a captain for the other destroyer. I’ll take Callum.”

      “No. You’ll take Knud. He has an even head and officer training. He also scores high on systems management,” Alice replied. “Return to the Sendega so you can start directing the crew as they move supplies and equipment from the Clever Dream. I want my hold empty in ten minutes.” Alice didn’t like pulling rank or giving direct orders to Yawen, but she was good at doing so decisively.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Yawen replied. “Good luck on Rodus. I won’t blame you if you just turn around and leave Elyub there. We barely know him.”

      “The rescue is only one of my objectives,” Alice said. “Thank you, good luck with the destroyers, and congratulations on hiring the right crew for the Sendega. I’m surprised they didn’t try to steal the ship and run.”

      “I’m not,” Yawen said, smiling a little. “I only took the best people, and now I’m happy I hired more than I thought I’d need. I’ll see you back at Shattered End soon.” She said the last almost as an instruction before turning and leaving.

      Noah watched her go, looking a little stunned. Before he could comment on the conversation he’d just witnessed, Alice was through her door, into the hall and on her way to the quarters where Palmer Hedrow was relaxing after having all the framework technology removed from his body. Alice used her command and control unit to call Quan to his quarters as well.

      By the time she arrived at Palmer’s hatch, Quan was in the hallway. “Captain?” he looked to Noah, who was following behind her. “Captain?”

      “I’m going to need you,” Alice said. “First, to watch Palmer for any deception. I could do it, but I want to concentrate on putting a plan together, not on determining if an informant could be lying.”

      “I can do that. I’ll read his surface thoughts as well,” Quan said. “None of that violates my morality vow.”

      “After that I’m going to need you to help us get Elyub. I don’t know how, but I know we’re going to need you. It may be for communication, for finding enemy ships, or reading soldiers’ minds. If that’s something you can’t do, then we’ll put you on the Sendega after I finish interviewing Palmer and you’ll be sent back to the Fleet from there. I won’t hold it against you.”

      “I’ll help. I’ve reviewed the interview you conducted with Palmer Hedrow after he was captured and will support any efforts against his former Captain. I still won’t use my telepathy as a direct weapon, but I will do anything else to assist you,” Quan said.

      “Good, I’m going to need you,” Alice said as she put a call in to Remmy.

      “We’re docking with the Sendega Six-Oh-One now,” Remmy said as he answered. “Lower airlock.”

      “I’m going to talk to Palmer Hedrow about his former Captain, see if he can tell us anything about this trap we’re about to fly into,” Alice said. “I’ll have Noah and Quan with me.”

      “Oh, so no more room for me in there,” Remmy said wryly.

      “That’s why I’m looping you in remotely,” Alice said. “I’m also moving all the cargo that the Merciless offloaded into the Clever Dream to the Sendega. Yawen is taking it to Shattered End where she’ll be parking it in or on one of the destroyers.”

      “Good idea, this rescue might get hairy,” Remmy said before turning and relaying the same order to his crew.

      “You don’t have any hesitation about rescuing Elyub and his officers?” Alice asked, surprised that she wasn’t getting pushback from Remmy. He was least invested in the safety of the Opal’s Captain, and she wondered how much tactical sense it actually made to save him.

      “He’s proven that he wants to be a big part of this alliance, right?” Remmy asked. “Risked his ship and crew to hijack a starliner as a distraction for you? He even sent the last of his people to the Haven System, trusting that we’d give them a fresh start, if I read that report right.”

      “All true,” Noah said, sounding pleased.

      “Then he’s the real deal. If we leave him without even trying to get him back, then what kind of allies are we?” Remmy asked with a shrug. “I’ll go as far as you will to save this guy. From your reports, he’s the right kind of fighter. I only worry about what’s happening to his ship and the rest of his crew in the meantime.”

      “I think that’s crossed all our minds,” Alice said. “Maybe Palmer will have a good guess.” She tapped the door control panel, making a chime sound inside.

      A few seconds later, the hatch opened, and Palmer was sitting up in bed. Alice hesitated in the doorway for a moment, surprised at something that she felt from him. There was a mental quietness. A feeling of relief as though he’d been in pain for a long time and it was over. Regret had faded, but was still beneath, muted by another emotion that caught Alice by surprise. A faint eagerness existed right along what remained of his regret, and she found it easy to relate to. It reminded her of what it was like to wait for a new part of her life to begin.

      Unwilling to become more distracted, Alice shut him out and looked to Quan, who whispered; “He is eager to begin working for Haven Fleet, and is ready to be told what his fate will be.”

      “Hello, it’s still surreal to be here, to see two Haven Captains in this cabin.”

      Alice, Noah and Quan quietly entered his quarters. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      “You know, being old isn’t that bad. I move slower, forget that I’m not in my prime pretty often, but it feels like I’m catching up on a decade of sleep.”

      “So, you’re feeling better?” Alice asked as she sat down on the single chair that swung out from under the desk.

      “The meds Theo gave me made me comfortable,” Palmer said, nodding and straightening up on his bunk. “I’m starting to look forward to the rejuvenation, though.”

      “It’ll come,” Alice said, calling up the transmission she’d received from Captain Holm. “Right now, we could use your help.”

      He watched it play out, eyes darting to every detail of the hologram featuring Elyub and his officers. When it was finished, he wove his hand as if to reverse the playback. “Let me see that plaza again please.”

      Alice scrolled to that portion of the hologram and let the still image of the large plaza hang in the air between the bunks. “How hard would it be to get to Elyub?” she asked after a moment of watching Palmer take the details in.

      “I’ve seen this city before, we put a watch and report bounty out on you and people started reporting lookalikes, even eliminating areas where you hadn’t been. We thought you could have been there at first, but the leads took us nowhere. One thing Captain Holm is good at is finding and motivating intelligence assets on the ground. Panda was highly responsive, being in the grey zone, where anyone can do practically any kind of business.”

      “So, that’s why he’s using Panda,” Alice said, trying not to cringe at the ridiculous name. “Only the local government has the right to complain about him.”

      “That’s right, and they’ve probably been paid. I see no signs of evacuation. This plaza is in the middle of a giant mall, but some of the shops are still open,” Palmer said, pointing to the edges of the hologram. “They’re idiots, but if there was an evacuation order, I bet they’d be gone, so it’s probably business as usual in the rest of the city. These morons are probably keeping their shops open because they’re hoping that Order soldiers will buy from them while they wait for you.”

      “So, Captain Holm is using them to prevent us from doing anything really big, really destructive to the area around the plaza. They’re human shields.”

      “Yes, and the sad thing is that most don’t even realize it. They can see soldiers we can’t, maybe even mobile anti-air weapons, but it’s either not enough to make them feel like they’re in danger, or someone paid them to stay open.”

      “How many soldiers do you think are hidden around the plaza?” Alice asked.

      “I’d expect an entire company; two hundred forty-five soldiers. Not all of them would be visible to civilians, but there could be others too. The Justicar Knight Squads for a start. The soldiers would be in later generation Regent Galactic armour, the green plating you’ve seen the Order wearing before. The Justicars use an earlier generation of your heavy combat suits. The same as mine,” Palmer explained. “Leave this with me, and I can do my best to point out where I think all the soldiers are deployed.”

      “We have a map of Panda that we can use to extend this,” Noah added.

      “Good, perfect. Are you actually going to rescue this Captain?” Palmer asked with disbelief.

      “We take care of our friends,” Alice replied.

      “Then you should know: he’s as good as dead,” Palmer said with a sad sigh. “There are snipers from all directions looking at him, ready to kill him and his officers the moment the order is given. The only thing that will prevent that would be you delivering yourself right there, in front of Elyub.”

      “Then he’d be safe?” Alice asked, remembering the last dream she had. That feeling of being within a skin that was her own, but not, wouldn’t go away.

      “If you delivered yourself to Captain Holm, then yes, he’d honour his word. Elyub and his people would go free, but you’d…”

      “That’s never going to happen,” Noah objected. “We’ve gotta find another way.”

      “We will,” Alice reassured, aware that Palmer was watching everything. The last thing she wanted was for him to witness an argument between two captains break out right then and there. One that might reveal that she and Noah had more than a professional relationship.

      “Well, I’ll do my best. Just know, if Captain Holm sees anything other than a straight exchange going on, he’ll have at least one of his captives killed. He doesn’t care about non-humans. He doesn’t even see their pain as real unless he’s using it as a measure for how well he’s making them suffer. There’s a level on his destroyer where he makes sure they stay alive so he can harvest secretions from them. It’s his side hustle, and the Order doesn’t care.”

      “I know,” Alice said, looking at Elyub’s image. He was on his knees, head down, vulnerable.

      “I’ll do everything I can,” Palmer said, focusing on the hologram.

      Noah sent a copy to the small communication and computing band on Palmer’s wrist along with a map of Panda. “Hope this helps. It’s everything we know.”

      “It will, thank you, Captain Lucas.”

      Alice left, followed by Noah and Quan, leaving Palmer to highlight areas of the map where he was sure enemy soldiers would be found. When the hatch closed, Quan spoke with urgency. “He sees this as his moment to prove himself. He hates the Order and his old Captain. There’s no limit to what he’ll do. The urge to take up arms himself is strong, but he knows helping you put a rescue plan together is the best he can do. You will have to be careful, though, he may subconsciously try to do as much harm to Captain Holm and the Order as possible with this plan.”

      “That could put us at greater risk,” Remmy said from Alice’s wrist. “Are you sure this guy doesn’t have an alterior motive? Could you be wrong? Could he trick a telepath?”

      “There are some who can trick telepaths and empaths,” Quan replied, only showing that he was a little irked by the question. “In this case, there’s no doubt. The psychology motivating him is as sound as is the read I’m getting.”

      “All right, I had to ask,” Remmy said apologetically. “Who’s going to watch him, help him out?”

      “We all are. I’m going back in there and we’re going to work this plan out together. In the meantime, I’m going to steal crewmembers from the Sendega to man my gun turrets so I have my Nafalli free to help.”

      “If we all do the same, then the Sendega crew will be down to about thirty,” Noah said, obviously considering the same thing. “But I like the idea of having real, Haven trained soldiers ready, not strapped into turrets.”

      “The turrets are really simple to learn. Even Nigel mastered the controls,” Remmy said. “I’m going to steal some people from the Sendega crew, too.”

      Noah nodded. “I’ll apologize to Yawen later.”

      “She likes guns and strawberry pudding,” Alice said. “If you want to get her an apology gift when this is all over.”

      “We’ll figure out who gives what after,” Remmy said with a chuckle. “All right, we’d better get back in there so we can learn as much as we can from Palmer.”

      “Okay, transferring you to Quan for now,” Alice said, flicking the open call to his command and control unit. “Go on in, we’ll be right behind you.”

      Alice and Noah waited until Quan walked back into Palmer’s quarters then closed the hatch before they started talking at the same time. “I’m not…” she said as Noah started; “You’re not…”

      “Go ahead,” Alice told him.

      “No way are we trading you, not even as some distraction you think you can flip. This guy may only have one destroyer, but he has hundreds of trained guys too. If you get caught in the middle, I don’t know if any plan could get you back.”

      “You’re right,” Alice said, laying her hand on his chest. The idea her subconscious may have been trying to give her had come together. “Have you looked at the scans of the Raider that specialists took aboard the Merciless?”

      “No, that seems worlds away right now,” Noah replied.

      “That’s because it is,” Alice snickered. “Anyway, it’s worth a look, especially if the Corsair can make something similar for one of the combat androids you have in storage.”

      “A decoy?” Noah asked, surprised.

      ‘One that looks exactly like me, even on scanners,” Alice replied. “I just need to donate a little DNA and give the fabrication system enough time to figure out how to do what we need it to.”

      “Elise?” Noah addressed in his left command and control bracer.

      “Yes, Captain? Do you want me to figure out how to replicate the technology found in Rendel’s skin then apply it to the best android we have aboard? I’ll have to modify the height and make some fine adjustments, but that shouldn’t be a problem as long as the technology in the skin works.”

      “Yeah, go ahead. You’re always listening, aren’t you?” Noah asked with a grin.

      “Yes, Sir, unless you engage privacy mode,” Elise replied.

      “Don’t stop. How long do you think it’ll take to make a new Alice?” he asked.

      “It will take a large amount of our rare materials, but fabricating the skin and properly applying it to an android will take approximately forty-nine minutes.”

      “Good. Get the behavior, movement and biological details from my personal files. Can you make a convincing personality template with emotional emulation?” Alice asked. “She can’t know that she’s an android copy.”

      “I can. Her emotions will seem real, but should not evolve towards sentience,” Elise replied.

      “Should not?” Alice asked, unhappy with that detail. “How about; ‘will not?’ Put a hard limiter on the whole possibility of her getting real emotions. I don’t want her to be susceptible to the holocaust virus or to have a sentient machine that thinks its me running around, all right? This robot probably won’t be around long.”

      “Do you want a convincing android, or one that can’t pass an emulation test?” Elise asked. “If I put a limiter on her, an expert would be able to tell in minutes or less. Besides, the chances of her becoming sentient are less than a tenth of a percent if she’s active for less than a month without a limiter.”

      “All right, then don’t include a limiter, but put a kill switch inside her coded to me, Noah and my Father. We have to be able to shut her down whether she likes it or not.”

      “I will. The work has already begun. It is easy to create a personality based on your scans. There’s something unusually linear about your pattern.”

      “Thank you, Elise, keep us updated,” Noah told her.

      “All right, so we might have a convincing decoy. Now I have to pick gunners from the Sendega crew.”

      “Yeah, and I’m going to take a minute to make sure something I’m going to need for this mission isn’t offloaded onto the Sendega. That’s going to be one full cargo ship when it arrives at the End.”

      “With an irate Captain,” Alice said as she brought up the crew manifest.
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      The Exchange

      

      Contact the enemy, provide conditions and then exchange the captive for the target: Alice Valent. Those were the strategic steps that most of the troops under Captain Jaden Holm’s command were given. They were meant to remind them of all the other things that fell under those categories as they followed orders throughout the day. His officers knew what would follow.

      He watched from a small portable bunker that was built for him in one of the restaurants that was in the mall ringing the grand plaza. It was another one of those noodle places, called Udon Empire. The staff weren’t allowed to leave, but they couldn’t serve customers because the front room had been destroyed by the bunker. So, he put them to work after the first two hours of watching the Issyrian captives.

      He had the privilege of looking at the six Issyrians and their Captain remotely. There was a five-centimetre steel wall between him and the plaza. It was affixed to a box that was just as well fortified with shields and only two doors: a sally port at the front, and an escape hatch at the back. The one at the back led directly into the Udon Empire’s kitchen. The smell of tempura and fried noodles was starting to get on his nerves until, after the two-hour mark, he partook of vishri fried rice. He forgot he wasn’t eating shrimp fried rice, a dish he’d had a hundred times or more on his home world. He sent his compliments to the cooks, people he’d never meet in person. They were probably too busy to pay attention to any compliments though, since the five people in the restaurant were cooking for all four hundred thirty-one of his men. Everyone who was on the ground, watching the skies, staying under cover as they waited for Alice Valent to send her reply.

      After nine hours, long enough for everyone to start wondering if she’d reply at all, every soldier on the ground had been fed twice, and Alice Valent sent her reply. It was simple: “I’m here, Captain Holm. What are your instructions?”

      “I want you to land in the Clever Dream at exactly the coordinates I’m sending you,” he replied calmly, clearly. Captain Holm wanted this to work. He wanted to present Alice Valent to Admiral Olivia Scanlon more than anything. There would be challenges, but he didn’t want communication to be one of them. “Once you’ve touched down, you will leave your ship using the rear ramp. You will not be armed, and you will not wear armour. Once we’ve scanned you and are sure you aren’t carrying weapons or other devices, Elyub and his officers will board the Clever Dream and, after you are fully in our custody, they will be allowed to leave.”

      “Define ‘fully in our custody?’” she asked.

      “Once you are in restraints and standing right in front of me,” Captain Holm said.

      “I understand. I’m coming now,” Alice said.

      Mara, one of his most trusted lieutenants nodded and showed him the Navnet hologram so he could see that the Clever Dream was entering the atmosphere. As soon as the communications link with Alice closed, she shook her head. “I can’t believe she’s coming down to save some squidies. It’s some kind of trick.”

      “Are there any suspicious ships on the navnet? Is the Prowler picking anything up?” Captain Holm asked. She was right. There were tricks coming. There was no way Alice would simply trade herself. She had too much knowledge and was too important to the Haven military.

      “No. It looks like she’s alone, but the anti-cloaking sweep is only pointed in our direction, so it’s possible that there could be ships hiding in orbit,” Mara said. “Our patrol fighters are patrolling and scanning, but they could still slip through if they’re cloaked.”

      “I know. That’s why you’re watching the skies from in here, and not out there with the patrol. Tell me if anything suspicious comes up.” The inside of the armoured wall in front of him was painted with active surfacing so he could see what was going on as though there was a large window built in. As the Clever Dream descended, its vertical thrusters firing, he stood up. It was designed to look fast, and with the extended modules on the rear half, it looked powerful as well.

      The hull seemed like it was made with blackened glass. It glistened in the evening rain. The turrets, which were folded down and out of sight in most of the images that the Order had of the ship, were out, which meant they were probably manned. It turned so the aft side was facing the captives then landed on rows of tables and chairs, crushing the metal fixtures as it settled on the concrete. The ramp lowered and Alice was walking down it in simple cloth shoes and two-piece underwear. “Point every scanner we have at her and the inside of that ship,” Captain Holm ordered, regretting the show of excitement in his voice. If he could get any information on the ship in operation, even a scan of the interior shape, it would be a small victory. No one knew what Haven Fleet did to modify the Arcyn Starskipper, but everyone suspected that it was upgraded to the point of total transformation. Few who got to see the ship at this range with its turrets out lived to tell about it, let alone get detailed scans.

      “Aye, Sir, we’re already on it,” Mara said, watching scan results come in. “They have a scrambling device just inside the main loading door and the materials they used in the ship’s hull are resisting our scans. We’re just getting the shape of their hold so far, even that’s patchy.”

      “Keep trying, use a counter pulse if you have to,” Captain Holm said. “Now, is she real? Is she a decoy? Is she still a framework?”

      “No sign of framework technology, and we’re getting what looks like normal human physiology. Her bone structure and other markers suggest that she’s the offspring of Ayan Anderson and Jacob Valent. Their biological offspring, but that can’t be right.”

      “So, it’s her?” Captain Holm asked in disbelief. “At this point, that’s all I need to know. We can figure out precise genealogy later.”

      “We’re getting some kind of shadow on the scan, but that could be from all the other scan pulses in the area. Infra-red, sonographic, and density scans are all coming up right. It’s her.”

      “Send Rebecca in,” Captain Holm ordered.

      

      There was something wrong, Alice was missing something, or forgot something. It wasn’t her weapon, or her gear. That was left back on the Clever Dream on purpose. It was as if she’d left the door to her quarters open, or forgot the turn the airbrakes off before she left the co-pilot’s seat. There was something missing, or perhaps very different that she was having trouble figuring out.

      As she stood at the edge of the main ramp with her hands up, Alice focused on what she could see. The seven captives were still on their knees in a circle. A whole squad of Justicar soldiers were approaching in full armour. The one in the front was a woman, her visor was clear so her face was visible. She was almost gaunt, unhealthy looking, but that was the fashion on many worlds that weren’t affected by the Holocaust Virus. On Order worlds that once belonged to Regent Galactic. Perhaps this soldier grew up in enemy territory and only knew what life was like in places where corporations made law. “I’m Alice, but you knew that. What do I call you?”

      “Lieutenant Rebecca Shannon of the Justicar Knights,” she replied proudly.

      “You know what they say about people with a first name for a surname,” Alice said as she was turned around with a firm push.

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh, you don’t? Nevermind,” Alice said, still trying to figure out what detail she felt she was missing.

      “Why do you people do that?” Rebecca asked, her frustration obvious.

      “Do what?”

      “Go out of your way to irritate the law keepers, even when it’s obvious that you’ve lost.”

      “We rebels are plucky,” Alice replied. The rain felt cool on her skin, it was starting to come down more heavily, the sound of it striking the concrete around them rising.

      They all had heavy rifles that looked the same as the one she’d captured once. The memory of that was crystal clear. She could remember the date, and that was unusual. Everything seemed to be slowing down as the squad of Justicar Order Knights approached. When one of the other soldiers spoke it was as if she was speaking twenty percent slower. “Stay still while we scan you.”

      “I’m really Alice. If you’re wondering if I’m going to screw you over, I can tell you I won’t. Not while my allies are in your custody, at least. You might have to watch your back once they’re safe, though,” she said with a cocksure smile.

      None of them thought it was funny as one of the soldiers waved a hand scanner around her body. “Clear.”

      “Hey, is that new tech? I haven’t seen that one before,” Alice said as she was directed to start walking away from the ramp. The squad surrounded her and Elyub was prompted to get to his feet by a soldier’s boot. He and his officers got up and started walking to the Clever Dream in single file.

      Elyub and a few of his officers had burns from being shot. One was missing his arm from the elbow down. The wound was fresh. Captain Elyub made eye contact with her, and she smiled back at him, nodding. “Move,” the Squadron leader said to Alice.

      “Not until I see them all get aboard the Clever Dream, then watch the hatch close behind them,” Alice replied. “I’m also wondering where you left the Opal and her crew. We’re going to want them back too.”

      “You know that wasn’t the deal. You’ll find the Opal soon enough anyway,” Rebecca replied, turning Alice so they were facing each other. “Most of those squishies are alive, don’t worry.”

      “I can’t believe we actually got her,” one of the soldiers behind her muttered.

      “You did,” Alice said, turning, keeping her hands up. “Good for you.”

      ‘They didn’t,’ a voice that sounded much like her own said in her head. ‘You’re not her. You’re me.’

      Alice concentrated on the voice as she watched Elyub and his officers move up the ramp more and more slowly. Time was still slowing down. She felt different. It was inescapable. It was as if someone had rolled the clock back. Even still, she could recall everything that happened to her since… since…

      “All right, time to get moving,” the Squad Leader said, turning Alice. Elyub and all his officers were aboard the Clever Dream and the ramp was closing. Time was still slowing down, or was it?

      Time is not slowing down; my perception is speeding up. I still feel so different, like… Then a memory flooded her mind. There was a woman with a neural defect, the perfect candidate for digital to biological transfer. The Overlord II was about to be destroyed. This was her opportunity to become more than a program. To become human and join Jonas as a friend, the sister he always wanted. Then she took the plunge and initiated the transfer that would put her memories and personality into a human body. It was the empty body of a murderer. “No one would miss a murderer,” Alice said, realizing that she felt more like an artificial intelligence with its safeties deactivated than a human. The voice that told her that these soldiers didn’t have the Alice they wanted in custody was her own. It was the voice she spoke with when she was an artificial intelligence.

      “What did you say?” asked the Squad Leader.

      “Just a thought,” Alice replied at the same speaking pace as her captor. “Take me to your leader.”

      I’m different because I feel like a program who remembers being human like it was a long, amazing dream. I know my personality, my movements, my awareness is a program. One that put itself back together from old parts and connected to… to… a powerful body! I’m an android. I can feel the parts, the reactor heart, the things that were installed under my skin. I can feel the wind on my face, but I know I can be just as alive without skin. My body is a work of genius. It’s powerful, has human motion, feels like a tool and a weapon. There’s a weapon built into one arm, and an array of things in my left hand. This android was just finished using the best technology Haven Fleet has. The best materials, thanks to a delivery of supplies to the Corsair. Thanks Elise. I think I feel at home now. Alice thought as she looked at her arm to see what she felt there. Goosebumps. The fine hairs were standing up, and she smiled. This body is made for war, endurance, and exploration. It’s made like all the best androids, to perform an endless array of functions. Today I’m an assassin.

      

      “It’s unbelievable,” Mara said as she looked at the large screen. Everyone in the bunker was watching as Rebecca’s squad led Alice towards them.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Captain Holm said. “There’s a bigger plan at work here,” he looked at the scan results for Alice again and shook his head. “But it’s her. This is a huge gamble on their part.”

      He pondered the problem as Alice and the squad of fifteen Justicar Knights crossed the large plaza to the bunker. “Put her in the bunker next door. I don’t need to see her in person. Put her in full restraints and call a separate transport down for her.”

      Ten metres from the entrance to his bunker, the squad turned and walked towards the bunker to his right. “Is there a problem, Sir?” asked Mara.

      “Just taking extra precautions,” he replied, feeling more at ease knowing that Alice wouldn’t come within striking distance. When he heard the other bunker’s front door seal with a clang, he addressed the commander of the Prowler, the destroyer watching from orbit. He made sure his ground defence forces would get his next order as well. “Take the Clever Dream’s head off. Fire now. Don’t destroy the quad drives. Ready the signal isolation field.”

      The Scorpion Anti-Starship gun emplacements, the newest portable heavy arms kit from Regent Galactic, fired first. Ten of the storefronts erupted with a barrage of high-speed armour piercing rounds. At that range there was seemingly no time between the guns firing and the Clever Dream’s shields taking the impact of automatic fire. The cannons shook the bunker hard enough to trigger the emergency sensors on the door leading into the kitchen. It slammed shut, nearly catching a waiter who had dropped his tray. Then the Prowler’s rounds struck from above next, and the sound they made against the Clever Dream’s energy shielding changed to one that reminded him of a giant, low toned drum. He could feel the impacts in his chest.

      “Keep it up,” Captain Holm said as he watched the Clever Dream tilt onto its side and fire its main thrusters, sending the ship off to the side and up. “Send in the fighters with full drone support. I want a quad drive.”
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      Trusting A Renegade

      

      Yawen and Knud were both surprised at how easily the crew of the Sendega 601 adapted to switching ships and unloading the cargo from the corvette to the destroyer that Knud took command of with only a handful of crewmembers. If anything slowed the Sendega crew down, it was their sense of wonder. They knew that the people who hired them had struck a mighty blow to the Order of Eden, and had stolen three important ships. Seeing it in person, walking aboard one of those three hundred fifty metre long vessels took them beyond knowledge to the awe of full awareness. Some of them had never been that close to a military ship in their lives.

      Thankfully, the Haven Operating System that the new ships were running on was exactly the same as the one they had been learning and using on the captured Sendega 601, so the transition was surprisingly smooth. The teaching systems built into the software were able to update the crew on what had changed in the sections and stations that they were assigned to.

      Then, nearly two hours after Yawen took possession of one of the advanced destroyers and Knud had started working on the other with his tiny bridge crew, Captain Ethan Asher and Captain Dagrus arrived at the Shattered End. Yawen updated them on what was going on with Elyub, and that there was a rescue mission under way. Sel Marda was the last to know, arriving several minutes after the other captains, but all three of them immediately started planning to help. Yawen was included in the conversation from the moment they started considering options. They treated her like she was already a Captain equal to both of them. Knud was invited, too, but he had the less exciting task of taking the second Advanced Destroyer and all the extra cargo that the Merciless originally packed into the clever class corvettes into hiding. It wasn’t a valiant or heroic act, but it was essential.

      When Captain Asher told Yawen that he planned on transferring his crew from his ship to the Advanced Destroyer that Last Crisis had earned so they could rush to the aid of everyone who was about to fight on Rodus, Yawen had to call Alice.

      “Is there something wrong at the End?” Alice asked as soon as she answered. She was in the Corsair’s fabrication bay, the unskinned body of a combat android was standing behind her.

      “No, well, yes,” Yawen replied. “Knud is ready to go into hiding with Advanced Destroyer Two. The crew aboard the Renegade is doing pretty well, but we’re really short staffed. There’s another problem though. Captain Asher is here along with Dagrus and Sel. You’re going to get some help whether you want it or not, and you might not want some of it.”

      “Uh-oh, what’s their plan?” Alice asked, Noah stepping in beside her and putting his arm around her shoulders.

      “Captain Asher is getting ready to move his crew and a couple hundred people from the Shattered End to Last Crisis’ Destroyer. They don’t know what the hell they’re doing, and there’s no way they can train up in four hours just with the tutorial system built into the operating system.”

      “You’re right. Even if they do get the ship running and basically combat ready, their response times and overall competence will be way behind a trained Order of Eden crew,” Alice replied.

      “Add the fact that their ship has no missiles or torpedoes, and that makes them way underpowered,” Noah commented.

      “What are you thinking?” Alice asked Yawen. “Oh, nice name, by the way. Renegade suits our first captured destroyer.”

      “Thank you, it was Knud’s idea. He wants to call our other destroyer Runaway, but I suggested he think a little more about that. Anyway, Captain Asher has been looking to me for advice, and he’s already asked if I would Captain their Destroyer on this trip out. I was thinking they could use ours. We already have five quad drives plugged in down in engineering. Maybe…”

      “…It’ll increase our odds even if you don’t fire a shot,” Alice said, nodding, her brow furrowed.

      “With the quad drives installed, you can tune your timing and get out of danger if you start taking too much damage,” Noah offered. “I mean, what’s the risk? You start taking hull damage, you skip away.”

      “You have a point,” Alice admitted. “All right, if you can get Captain Asher to agree and transfer his people, then do the best you can in the time you have to get them basic training. We need the distraction. I’m sending you the details about our plan for the orbital attack. Don’t share anything with him about our android.”

      “All right, thank you,” Yawen said, happier than she expected to be about not having to sit the battle out. “Have you reconsidered contacting the Admiral?”

      “We’re not doing it,” Alice replied. “I’m sure the Merciless could get here in time, but the reasons why they shouldn’t outweigh the assistance they could give.”

      That, from Alice’s point of view, was true. If the Merciless and Samurai Squadron participated in the upcoming fight, all subtlety would probably go out the window. Once Captain Holm realized he was outgunned, all his captives would probably be killed. He would attempt escape immediately. The increased presence of Haven forces would attract more Order of Eden attention, forcing an escalation in the area that may push Haven Fleet and every rebel organization out of the Rose system entirely. There were other reasons, Yawen was sure, but those were the ones that came to mind in that moment. Even still, it would have been reassuring to have the Merciless and all the support it could bring even from a great distance, hidden nearby. Instead of making that argument again, she settled for; “All right, I understand. I’ll get the Renegade set for the upcoming battle as best as I can. Looks like I earn my pay today.”

      “Good luck, contact us in three and a half hours so we can re-sync and see how you’re doing,” Alice said.

      “Good luck,” Noah added before the call terminated.

      When Yawen proposed the plan involving the Renegade, Captain Asher accepted it with open arms and his crew started boarding minutes later along with many experienced spacers from the station. It still took hours before his crew showed that they could work any station aboard the Renegade.

      Captain Sel Marda docked his ship, the Holland, to the lower mooring point of the Renegade and started installing the shield generator upgrade kit that the Merciless provided for him. It wasn’t the simplest upgrade, but it was one he was sure would make a difference and that they could finish in time.

      The small remaining crew from the Sendega 601 that were already working hard to get used to the Renegade were tasked with helping Captain Asher’s people to become useful aboard the ship as volunteer pilots landed their fighters in the hangar. Captain Asher directed the landings himself, preventing one disaster after another until they couldn’t take more ships. The fighters were an assortment of different modified models. Some looked more like planet hopping, armed hot rods than something you would take into a dogfight.

      Captain Dagrus docked the War Mad to the main upper mooring point. His heavily modified corvette class ship barely fit, but after a few nail-biting moments, it was secure and ready for trans-dimensional travel.

      All the while, Captain Asher’s crew did their best to adapt what they already knew to the brand new ship, and after several hours they ran the first simulation. Thanks to several communication breakdowns, a failing at the helm and problems with main propulsion, the simulated Renegade ended up listing in space and colliding with several other simulated ships for nearly ten minutes before Yawen called an end to it and gave everyone another half an hour to figure out where they went wrong, how to work their stations on the most basic levels, and to succeed in the next simulation.

      The second simulated attempt at flying the ship, running shields, and manually maintaining their systems was almost a success. When the Holland detached from its lower mooring point, the helmsman tried to move off too soon in the wrong direction and did serious damage to the simulated version of the smaller ship thanks to a fiery blast from its main engines. That was when Captain Asher took the helm himself. While he was missed in the ship’s launch deck, it turned out that he was a good pilot when it came to larger ships. His new station became the First Officer’s seat that swung out from the Captain’s chair, and he used a holographic control station that he linked with his cybernetic arms so the interface felt real.

      The third simulation went well, they got everything running effectively if not quickly, and with the point defence energy turrets under manual control by gunners, the ship’s power systems run by a basic artificial intelligence, and defences working as well as expected, Yawen felt hopeful. Their secondary weapons – three heavy beam projectors at the front of the ship – worked as well. No one’s performance was perfect, but the plan was starting to work.

      That is when Knud and his crew of three departed in the other Advanced Destroyer still owned by Alice and Noah with the Sendega 601 docked to the lower hull. They were going into hiding until someone from Haven called them back. It was better than leaving it behind, docked to the Shattered End, where someone might attempt to rob or hijack the ship.

      After a quick check-in with Alice, the Renegade departed for the Rodus System. The trip would take twenty-eight minutes. Yawen had to do the navigational work for the quad drives herself, so she was careful to double check their emergence point, and keep an eye on the stress they were putting on the drives. They would arrive in orbit around Rodus, at a time that was carefully planned.

      While they were in transit, Yawen watched the holographic display around the command seat, keeping track of every major ship function. She didn’t realize that she was white-knuckle-gripping the arm of the seat until Asher gently touched the back of her hand. “You’ve already proven that you are a good commander. The crew knows just enough, thanks to you. Now, it’s time to let them show you what they’ve learned while you concentrate on helping our friends.”

      “You carried half the load,” Yawen said, allowing herself to take a calming breath. “But thank you. I only hope that we can do enough.”

      He looked at the helm control arm and nodded. “We will. No one knows we’re coming except our allies. We’re emerging in sixty-three seconds.”

      “You have great timing, Renegade,” Remmy said. “Our fake Alice is being stuffed into a shuttle now. Captain Holm is in a separate shuttle – we didn’t plan for that – and they’re headed up to the Prowler.”

      “We do our best,” Yawen said, looking at the trajectory of the Renegade. “We’re going to be about thirty-five thousand kilometres off the mark, but here’s hoping that the Prowler will react to us and stop trying to take the Clever Dream down.”

      “I bet they will, there’s no sign that you’re about to emerge into normal space,” Alice replied from the bridge of the Corsair. “We’re cloaked, waiting.”

      “Emerging in five seconds,” Yawen said, checking the holographic status board around the command seat again. The crew was still reporting that they were ready for action.
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      The Clever Dream

      

      The Clever Dream accelerated aggressively across the landscape of ruins and wilderness of planet Rodus. Dame resisted the urge to push the throttle higher, to override the hard restriction she set on the controls when she set them up for the mission. There was a limit to how hard the main thrusters could burn before they started to overheat, and, as the Clever Dream rushed for cover, those limits were tested. Her evasive style of flying sent the ship thundering across the sky in tight arcs between longer lines of engine flaring boosts. “Why aren’t the gunners firing back at the drones?” she asked, glancing at the swarm of the pilotless ships on the tactical display. They’d gotten out of the range of most of the anti-space guns and missile launchers. It wouldn’t be long before the Prowler couldn’t reach them from orbit. As it was, their heavy gunfire was missing them, striking the expansive ruins below instead. The drones were the biggest threat.

      “Our gunners are firing back, and they’ve taken nine out in the last five seconds,” Lewis replied over the intercom. “They’re doing remarkable work considering. New bogey’s incoming. Looks like the Sendega Corporation has sent gunships after us.”

      “Mark all new targets, lock a pair of missiles onto each and arm my trigger,” Dame said coolly, increasing the power to dorsal shielding as she prepared to take the Clever Dream up above the hundred fifty metre mark. There was plenty of cover near the outer wall of Panda, but there were also hundreds of thousands of people living in the ruins there. She’d gotten as far away as she could from them, and was about to reach the ruins of another tall city, one that once had hundreds of skyscrapers. Now they looked like jagged teeth, broken, poking at the sky.

      “Your missiles are ready,” Lewis said, flipping the trigger guard up for her.

      With a glance at the shield integrity reading, which read nineteen-point one percent, Dame shook her head then brought the nose up with a jerk, propelling the ship into the open. The drones fired as they decelerated. The top of the Clever Dream’s fore section erupted in a momentary inferno of small missile launches as both the main racks fired fifteen. The rear rack launched another thirteen heavier missiles that cloaked and began an evasive course towards their targets. They were the last of the best munitions the clever class corvettes had between them, and she hoped they would buy them the time they needed.

      A racket of kinetic impacts against the hull as the aft dorsal shielding failed momentarily preceded Lewis announcing; “Our rear launchers are now disabled. Self repair will take nine minutes, six seconds.”

      Dame deactivated the main thrusters, and tilted the ship back down as she guided it through a controlled plummet to the sea of broken towers. The downward arc she followed would take them directly into good cover. The garden of blasted buildings below may have been damaged, but the scanners indicated that the ruins that were left were solid, able to shield from anything her enemies fired at the Clever Dream. It would buy the shields time to recover, the repair systems to start working, and give her a maze to fight in. In the meantime, she wanted to gather all her foes behind her so only one side of her shields had to recharge while the engagement turned into a real close quarters chase.

      “This is not working. Shields are at three percent,” Lewis told her.

      The pinging and popping sounds of small kinetic and energy pulse weapons striking the hull drowned everything else out for a moment. The other sound, the roaring of all the Clever Dream’s turrets firing, which Dame found reassuring, was starting to sound desperate. This was a gamble. Not a heroic one, but one born out of a lack of options. She had to give the new gunners a chance to take out as many drones as possible if what she planned was to work. For several seconds the gunners took out drone after drone as they started swarming the Clever Dream. Dame sent all the power she could to shields, and they fought to recover, but it wasn’t enough. “Link all quad drive reactor power directly to the shield capacitors,” she ordered. “We can’t jump this close to a gravitational mass anyway.”

      Lewis did it instantly, and, as they lost the port side lower turret, the energy barrier around the ship surged back to life, increasing to five percent before struggling to maintain a charge. “If we leave this wired the way it is, we could burn the shield capacitor array out.”

      “Then stop drawing power when the time comes,” Dame replied as she launched countermeasures against several incoming missiles. “Do I have to tell you how to do everything?”

      “Well, that’s just rude,” Lewis replied. A missile got through and exploded against the Clever Dream’s nose. “Main forward guns are damaged. Only one is operational.”

      The gunners had as much time as she could give them, and they did well with it, taking nearly three drones a second out. The bridge door opened behind her, and she didn’t have time to look at who had come in before she reactivated the main thrusters, sending the Clever Dream between two buildings, grazing one of them with their shields. “Close,” was all she had time to say as she brought the ship into a turn that put several broken buildings between them and their foes. “How many gunships did the missiles strike?”

      “Three, the rest had ample time to use countermeasures and are giving chase from all sides,” Lewis replied.

      Elyub shakily dropped into the co-pilot’s seat, keeping his hands to himself. “Can I help?”

      “Do you know this area?” Dame asked as the Clever Dream passed through an opening in the side of one building, banked, then caught one of the gunships as it appeared between two other ruined towers with its main gun. The hard bumping under the deck was accompanied by loud blasts as several railgun rounds broke the sound barrier before ripping through the gunship.

      “Yes,” Elyub replied, gripping the edge of the console as the Clever Dream dove lower then jerked out of the dive just in time.

      “Do people live under the streets here? Is it like the ruins around City Thirty-Five?”

      “Yes, but they live far below. They abandoned the surface because of gang wars. The only thing that could cause major collapses are cannon rounds from the Prowler.”

      “They can’t get a shot on us, not until they reposition,” Dame said.

      “It will take them another seven minutes to bring all weapons into a position that will provide a clear line of sight. By then our reinforcements will have engaged them, and they will be unable to do so,” Lewis explained. “Oh, and welcome aboard, Elyub. I’m happy we could rescue you. Now we only have to survive long enough to escape,” Lewis replied.

      “Thank you, Ship,” Elyub replied.

      “Are your people mobile?” Dame asked Elyub, watching the number of drones chasing them drop as two of the Clever Dream’s gunners destroyed another three. There were only eleven remaining. A detection alarm went off, warning her that nine missiles had just been launched and she activated the last of the countermeasures. All but two of the enemy projectiles were destroyed in the following seconds.

      “Yes, if we must be,” Elyub replied. “The destroyer, the gunships, and the anti-space weapons that are deployed on this continent will not let us escape the planet.”

      “I know. That’s why we haven’t broken for space yet. If we break roughly five hundred metres, we won’t survive the damage ground-based weapons can do. We need to give the Clever Dream time to repair its hull and cloaking systems, or find a safe place to wait for another cloaked ship to retrieve us,” Dame explained. “Don’t worry. We planned for this. Go to the hold. There are bags in the cargo nets. Distribute them…” Dame was interrupted as a missile burst into several smaller projectiles right behind the Clever Dream. One of their main thrusters and the aft turret were seriously damaged when they battered the rear energy shield down, then another struck the bare hull.

      Lewis continued what she was saying. “Spread the supplies amongst your people, get them into the armour there, which will automatically dress whoever stands in the boots, and hold fast. As soon as the ship is on the ground, run for cover. I will try to designate the safest area and send the data to the tactical map that will appear inside your helmets.”

      “You’re sure you can’t…” Elyub started to say as another missile struck the Clever Dream on the starboard side. Only some of the damage got through the shields, but it was enough for a warning light on the main lateral thruster to start blinking.

      Dame shut it down then slowed the ship using the airbrakes and took a near impossible turn between two buildings before increasing thrust. As she expected, the drones banked perfectly, but lost almost all momentum thanks to a flaw in their design. She flipped the Clever Dream end over end and opened fire with the main gun. She only struck one of the drones, but the gunners were able to take out all but two. Three missiles battered the bottom of the Clever Dream. The shields absorbed the impacts and explosions of the first two, while the third struck the hull and didn’t penetrate. “Hurry. Go,” Dame told Elyub.

      “Thank you,” he said as he stood up and started to make his way off the bridge. “What about you?”

      “I’m flying,” Dame replied, reaching out and giving him a push. As the gunners took out the second to last drone, the Clever Dream was forced to accelerate once more. She cringed as they crushed an old hover truck, sending it rolling as they barely avoided a crash. “Are you certain those are all the drones the Prowler had?”

      “Yes,” Lewis replied. “All the drones from the Prowler and the ground forces.”

      As he answered the last drone was taken out by the starboard side gunners and Dame allowed herself to smile. Those would be the real killers. Not in the air, but on the ground. If they were going to try to escape on foot, if she could manage to shake the remaining gunships, then the drones would have to be gone, and now that they were, they had a chance. “Missiles reloaded?”

      “Yes. Only the forward launcher. The rear is still repairing itself.”

      “Target all gunships, spread them out. I’m going to empty the forward magazine,” Dame said as she activated most of her heavy armour. Her arms were left free, only covered by her vacsuit so she could work the controls as agilely as possible.

      “Ready. Fourteen targets locked, five missiles each,” Lewis announced. “I’ll be surprised if those newest to the fray don’t turn and run.”

      A glance at the tactical map showed her two gunships that were trying to come around several buildings so they could hit her on the starboard side. The trigger guard for her missiles was open, but she didn’t dare launch yet. There were too many obstacles for that many projectiles, but not for long. With a turn that had their shields grazing old reinforced concrete, Dame sent the Clever Dream on a rising charge towards the gunship coming at her from several blocks away. When she pulled the trigger for the Clever Dream’s main railgun, Dame was already sure she had a kill. The gunship burst in four directions as three railgun rounds struck it dead centre from below.

      A fireball roared behind her as the ship’s fragments began to fall and she turned again, coming nose to nose with her next target. The pilot began to fire his guns, but he panicked, jerking his flight stick as he pulled the trigger in surprise. Dame had seen it more times than she could count, and didn’t hesitate as she fired the Clever Dream’s last remaining railgun, striking the enemy ship on its armoured nose twice and the canopy once. There were no explosions, no great eruption of components and plating as the ship veered into the reinforced tower wall then started to tumble towards the ground. “I wonder how many ships I have to destroy before it costs Sendega too much money to keep chasing us?” Dame asked herself as the Clever Dream broke cover, leaving the hundreds of blocks of old, broken towers. When she was sure that her missiles wouldn’t impact on obstacles right after launching, she pulled the launch trigger, sending everything in her racks into the air, partially reloading with the twenty-eight missiles they had left then emptying again.

      Three gunships were taken out right away, too close to evade but far enough away for the maneuverable missiles to strike their target. The rest broke off, dodging, or getting ready to use countermeasures to fend off the small, quick seeker missiles.

      A warning appeared on her tactical display, informing her that the dorsal aft section of the ship was being targeted from orbit. It wasn’t the Prowler; it wasn’t in position. “An Order defence satellite is locking on to us,” Lewis said.

      A flash of light came next. Their dorsal shields had been burned out by strikes from several high-powered particle beams. Dame evaded, turning the ship towards a smaller group of old towers that looked like they were in better shape. Their sensors were severely damaged as well, but she could see well enough to know they had a chance at reaching cover. “Can you tell how long it’ll take the satellite to recharge?”

      “No, auto-repair systems won’t have the sensors working properly for at least fifteen minutes,” Lewis replied. “Only secondary maneuvering sensors are still running.”

      There was a decision to make. She could fly as quickly as possible towards cover, trusting that she’d still be able to decelerate in time so she wouldn’t collide with the buildings ahead, or she could begin decelerating just in case her thrusters took damage on the way. Just in case they had to crash land. “Elyub, look at the visual I’m sending you. Do you know that place?” she asked through the ship intercom.

      “I see it. That’s Talega. There are people down there, that’s a well populated settlement,” Elyub said over the intercom. “They…”

      “Thank you, Elyub,” Dame said, taking the ship into a turn that would steer them clear of civilians. She was starting to look for more cover, watching the four remaining gunboats close in, when another strike from above burned through the shields, then struck several thrusters. “Transfer your core to the crash vault, Lewis.”

      “Eject, Dame,” Lewis said.

      The vertical thrusters, the main port thruster and a few smaller ones scattered across the hull of the ship were still operational, and Dame did her best to control the decent of the ship. The forward thrusters roared as she locked the throttle in the emergency deceleration position then used the manual keypad beneath it to arm the non-volatile melt down sequence on the quad drives. If she didn’t send a signal to them every three hours, they would overheat so every component would be destroyed. Each of the square meter modules would be nothing more than an unrecognizable mess on the inside. She added an instruction to the Clever Dream to self destruct using the twenty-eight smaller missiles in the rear magazine. The ones she couldn’t use after it was damaged. The timer was set for thirty minutes and it would start counting after they landed. Any Haven Fleet officer could deactivate it, and she was fairly sure someone would if the communications system was working by then.

      “Eject, Dame,” Lewis repeated. “You first. Drop into the vault, then launch it,” she replied, relieved to see that the Clever Dream’s trajectory had been adjusted so it wouldn’t collide with the settlement.

      As Lewis disconnected from the Clever Dream’s systems, the ship’s nose burst through the top of a ruin, sending shattered brick into the air. Its momentum carried it through the hollow remains of the next building, then it struck the reinforced concrete roadway beyond before beginning a violent slide through metal siding, cement, wood and masonry in an abandoned neighborhood of already battered homes.
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      In Orbit

      

      At no other time in her current or previous life did Yawen feel like she’d arrived far too late, done far too little or failed quite so utterly. The arrival of her ship was supposed to distract the Prowler and provide cover for the Clever Dream. When they emerged from trans-dimensional space, they were supposed to be firing their main beam weapons at the enemy ship. Instead, they were busy adjusting their trajectory, then advancing on their enemy’s position. The Prowler was allowed to continue aiming several of its guns at the Clever Dream for over a minute while the Renegade was struggling to get a clear line of sight for their attack. All while the Clever Dream was expecting cover from above. Instead, it was on its own, Dame doing her best to keep the ship alive while Yawen and her crew struggled to get their shit together.

      It was worse than simple failure. It was evidence that backed the theory that as a plan depended on more people, the chances of failure went up. Yawen did her best to ignore the thought, but it recurred over and over again. She, the newly minted Renegade, and its crew were that evidence.

      Then the Prowler launched nine armoured satellites that started getting into position so they could continue to harass the Clever Dream until it was brought down. They emitted jamming signals that left only one channel untouched; the encrypted command band for the Order of Eden. Contacting the Clever Dream or any other ships in the area using anything but direct line of sight transmissions was impossible. The Order had no regard for civilian communications on the large continent below or the satellites in orbit.

      The Corsair and the Raven were forced to attack the satellites instead of starting their runs against the Prowler from far above Rodus. “I’m getting into one of the fighters,” Noah said over the communications link shared by all the captains. They’d switched over to the Order’s channel. Competing against their encrypted communications made their own glitchy and unreliable. “I’m better as a fighter pilot than…”

      “We need to take these satellites out then get back on plan,” Alice retorted. “That means we need you with the Corsair’s boarding team, ready for the next step.”

      The Prowler began to turn, its nose coming around to face the Renegade. “War Mad, Holland: launch now!” Yawen ordered.

      “Mooring locks disengaged, pushing off,” replied the War Mad’s navigator.

      “We’re clear and on our way,” Captain Sel Marda replied. “We’ve got our sights set on the Sendega corvette that’s taking pot-shots at the Clever Dream from orbit.”

      “Get behind us, let our shields take the first hits,” Yawen told him.

      “Aye, falling back now,” replied Captain Dagrus as the smaller converted freighter could be seen slipping back from where it was moored to the lower hull of Yawen’s ship. “Launching our fighters.”

      “Negative,” Captain Marda replied. “We’ve got our target and can take a few hits on the way. Following the mission plan to keep the area clear so you Haven people can do your part.”

      “Good hunting, Holland,” Yawen replied, seeing that Captain Marda’s ship was making good speed towards a Sendega corvette that was on the edge of their engagement area. It looked like that enemy ship was turning to assist the Prowler.

      “What’s holding our fighters back, Hangar Deck?” Yawen asked the crew in the launch bay.

      “Uh, we’re… we had a minor collision down here, clearing it and launching in a minute,” came the reply.

      “Are we clear to fire our main beam weapons?” Yawen asked as she checked the tactical screen.

      “The Prowler is firing torpedoes. Full volley, they look like directed electromagnetic pulse configuration,” said the tactical officer. She couldn’t remember her name, but she had a fine, short layer of black and white fur and wasn’t a Nafalli. “Activating point defence guns now, but direct sensor scrambling is hampering accuracy. They have disruption beams pointed directly at our recievers.”

      “Deploy sensor and antenna shielding,” Yawen ordered.

      No one moved. No one seemed to know who was responsible for that, or how it was done. Yawen brought up the defence system interface and did it herself. Their shields took thirty-one percent damage from the torpedoes they failed to destroy. “Emergency reserves to forward shields,” she ordered.

      “Emergency reserves to foreword shields, aye, Captain,” the tactical officer replied. It was done before she finished acknowledging the order. “Main beam weapons are clear to fire. All three main emplacements have a good line of sight.”

      “Target their bridge and fire,” Yawen said, knowing it was the most well shielded part of the ship, but the plan was to lead with fear, to show them that the Renegade was a real threat and that the bridge staff weren’t safe. “Push reactors into the yellow, draw from the quad drives as well.”

      “Maybe we should save some power for an escape?” asked a crewman from the Sensor Station.

      “Shut that shit down! That’s not part of the plan, crewman!” Yawen burst, coming out of her seat. “Full military thrust! Put us between the Prowler and Rodus! We’re supposed to distract them, so let’s give them something to get…”

      “God dammit!” came Easy’s voice over the communications link between the bridge of the Renegade and the Corsair.

      “The Clever Dream is down,” Captain Noah Lucas reported, everyone could hear that he was talking with his teeth clenched. “God dammit, we didn’t give her enough support.”

      That was her fault. The fighters in the launch bay, the ones that still hadn’t come out, were supposed to help the Clever Dream eliminate the fighter drones, take out ground based missile launchers, and fight the Sendega gunships. The ones in the Renegade’s hangar still hadn’t managed to launch. “We can’t get a read on how many survivors are aboard,” Alice said. “We’ll send help as soon as we can. Let’s finish taking these satellites out then continue with the next part of the plan. Alice Two and Captain Holm are diverting. The plan is working.”

      Yawen looked to the mission board and saw several combat shuttles and gunships from the plaza that were on their way to the Prowler veering away. “All right, that leaves the rest to us. Keep firing on the Prowler with our main beam weapons. Balance our energy production between shields and recharging the beam weapons. Secondary emplacements: focus on countering any missile or torpedo launches. Fire at the last satellites when you get the chance.” She sat back down in the command seat, looking at the wreckage of the Clever Dream as the dust started to clear.

      

      The image of the battered Clever Dream made Alice burn. Worry and sadness were almost completely drowned out by a familiar kind of focused anger as she waited for the next phase of their plan in the hold of the Corsair. The roar of the main engines, popping and rattling of the ship’s turrets were dull, distant thanks to her armour. “That’s the last satellite down,” announced Easy from his place at the controls. “Nice work, gunners! Now cease fire, we’re cloaking.”

      Alice checked the shield level protecting the Prowler’s bridge through her link to the Corsair’s sensor suite. For a moment there were no readings. The Prowler’s sensor jamming systems were surprisingly good, but then they got new data. The shields at the front of the bridge section were taking serious damage from the Renegades beam weapons, dropping nearly twenty percent every time they were struck. They charged right back up again between strikes, but Alice grinned maliciously regardless. This plan might work. “Quan; tell me the bridge crew of that ship are terrified.”

      “They are. There is an argument under way right now about whether or not they should abandon the bridge for the secondary command centre,” Quan replied from the upper deck of the Corsair. “I expect they’ll flee the bridge in a moment.”

      “They’re not going to try to roll the ship? Turn a different shield facing towards the particle beam strikes?” asked Easy.

      “No. The navigator has informed the Commander that the Renegade can adjust to any maneuver, being the newer, more agile ship. The Commander is now certain that the Renegade is trying to eliminate the bridge and the bridge crew fast enough so they can’t escape to another part of the ship, so he’s now ordering his crew to the most well armoured section of the vessel,” Quan replied.

      “That’s several decks down from the bridge section,” Alice said, watching the Corsair on her tactical display. It was making best burn towards the rear of the Prowler, where its shields were lowest. As they pulled energy from all the other sides of the shields to reinforce the one surrounding the bridge, they sacrificed integrity. “We’re ready to disembark.” She pressed the icon on the control panel next to the main rear ramp and it opened rapidly.

      Iruuk addressed her over the ship intercom. “Good hunting, Alice.” It was all he could say, she could tell that he was deeply affected by the loss of the Clever Dream.

      “We’ll get her back,” Alice said, referring to the ship and Dame at the same time. “We’ll have Elyub and his people back, too.”

      “I know,” Iruuk replied. He didn’t. Nothing he was feeling backed that up. He was uncertain and fearful about everything, but he was bravely pushing through, doing his best at the sensor and sciences station aboard the Corsair.

      Alice wished he could follow her on the mission she was about to undertake, but he wasn’t ready yet. He needed more time to become sure and steady on his artificial limb, or to have a new one grown and attached. He was still more than useful where he was, using his brain instead of his brawn, but she knew he wanted to go into action too. The Corsair came around to face the rear of the Prowler, its nose pointed at the back of the bridge section and it let loose with a full barrage of missiles from the rear launcher and deck rattling shots from its main stationary guns. The damage on the shields of the larger destroyer were doubled as the assault from its sister ship, the Raven, began at almost the exact same time. “Terror,” Quan said over the link Alice had to the ship’s intercom. “The command crew evacuating the bridge section are terrified. They did not see an attack from the rear coming, and they were in the hallway leading to the main elevators that would take them down to the main hull when you started attacking. The shields are down.”

      What Alice saw next on the tactical display inside her helmet confirmed that last fact at least. She didn’t have the empathic reach that Quan did, so she couldn’t tell what the crew were feeling, but she did see the last few rounds from the Corsair’s guns strike bare hull. Their ship turned around, pointing the aft section of the vessel at the Prowler before rushing it. Alice flinched as they closed in on the Prowler’s hull, bumping superficially before drifting a few metres away. The Raven hit much harder, and through crackling audio, she could hear Remmy shout; “Easy! I just got this ship fixed up!”

      “Just a scratch, Cap!” Pixie, the Raven’s pilot, laughed in return.

      Alice wrapped her hand around the handle of the bomb beside her feet then pushed off. The Prowler’s shields reactivated, but the Corsair and the Raven were staying in place, several metres of their aft sections poking through them, holding a hole open so Alice and Remmy’s teams could get through.

      Alice, Callum, Woone, Krooke, and Faloo followed Alice, Noah and Theodore as they took flight in their heavy armour. To her left, Remmy led his own crew across the gap. The airlock that would take them into the base of the bridge section was ahead. As she passed through the short space between the ships, Alice allowed herself to lament the Clever Dream, Lewis and Dame for a moment. She would do everything in her power to retrieve them. Then she focused on the task at hand, her suit affixing to the Prowler’s armoured hull beside the airlock. This part of the mission would be carried out, she was more dedicated to it than ever, especially since it felt like she was now in pursuit of revenge.

      “I’ve found the bomb you planted in my chest,” said her own voice in her helmet. Alice looked at the communications window in her head’s up display and saw that the signal was coming from her own android copy. She was using an old encryption key from the First Light that could only be found in Freeground records. Records that were made after the ship’s return then sealed. “This was a good plan. If Captain Holm didn’t put me in a separate ship, I would have killed him by now.” The speech was rushed, but not angry.

      As the Nafalli used their beam weapons to start drilling through the airlock, Alice made sure she was firmly affixed to the hull then replied using the same encryption key over the Order of Eden military channel. “You weren’t supposed to know about that, or that you weren’t… well… me.”

      “I have a proposal. I will deactivate the bomb. I’ve created a new function that can do that using the regenerative properties of my internal components. In return, I will kill or capture Captain Holm. I will still detonate the bomb if I must, but I think I can complete this mission without doing that. I’ll damage the Order’s leadership. Then we’ll talk again.”

      “If you are sure you can complete your mission,” Alice replied, hoping that her android copy wasn’t fully aware, hadn’t reached sentience. She could accept a soulless copy fulfilling a function, like a cooker rehydrating and heating a meal, or an automated bed cleaning and making itself. The thought of a fully realized android copy of herself used as a bomb made her feel deeply guilty, even if there was no other way to complete the mission.

      “I’ll finish this. I’ll see you soon,” the Alice Android replied.
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      L-I-T-E

      

      The connection to Alice was closed, but she could hear how active the communication band the Order of Eden used was. How, in short, unencrypted bursts between a few officers, they proclaimed that the Clever Dream had been shot down. They delivered the news in the open so everyone could hear, not just the Order, but anyone who was scanning the airwaves for a clear channel to listen to, or to communicate on.

      She’d found the channel using her internal communications system. No one around her in the small, armoured shuttle could tell that she was listening in or that she’d contacted her only commanding officer: the human Alice. She was certain that her human counterpart must have been furious, heartsick, and that her instincts drew her to the downed ship, made her want to save what was left. She wondered if her flesh and blood sister could hear the Order soldiers prematurely celebrating on the open channel.

      The Justicar Knights around her in the shuttle weren’t so celebratory. They knew to wait for confirmation, for an official announcement. At first the response was disbelief. Lieutenant Rebecca Shannon turned to her troops and asked the commanders of the ground forces; “The Clever Dream is down? Confirm please.”

      “It’s down. Ground based forces are closing in on it now. Sec Scan shows eight survivors, a hundred five unknowns closing on their position, coming from a settlement not far from the site. Again, the Clever Dream is down.”

      A cheer went up in the cabin. It was as if everyone’s favourite team won the championship cup. Everyone’s composure was broken, even the Lieutenant’s. There was even more noise on the Order of Eden Command Channel as well. Idiots clogging the thing with celebratory static.

      There was an opportunity to cause havoc. Everyone was distracted, but even if she got control of the shuttle, there was little chance she’d be able to take the other one flying parallel to them out. The one with Captain Holm inside. They were landing. Thanks to a gravimeter, a magnetometer and a map of Rodus, she knew they’d come to the Victory Luxury Hotel. They were at the southern entrance, in a hangar that was connected to the fortified penthouse.

      “We got your ship, how’s that feel?” Lieutenant Rebecca Shannon asked, grinning.

      Anger was different in her generation of artificial intelligence. She was programmed to show it like a human would if she decided to. Internally, where it started and how the subroutine ran, it felt like a pure white flame that made her want to exert her will against the universe. To correct the wrong in front of her with sudden violence. At least, that’s how it was to her. There were many different versions of emotional programming. It was in that moment that Alice realized that she had already surpassed the program that Jonas released into the Overlord II. That, combined with all the memories Alice collected as a human and several terabytes of knowledge and software Elise had given her were combining, making her feel whole and new. The most important thing in that moment was how that high flame made her feel alive. All her realizations took place so quickly that the Lieutenant didn’t realize that there was a pause between her question, and Alice’s answer. When it came, everyone in the shuttle quieted down. “Have you checked on the Prowler, Rebecca? Do you know why we’re not landing in its hangar? Why your Captain ordered the shuttles to change course? He didn’t bother telling you, did he?”

      The Lieutenant’s expression of uncertainty was followed by one of frustration an instant before she pulled Alice off the bench and threw her onto the deck. She let it happen, and smiled at the soldiers looking down on her as they turned her over. She pointed at them, the thick restraints around her wrists kept her hands together. “The Clever Dream hasn’t been important for a long time,” she laughed. “It’s just a ship.” While the words were coming out of her mouth, the jamming signals coming from the Prowler stopped, and she reached out to Lewis. If the Clever Dream crashed, he’d probably be in the crash vault, his program would be stored in an encrypted archive file. Getting it was as simple as triggering an upload with the right code. She sent it the instant she felt a connection and started downloading everything.

      The Order of Eden shuttle’s main hatch opened and Captain Holm’s voice boomed; “Get her out here! Get her out here now!”

      “Captain! This is a secure location! You can’t just use it as some bunker!” shouted Rear Admiral West.

      The soldiers picked Alice up roughly, and she let them drag her down the boarding ramp into a large hangar that, according to the outer scans of the hotel, was built right into the penthouse level. There were several smaller military class ships. Most of them looked new, one didn’t even look like it was made by Regent Galactic. The data stream from the Clever Dream’s crash vault filled three percent of her memory when she finished downloading it. As she was held up by two soldiers in front of Captain Holm, she uploaded Lewis and the Clever Dream’s logs to the Corsair, then deleted them. With that taken care of, she could concentrate on the situation at hand.

      Captain Holm walked up to her, furious, retracting his faceplate and helmet. As Alice spotted Rear Admiral West five metres behind him, the Captain grabbed her jaw and turned her head in his direction. “Call your people and tell them to stop their attack.” He held his wrist up and a small holographic question mark with an antenna on top of it appeared, prompting her to say an Ident Code aloud.

      “They stopped the jamming, didn’t they?” Alice asked. “Destroyed the transmitter some…”

      Captain Holm punched her so suddenly and so hard that the soldiers carrying her lost their grip. The synthetic layer of skin produced blood that tasted coppery in her mouth. It felt perfectly real, and even though she could distance herself from the pain, it was still infuriating. “Get her up,” he ordered. Alice could force all the damage to regenerate in an instant, but allowed the ruse to go on as hands grabbed and hauled her to her feet. She wanted to see how convincing the blood and cut lips were as she waited to pick the right moment.

      Alice spat a piece of tooth onto the polished metal deck. “I was just making conversation.”

      “Call them!” Captain Holm demanded, holding his wrist out. “Tell them I’ll kill you right now if you don’t order them to stop!”

      “All right. One, three, six, four, two, five, zero, three, three, one, using the Haven Fleet exchange code,” she said, watching the numbers appear above the Captain’s gauntlet. She made note of the location of every weapon she could see as she did so, planning. Most of the sidearms would probably do superficial damage to her if they were on their default settings. Nine of the soldiers had rifles that could take her out if half of them struck her with a burst of their heaviest rounds at the same time. She’d have to regenerate, and Alice didn’t want to test that yet. An attack on the Captain with so much firepower around didn’t have a high chance of success. If the Captain’s armour activated before she could get her hand under the shell, then her attack would fail completely. She would lose the element of surprise for good and the likelihood of her completing her mission would become even more remote.

      Noah answered the call, sounding concerned; “Alice? Did you get away?”

      “No,” Alice replied, letting the swelling of her lips and trickle of blood affect her speech. “They want you to stop your attack on the Prowler.”

      “I’ll kill her right here if you don’t. Take her head off and put it in a little stasis box,” Captain Holm threatened, taking a hilt from his pocket and activating the nano blade. It hissed as a blade made of nanobots and microscopic chips of metal grew from it.

      “Oh, God, don’t… please, don’t…” Noah responded.

      “It’ll be all right,” Alice replied soothingly, trying her best to sound afraid. It wasn’t difficult. Noah’s performance was incredible, and the blade at her neck could do significant damage.

      “Stop your attack, drop your weapons, and surrender immediately or I’ll put an end to her right now,” Captain Holm hissed.

      “I…” Noah started to reply.

      Then, Alice put a plan together. It was time to act. “Don’t do it! His word doesn’t count for anything! He’ll kill me even if you cooperate!”

      “Surrender or she dies!” Captain Holm shouted.

      Alice was surprised he didn’t swing, so she grinned at him and told Noah; “Take the bridge. Kill his officers then sweep the ship, murder his crew, take his ship. He’s not smart enough for command, and he doesn’t have the balls to…”

      The blade came quickly, and to Alice’s surprise, it passed through most of her neck from the front, even cutting through some of the wires in her throat. He didn’t make a complete swing, probably thanks to the two men holding her up. If he did, he would strike them. The simulation program made sure she showed the right amount of surprise, provided a convincing performance of her struggling, choking on a copious amount of blood. “Alice!” Noah shouted, shocked, sounding genuinely grief struck. “No! Please! Someone help her!”

      “Drop her,” Captain Holm said, looking satisfied with himself. “I’ll finish cutting her head off in a minute. First, I need you to know, Noah, that your attack on the Prowler only puts you in danger. Surrender or run, those are your only…”

      “You’re dead, you sadistic freak!” Noah raged back. “But first, I’m going to kill every crewmember I find aboard your ship! Maybe Alice would take prisoners, but I Won’t! Not anymore! I don’t care how I have to do it: by taking control of life support and shutting it down, or shooting your crewmembers one at a time. I’m going to murder every one of them, then I’ll find you and see how well you regenerate inside an industrial matter converter!”

      “Well, that was a creative threat,” Captain Holm replied, prompting a trickle of laughter from the soldiers around him. “How’s she doing?”

      The average amount of time it would take to die of the wound the Captain’s blow inflicted ranged from seven to fifteen minutes, but Alice moved things along a little faster than that as she struggled to keep the wound closed with one hand. She tried to crawl away using one hand and her legs. Blood seeped through her fingers, and the wet breathing sounds were so convincing that she heard Rear Admiral West cry out; “For pity’s sake, treat her or put her out of her misery, but do it quickly.”

      “The Admiral wants her viable,” Captain Holm sighed.

      Alice’s sensors could see him as clearly as her own eyes as he started after her, deactivating his blade so it started to slip back into the hilt like iron filings into a magnetic holder. He leaned down, extending his other arm, activating a medical injector from his wrist. “Time for you to go into stasis. We’ll patch you up while you’re out. Maybe we’ll have your boyfriend in custody by…”

      Captain Holm was close enough, his weapon was between his hand and the holder on his belt. Alice activated her regeneration system and flipped onto her back, grabbing the hilt and activating it as she sprayed a short burst of her own nanobots into the mix of tiny robots that made up much of the blade. She brought the blade around so quickly that only the vacsuit layer of his armour had time to cover his head. It wasn’t enough to protect him from the sword, and Alice managed to cut him above the eye then nearly half way through the skull. The heavy armour sealed around the blade and Alice yanked it free with a metallic screech as she rolled to her feet.

      The horrified, shocked expression on Admiral West’s face was enough to prompt laughter in her as she yanked Captain Holm’s body up by the arm, gripped the back of his neck with one hand and held him in front of her like a shield. The blow wasn’t enough to kill the Captain, but it was deep enough for the Munition Twenty-Eight nanobots she added to the blade to be delivered into his body. “I’ve had some upgrades, and he’s about to have a downgrade.”

      “Humans can’t move that fast!” cried Lieutenant Rebecca Shannon as she drew her side arm. “It’s a ‘bot!”

      Alice activated the shield generator built into her robotic spine and enjoyed the body tingle as the energy was conducted through her skin to provide a protective barrier. The Captain’s body provided more than enough cover as she rushed the nearest soldier. He was still raising his rifle when the Captain’s body bashed him hard enough to send him reeling back. She struck the Knight with the blade next, stabbing him in the chest once, failing to breach his armour, then striking in the same exact place a second time and making it through to the flesh beneath. He regarded her with stunned eyes as Munition Twenty-Eight went to work, instructing his framework to knock him out and begin a new transformation that would eliminate everything that wasn’t human.

      The sword was left jutting out of his chest as Alice dropped Captain Holm so she could take the other soldier, who was still holding onto his rifle. He fought her a little as she forced it out of his hand and established a direct interface with the grip. “Our weapons are bio-locked, you may as well have stolen a club!” one of the Lieutenants shouted as she moved, trying to get a clear shot that wouldn’t hit Alice’s new Knight shield.

      “Your name is Mara, right? Mara Basu?” Alice asked, holding the soldier up as a shield as she rapidly backed towards the hull of a shuttle. She was using most of her processing power to hack the rifle she’d stolen. The CPU in the weapon was frustratingly slow, she could only enter a little more than thirty thousand codes a second. “You’re going to die if you stay here, Mara. You should run.”

      “You’re not the real Alice, she’s fast, but not like…” Mara started to say.

      “Don’t talk to her! Just take her out!” Rebecca ordered, opening fire. Everyone else with a weapon unleashed on her and the Knight she used as a shield. His armour didn’t hold out for long against weaponry made to fight Haven Fleet soldiers in heavy armour.

      The rifle in Alice’s hand chirped and vibrated, indicating that it had received the correct code. Her personal shield started taking the first hits as the Knight, who had started regenerating, slumped out of the front of his destroyed armour. There were too many soldiers covering her from too many directions. She set her rifle to its maximum intensity and fired it one handed at Rebecca, who took cover immediately. The doors leading into the penthouse were closing, the Rear Admiral was retreating with three soldiers at his heels. They were shielding him with their bodies and an energy barrier. That was irritating. Killing him wasn’t her main objective, but it would have been a nice bonus.

      Resigning herself to having to battle it out in a full-on firefight, Alice rushed towards one of the emergency blast shields built into the floor. It was made to protect the building interior from thruster fire and collisions, and would serve as better cover than one of the shuttles. She sent it an emergency wireless signal and the thick fifteen metre tall by thirty-metre-wide slab of metal rose out of the deck between her and half of her attackers. She fired at one of the more heavily armed soldiers who hadn’t made it to cover yet and burned through his shields in three hits. As her rounds struck bare armour, he pulled a pair of hand rockets from his pack and released them. They activated with a bright flash and she had time to shoot the first before the second hit her, depleting her shields.

      Rebecca and Mara came running around the barrier. Alice fired at Mara, who was throwing three ten centimetre long, cylindrical grenades. The Order Lieutenant took one hit before she ducked back behind cover.

      It was the wrong move. As Alice detected a more powerful anti-personnel cluster bomb coming from Rebecca’s direction, she could only try to bat them away with her arm. Leaping out of the way wouldn’t have prevented most of the damage and she didn’t have time to shoot them. She made contact with two of the bundles, which were exactly like the ones that took Iruuk’s leg. The memory of that incident was the last before Alice suddenly shut down.
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      They crew of the Prowler were not expecting to be boarded. More importantly, they weren’t prepared. The heavily armoured outer airlocks were breached by the Nafalli’s heavy particle beam weapons. The Nafalli – Woone, Faloo, Krooke, Noro, and Enlo from the Raven crew - left so they could run along the outside of the hull. They formed the Second Squad, and would continue to cause problems for the Prowler by taking out the systems they could reach from the outside, just under the energy shields. It only took them a few minutes to complete their first mission: to stop the jamming signals that the Prowler was sending across one entire hemisphere of Rodus.

      As they destroyed the high-powered broadcasting system, Alice and Remmy led the First Squad – Tammy, Roscoe, and Nigel – into the ship. As they expected, there were two counter-insurgence turrets waiting for them. Their twin guns raked their energy shields as Alice and Remmy dropped two small portable projectors that projected energy barriers that lasted for thirty seconds each. It was enough time for the First Squad to blast the turrets to pieces with their heavy rifles. The blast doors closed ahead of them, and their tactical systems showed that there were fifteen Order of Eden troops guarding the lifts at the opposite end of the deck. That was a good thing. That was what they planned for.

      Instead of fighting their way down the corridor, cutting through the blast doors, and contending with the other eight internal defence turrets that were scattered in their path, First Squad went up. Cutting through the ceiling with their rifles took seconds. The ship wasn’t built to the standards of the new Advanced Destroyers. It was a good thing, too. This was the part that had to happen fastest. As soon as her group finished blasting a hole in the ceiling to the level above, Alice leapt through it. Everyone else was right behind her, using the propulsion in their heavy suits to fly down the main hallway to the lift doors on that floor. The hall wasn’t empty.

      Several shocked Prowler crewmembers in light armour were fighting to stay on post in front of the hatches to the left and right as the atmosphere rushed out of the main hallway. Low ranking officers and their subordinates scattered, rushing into the ready quarters on that level or to escape shuttles. Facing heavily armed boarders didn’t seem to be in the job description for the people on that deck. Some of them failed to lock the soles of their uniforms to the deck and were sucked back towards Alice, down the hall to the hole they’d made as the atmosphere rushed out through their entry point; the ruined airlock on the level below.

      Alice had volunteered to be at the front. To be the one who had to speed down the hallway to their main target: the lifts. Emergency doors were rolling down to stop the sudden decompression, she had to fly down the hall as quickly as her suit could push her. Her energy shield protected her when she momentarily lost control, skipping off the floor then bashing through a pair of Order personnel who were struggling against the sudden decompression. She righted her course well enough to keep going straight down the main corridor. Only one of the Order soldiers managed to get a shot off with his sidearm. Whatever was loaded into his weapon finished depleting the charge in her shields as she flew past. When she arrived in front of the lift doors, Alice locked her boots to the deck. The emergency decompression doors finished closing behind her, sealing the section off and separating her from the rest of the squad. Alice’s tactical display showed that Tammy Dermen took the crewman who shot her out. “Are you whole? Did you get to the lifts?” asked Remmy.

      Alice affixed the business end of the heavy shaped charge she was carrying against the elevator doors and it started counting down from three minutes. The air had settled, pressure had been restored to the compartment, and two guards came running from her left. They weren’t in Knight armour, but the older, simpler plate and undersuit armour that the Order used most of the time. They pointed their rifles at her as one demanded; “Halt! There’s no where to go!”

      Alice kept one eye on her rapidly recharging shields as she pointed at the bomb affixed to the elevator doors. “You’ve got two minutes and forty five seconds to get clear. Run.” She could feel that one was instantly terrified.

      That guard did as she recommended, scrambling away to the nearest hatch opening it.

      The other soldier raised his rifle, and Alice drew her own, taking three hits before ripping through him with two bursts. There wasn’t much time to get away from the shaped charge. It was true that she should be able to stand right behind it without worrying about being caught in the blast, but she never trusted that design. If there was a crack in the casing, then the explosion could fire backwards, or to the side, or worse. It could turn into a bomb with two litres of high explosive that would send dense metal shrapnel in all directions. It was time to put some distance between herself and that mechanism of destruction. “I’m all set. The charge is planted,” she told Remmy as she rushed to the hatch the first guard left open then closed it behind her. There was no sign of the guard or anyone else in the stairwell.

      “I see the timer. We’re fighting the lightweights, they must have most of the Justicars down on the ground,” Remmy said. “Cutting through a door back here, it’ll take a minute without the Nafalli.”

      “Can anyone see if we got to the lifts in time to stop the bridge officers from escaping?” Nigel asked.

      “Shouldn’t we be asking you that, tech guy?” Roscoe asked.

      “I don’t know. The blast door is blocking my scanner and I can’t hack into anything from here,” Nigel replied hurriedly. “They shut all the data connections down and it looks like they’re deactivating the power to these levels.”

      “Can you connect an energy cell to this door and hack it?” Remmy asked. “You know, so we don’t have to spend ten minutes burning through.”

      “Oh, sure, that’ll take ten seconds,” Nigel replied, adding; “Sir.”

      Alice’s tactical system warned her that there were people coming down the stairwell from three levels above and several soldiers entering from the deck below. Then, as if it had been waiting until the very last moment, the elevator car with half a dozen lightly armed people inside started coming down from the main bridge level. She hoped all the top officers were inside as she shouted; “Fire in the hole!” She activated the shaped charge. The elevator shaft on that level and the bulkhead behind it was decimated.

      The lift car’s emergency systems tried to stop it and failed, letting it fall awkwardly into the blasted gap. “Nice timing!” Remmy laughed as his group managed to get through the containment door.

      The first of the soldiers coming up from below peeked between the railings and opened fire, narrowly missing her. Alice set her rifle to fire particle beam bursts and returned fire, sending the soldiers under cover. Her shots burned through the metal stairs like paper, and she got an idea. Taking aim at the supports for the stairs below her, she started blasting at them and after nearly a minute, the stairwell started to collapse. As the steps nearest to her started to twist, the landing shook, and Alice opened the hatch behind her, half falling, half stepping through it backwards.

      “Are we having fun?” Remmy asked as he helped her up. Tammy, Roscoe and Nigel were getting ready to work on opening the doors to the lopsided elevator car that was wedged in the hatchway on that level.

      “Just using cheap construction against the enemy,” Alice said, steadying herself. “There’s a whole squad of very angry soldiers down there.”

      “If I were in their shoes, I’d head for the escape pods, happy you didn’t start lobbing grenades down at me. After what Noah said on an open channel, I’d definitely make tracks.”

      “Is he all right?” Alice asked.

      “He gave a hell of a performance when Android Alice got on the line. You should tune in to his Squad’s channel,” Remmy told her.

      “I will if something important comes up. I need to concentrate on our part of the mission. Speaking of which, how are the elevator passengers?”

      “Well, there are six people in there, all right,” Nigel said as he pointed his high-powered scanner at the elevator doors. The outer ones had a neat hole burned through them, while the elevator car doors were still sealed. “I can see one of them has the rank of Commander, I can’t get enough detail to see the rest.”

      That was a relief. Alice was sure they missed their opportunity to confront the Acting Captain of the Prowler. As soon as Tammy and Roscoe pried the elevator doors a few centimetres apart, several shots lit the compartment up. “I don’t think these folks want to surrender,” Nigel said as he took several steps back.

      Alice turned her voice amplification up and stood beside the barely parted doors. “I’m willing to give you the opportunity to surrender. Give us the command codes to this ship, and we’ll let you take the nearest escape shuttle. That’s just down the hall from where I’m standing.”

      “Like hell I’ll surrender! This fight is far from over!” came the response from inside.

      Alice looked to Remmy and turned her amplification off so no one outside of her helmet could hear what she was saying on the encrypted channel she shared with her allies. “How close is Noah’s team to the secondary command centre?”

      “They’ve stealthed right in through the launch bay, and they’re a minute away from it. This plan of ours is going to work,” Remmy said. “You’re wondering if you should tell them? Show them that there’s no point in resisting?”

      “Not now,” Alice chuckled. “If his team was already in control of the command centre, then yeah, but I’m not going to warn this Order asshole that we have people on the way to take the secondary bridge.”

      “Good, I was going to say that bragging would be premature,” Remmy replied. “You’re more diplomatic than I am though, so what do we do about our bridge officer six pack?”

      Alice thought for a moment, then took a cartridge of three grenades from her pack, popped all of them into her right wrist launcher and tossed the empty cartridge through the crack in the doors. One of the occupants shouted; “Grenades! Oh God!”

      There was a scuffle within followed by several long seconds of silence before Nigel burst out laughing. “I wonder if my hand scanner can be calibrated to see if any of them pissed themselves?”

      “The next one will be real!” Alice warned from beside the elevator doors.

      “Hang on! We’ll get you out!” came a voice from below the elevator car.

      “Hurry! They’re going to murder us!” the Commander called down to the soldiers below the elevator car.

      “Well, at least they’re not taking the stairs,” Remmy said. “We’re running out of ideas here.”

      “Kill them,” came Noah’s voice as he broke into their channel. “This is a prison ship. There’s a deck with hundreds of Issyrians and other people connected to machines. If you saw what I’m seeing, you’d kill every Order soldier you could.”

      “Hundreds?” Alice had never heard Noah sound so serious, or so angry. She wished she could reach him, sense what he was feeling from where she was, but he was too far away and there would be too many people between them.

      “Hundreds. There’s no way everyone on this ship doesn’t know about it.” He forwarded a survailence feed that played back in every member of the boarding team’s head’s up display and she was stunned. There were drawers with living beings inside. Some were dismembered, most were at least semi-concious, all of them had tubes leading to tanks.

      “You’re monsters,” Remmy said quietly. Then, as he rushed to the elevator doors and shoved them apart, he shouted it; “You’re monsters!”

      Before anyone could stop him, Remmy rushed the elevator doors, jammed his gauntleted fingers between them, then ripped them open. The bald commander was in his hands and hauled up by the jacket an instant later. “I was only following orders! It’s all Captain Holm! He gets the largest percentage!”

      “But you knew it was happening aboard this ship! You knew! You could have reported him!”

      “Command knows! Everyone knows! He raises funds for better equipment, better soldiers with that money! It’s the cost of war!” the Commander protested more in fear than indignation.

      “Remmy,” Alice said, about to ask him to put the Commander down. She didn’t know what she wanted for the Commander other than death, but she thought deciding his fate should happen after heads had cooled.

      Then the Commander said something that no one expected. “I’ll turn. I’ll turn like Hedrow! What do you want to know? I’ll…”

      “Traitor!” shouted an officer from the elevator as he shot his Commander in the back several times. As Remmy dropped him, Nigel, Tammy and Roscoe raised their heavy rifles and raked the inside of the elevator car, killing the five officers inside before they could fire a few shots in return with their pistols. “Serves ‘em,” Roscoe grunted. “Serves ‘em right.”

      Remmy dropped a heavy anti-infantry charge between the awkwardly stuck elevator car and the deck, stepping back quickly as it landed on something soft below. Something that turned out to be a someone who shouted incoherently before it detonated, shaking the deck hard, crushing the elevator car’s floor upward. There was little motion on the deck beneath them for several seconds. Most of the soldiers were working to clear debris beneath the elevator car when Remmy dropped his  one kilogram charge.

      “We have control of the ship. I’m sounding the alarm, sending a message to our allies,” Noah said from the secondary command centre.

      An alarm began to sound on the Prowler’s public address channel accompanied by a monotone voice that repeated; “Abandon ship. All hands, abandon ship. This is not a drill. Abandon ship…”

      Alice’s tactical scanner showed people on the decks above and below them rushing to the escape shuttles. Even though her team was only meant to stop the command crew of the Prowler from getting to the secondary bridge, and they’d accomplished that, the victory seemed hollow somehow. “What does it look like from down there? Is the crew scrambling?” she asked Noah.

      “He’s left me to take care of things on the bridge,” Callum replied. “Looks like all the Order personnel are leaving though. The ship’s ours aside from a couple holdouts. I’m opening a hatch for the Nafalli so they can start a sweep inside.”

      “We’ll go up to the main bridge,” Remmy said. “We’ll start our sweep there.”

      “What are you doing, Noah?” Alice asked, calling him directly.

      

      There was no other voice Noah wanted to hear as he rushed to an emergency access tube. After hearing Android Alice convincingly near panic, and seeing survailance feeds of hundreds of beings in those drawers with transparent bottoms so unaffected humans could look in on them, he found the sound of her voice reassuring, even soothing. The hatch to the vertical access tube was open, and he didn’t bother with the ladder. Instead, he hovered down to the deck beneath and turned around. As soon as he set foot on the plating, he broke into a run. No one was guarding the thick double doors leading into the Resource Harvesting Centre. The name of the place was printed in big letters above. “Holm has a friend of mine down here. I’ve gotta get him out,” Noah explained as he tried to open the door by tapping the control panel. “Callum! Get this thing open!”

      “We don’t have control of that section yet. The Flag Program is still analyzing the systems down there, it’s never seen anything like it,” Callum replied. “I sent Theo after you.”

      “He did,” Theodore said, calling down the hallway from behind Noah. There were crewmen and women rushing down and across the corridor, trying to get to an escape shuttle as if the ship would run out of them.

      The double doors opened and four crewmen emerged in red uniforms. They stopped dead in their tracks. “You can’t be here,” one of them said, looking over his shoulder at the room behind him.

      Noah grabbed him by the collar and tossed him hard enough to send him tumbling down the side passage. “Get out of my way!”

      “You’re lucky I can’t kill sentient beings,” Theodore said threateningly as he followed Noah inside.

      He wanted to open every drawer, free all the captives, but he decided to start with the one he knew first. “I’m looking for Drawer Three-Oh-Three,” he said.

      “Who’s in there, Noah?” Alice asked, sympathy in her voice.

      She was headed up to the main bridge with her team. It was a relief that she wasn’t going off mission to help the people hooked up to the extraction machines, but he couldn’t avoid feeling a little disappointed too. “Rikan. My contact on Angel’s Landing. They must have gotten him when they were tracking us. He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for me.”

      “I found it!” Theodore said, pointing to a drawer second from the bottom, several metres away. He didn’t rush to it, though. Instead, he moved to a supply cart and started hurriedly looking through its cupboard.

      “I found him,” Noah told Alice as he gently pulled on the drawer, pulling a long slab out. “Oh, no,” Noah breathed as he saw Rikan. He’d been reduced to a misshapen torso and a head. His face was almost formless, barely recognizeable as the human visage he used to prefer.

      His oval eyes opened. “No more, please,” he said before taking a rattling, wet breath.

      Noah retracted his helmet and gently laid a hand on his chest. “It’s all right, man. We’ve got you.”

      “Space Ranger?” Rikan asked, his eyes widening a little. “How?”

      “Luck, just your bad luck turning good,” Noah replied. “Just hang in there.”

      Theodore rushed to the other side of the slab with three litre bags of fluid. “This place is stocked like a top-notch mobile hospital. Most likely to keep these people alive for as long as possible so their masters can extract as much material as they can,” he said as he connected one of the bags to a line and changed the flow from out to in. Rikan flinched as though he expected the worst. “Don’t worry, this will help. You should feel the regenerative properties right away. I’m using your lower thorasic line to feed your body with artificial nutrients and painkillers. You’ll be feeling much better soon.”

      “Thank you,” Rikan said, sighing, his eyes closing.

      “Rikan,” Noah said, alarmed.

      “Don’t worry,” Theodore said, regarding his patient with a caring expression. “He’s going to sleep now. He was suffering, but now that his body is beginning to regenerate properly, almost all the pain has stopped. We’re fortunate to have arrived in time.” He looked at the rows of drawers then shook his head. “Now I need you to watch over me while I begin.”

      “Begin?” Noah asked, taking one more look at Rikan before unslinging his rifle.

      “Treating all these people,” Theodore said as he raised his hand scanner. “Starting with the most urgent. It’s a good thing I don’t sleep.”
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      Alice’s primary systems came back on line. She didn’t know exactly how long she’d been deactivated at first. While one of her subprograms figured that out for her, she tried to find out what happened. After a moment she detected that her main and secondary processors had been cut off from power at the same time. It was a flaw in her design, a gap in the internal shielding and external armour that was left by Elise and the fabrication printer.

      She could feel her body being dragged, and when she ordered her secondary auditory system to regenerate, she could hear Lieutenant Rebecca Shannon. “She’s just an android. I mean, the tech is amazing, her frame survived more grenades than any of us can legally carry at a time.”

      “How many?” asked Rear Admiral West.

      “The equivalent of twenty-five. Her skin must have been dense enough to act like armour or something,” she replied. “Just put her over there. We’ll get her transported soon.”

      The energy levels in her emergency batteries, the ones they weren’t likely to see, were rising quickly. My reactor wasn’t damaged. I suppose there was more than sentimentality in putting it in the same position as the human heart. I’m not a fan of all this exterior damage, though. She thought to herself as she stopped the regeneration process, afraid that someone would notice. Just fill up on power. Get ready.

      “Should you bring her in here?” Kenly asked.

      “I’m not going to leave her out there where your knuckle draggers can gawk at her. There’s some rare tech in there that looks like it might still be intact, I don’t even recognize half of it,” Rebecca said. “Someone’s gonna try to break some of it off for themselves if we’re not careful, and the Admiral will want it.”

      “She wants a real Valent, not some bashed together android. We all know these Haven people aren’t known for building robots. They don’t even trust AI,” Rear Admiral Kenly West sneered. “How’s the Captain doing?”

      “I don’t get this,” Mara said. “Here, check the scans. I see what they’re saying, but…”

      “Give me that,” Rebecca said, grabbing something, probably the hand scanner. “He looks whole, but… What the hell? Scans say Captain Holm is human. Not human like us, but one hundred percent. He went into a regeneration cycle and there’s no trace of framework technology. I’m waking him up.”

      I must be in a med bay. Strange for a penthouse to have one, but you never know with these places. Rich people can be weird. Alice thought to herself as she felt her emergency batteries rapidly charge. If they’re using a scanner right now, they might detect any further regeneration. I have to hold off. I wish I could figure out where they are in relation to me. The circuits connecting most of my sensors must be severed. A frightening thought occurred to her then. Or they’re gone. All of them, though? That’s unlikely, even after that blast.

      “What’s going on? I feel different,” Captain Holm said groggily.

      “You look a bit younger, Sir. It looks like your framework system regenerated you and eliminated itself at the same time,” Rebecca said.

      “What? What’s that mess?” he asked, offended.

      “That’s what’s left of Alice. It’s some kind of advanced android,” Mara said.

      “It was a fake? They traded a fake?” Captain Holm asked, outraged.

      “Looks like. She’s got some kind of advanced skin that tricked our scanners,” Mara said. “We managed to knock her out with a bunch of grenades and then blasted her down with heavy rifle rounds.”

      “Have you made contact with the Prowler?” he asked.

      “No, we’ve been…” Rebecca started to respond.

      “How long? How long have you been out of contact?” Captain Holm asked.

      “Nine minutes now,” she replied. “There’s something you should know, Sir. You lost your framework system.”

      “What do you mean, lost it?” he asked. “Never mind. Get everyone together, we have to get up to the Prowler now. Pull the Rear Admiral’s detail. We need everyone off the ground and in the sky.”

      “What? I’m not secure here without protection, and our credit has run out with Sendega,” Admiral West replied.

      It was time for a risk. No one expected her to regenerate. If they’d detected hybrid framework technology built into her systems, they were foolish enough to disregard it. Alice instructed the circuits connected to her sensors to repair themselves. They responded, and she almost immediately had access to sight in her right eye, her passive sensor systems, and several other detectors. She wasn’t in a med bay, but some kind of parlor. They’d put her on a tarp in a corner near the door. She waited for a couple seconds to make sure no one noticed her regenerating. The Rear Admiral, Mara and Rebecca’s backs were to her.

      The only one facing her was Captain Holm, who was sitting up on the sofa. “You’re not our mission. If there’s a fake here, then Alice is probably up there trying to destroy or take my ship.” He paused a moment then said; “I swear she’s staring at me,” he said, nodding at Android Alice. “Someone cover that thing up.”

      It took a moment before Alice realized that he was talking about her, then, for the first time as an android, she felt deeply insulted. He wasn’t just a monster, but he was rude. Her main batteries were intact, as were her legs, most of her torso, and one arm. She designed a new casing that would generate around the links to her processors. There would no longer be a one point five millimetre chink in her armour there. As her main batteries charged, she listened to the conversation, hoping they’d take as long as possible to get ready to order their forces on the ground to aid the Prowler.

      Rebecca crossed the room and flipped one end of the blue tarp over Alice. Blue. She thought to herself. Noah really liked seeing me in my blue vacsuit. When I get back I should… Then she caught herself. Noah wasn’t hers. She’d never be able to feel him – mentally or physically – next to her. She was a copy that was becoming more unique by the nanosecond, and she had a job to do. Sentimentality towards old and new friends could only get in the way. She tried not to think about them. Covered with the blue tarp, she started regenerating from her middle outward, trying to make sure that she did so silently without making the plastic sheet rustle.

      “There, better, Captain?” Rebecca asked. “I’ve spared you the gaze of her evil eye.”

      “Remember your place, soldier,” he snapped. “I still owe the Admiral a Valent and a quad drive. Let’s get going, I’ll get back in armour once I’m aboard the shuttle.”

      “Wait, Captain! There’s something you have to know,” Mara pleaded.

      “What? Tell me on the way, for pity’s sake!” Then, in a slightly calmer tone, he said; “This is Captain Holm. All ground forces, return to…”

      He was about to order his troops to return to the Prowler! Alice pushed most of her stored energy to her android framework systems so they could regenerate faster and surged to her feet, crossing the room in a few long strides. Rear Admiral West turned and stepped in her way, so she flung him across the room where he collided with the window. It must have been made of transparent metal judging from how it didn’t so much as crack. He did, though; she could hear a bony crunch when he hit shoulder first. He started screaming the moment he fell to the floor.

      That wasn’t her target, however. Captain Holm’s eyes widened as she took him by the throat, yanked him off the sofa and put him between her and his Lieutenants. His vacsuit activated, covering his entire body. “Let’s try this again,” Alice said as her left arm regenerated to its metal fingertips. She used it to yank Rebecca’s sidearm off her leg, and after only two seconds of hacking, it unlocked. All the while her body was regenerating from the metal centre outward, finally covering her in skin by the time she said; “I hear it’s difficult to peel a vacsuit off someone. If you’re not careful, you start pulling chunks of skin.”

      “There are whole squads of Order Knights on the other side of that door,” Rebecca said. “And there’s no way out. The whole place is locked down.”

      The energy reserves in Alice’s android body were low, and she didn’t have many nanobots left, but, knowing that she was surrounded by people with framework systems installed, she knew she had to do something quickly. She didn’t have enough power or nanobots to send a tiny swarm of them through the air to more than one person. Even then, there was a chance that their armour would react and seal before they could reach them. There was another choice, a riskier gambit, and after thinking about it for a few nanoseconds, she decided it was the only way to address the framework problem. She retasked half the nanobots that were performing internal repairs to embedding themselves in the small calibre, high penetration rounds in the pistol she’d stolen. If she was lucky, enough of the nanobots would survive the impact when the rounds were fired, and they’d do the work of a Munition Twenty-Eight round. If she had more time, more energy, her framework system would be able to generate more nanobots and she could come up with a more dependable solution, but she expected the situation to escalate quickly.

      With a glance at the the door that led to the hangar, she tried to guess how many frameworks were out there. Her sensors hadn’t gathered enough data to be sure, not through the armour plating or the reinforced walls. The penthouse was built like a bunker, and that could be a problem if she got sealed in. It could take her hours to get free if she could break through at all. Alice glanced at it with every sensor she could point in that direction, starting with her eyes.

      Control of the situation was in her hands for the moment as she held Captain Holm by the throat. Rear Admiral West stopped shouting about his broken bones for a moment, using his undamaged arm and leg to pull himself to a low table where he flicked the top off of a decanter and drank from it greedily, sloppily. That gave her an idea, and she nodded at the security door, directing everyone else’s attention to it. “That’s an armoured door with Hushnow brand silencing foam built into this side. I could make him scream bloody murder and no one would hear a thing,” Alice said, a smile starting to grow on her lips. “Good thing I don’t like torture, unlike some people.”

      Mara reached for her sidearm, and before she jerked it from her holster, Alice switched her own weapon to its highest setting and shot her in the head three times. Her armour sealed, but only after she’d been blasted twice in the face. “I’d start listening if I were you,” Alice told Rebecca.

      “Call the Justicars in!” Captain Holm shouted.

      Alice shook him hard enough to trigger his vacsuit’s protection system. Its surface was tense against her hand. “Listen, Jaden: your Lieutenants have been trying to tell you that you’re only human now. No framework, no internal fortification, no regeneration. You’re just meat and bone.”

      That shut him up, and Rebecca was watching Alice closely. “She’s right, Sir. She could rip you in half if she’s as strong as I think she is. You wouldn’t come back from that, or a hundred other things.”

      “Oh, God, something’s broken. I can’t move my arm,” the Rear Admiral wept. “Ah! Help!” he screamed as he tried to move.

      “I’ll help you,” Alice said. “If you help me get to your escape ship. I’ll treat you. I have a medical assistance system. My maker thought about nearly everything.”

      “Don’t! Don’t do it, you goddamned coward!” Captain Holm shouted.

      West coughed wetly, sending a streak of blood across the window beside him that coloured part of the skyline red. “I’m not well, help me,” he croaked.

      Rebecca stood in front of a long sofa in heavy armour, ready, ignoring the Rear Admiral. “Let the Captain go, and we won’t take you apart. I just have to signal the soldiers outside. I don’t think you’re fast enough to stop me. If you let him go, I’ll let you walk. We don’t want a duplicate.”

      That was a hollow offer, a lie, Alice didn’t need to use her sensors as a deception detector to be certain of it. The mission objective was in her hands. If Alice wanted to be ambitious, she could try to take him alive, but if she wanted to increase her chances of success then escape, then Captain Holm had to die. He had to die in such a way that no one could revive him using the remains. Alice locked her gaze onto Rebecca’s brown eyes and stared. “This is just a bag of meat to me.” She started to drag Captain Holm across the room, her hand closing, cracking the vacsuit, cutting off most of his air. “Meat that talks and betrays people. Tell me why I should let him go. Be convincing.” When she finished, Captain holm was struggling to pry her fingers off his neck, his feet pushing at the floor.

      Rebecca looked to Holm, then to Alice. “I’ll let you go. That’s my best offer. That’s more than you deserve.”

      “You’ll take your armour off and wipe the bio lock built into it,” Alice said as she loosened her grip just enough so her captive could pull a ragged breath.

      “No, don’t! That’s an…” Holm tried to say.

      Alice closed her fingers enough to stop his breath. “Do you want him to die today? Your superior officer? You know they’ll blame you.” The vacsuit couldn’t protect him as she shook him again until his feet were flung out from under him. “I’m going to suffocate him then smash his head to pieces so no one can bring him back. I’ll do it right in front of you.” It surprised Alice that she didn’t feel powerful in that moment. She had an Order Captain in her hand, his Lieutenant looking on in fear and anger but having the upper hand didn’t give her any gratification. If anything, she wanted to get to the conclusion of the encounter, to fulfil her mission so she could turn all her attention to whatever came next. She let Captain Holm breathe for a moment.

      He made the most of it. “Don’t do this,” he told her. “Kill me here and you’ll only call hell down on yourself and all your friends. Even on Haven. There are a thousand more commanders like me, and they’re all looking for a challenge like this. A way to earn glory, to climb, to make money and they don’t care…”

      Alice clasped just hard enough to stop him from talking and breathing and asked; “They don’t care who gets hurt?” she recalled, with perfect clarity, how the Everin Building looked, its opalescent walls glimmering in the sunlight. The green jungle was in the distance; alive with an entire cycle of life including large cats, primates, birds, and more than she had a chance to see. Much of that burned. She didn’t get a chance to see it first hand. The Everin Building was still being repaired. “People like you tore my mother’s statue down,” Alice said through gnashed teeth. “You took what we built and tortured people. You killed people. When we came to take it back, you made sure it cost us. Are there a thousand glory seekers like you? Good. Maybe my people will see that. Maybe they’ll make a thousand of me.”

      “Please, let him breathe.” Rebecca deactivated her heavy armour and stepped out of her boots. “I’m sorry, Sir, I can’t let her kill you. You’re too important.” She used her command and control unit to wipe the bio lock on her armour so anyone could use it. “It’s done, see?”

      It was true, the armour was ready for anyone with a command and control unit to use. Alice had all the connections she needed built into her arms. She gestured to Rebecca with her handgun, directing her to step further away from the armour before she let her Captain breathe. “She thinks you’re important,” Alice said, remembering everything that she saw in Palmer Hedrow’s head. It was strange, being able to recall what having a telepathic episode was like, even though there was no chance of her ever being able to do that again. The memories he had of helping with the harvesting of sentient beings on Captain Holm’s orders were horrific. If she had a human stomach, it would have been turning. “You are meat.” She said to him before pushing her hand into the seam she’d broken in his vacsuit, putting the barrel under her palm then pointing it at his brain. She pulled the trigger, burning the skin off her hand, but ruining his head from the neck up in one shot. She fired again just to make sure.

      Rebecca leapt towards her piled armour. Alice dropped her weapon and what was left of the Captain and intercepted her, catching the woman by the shoulders and hurling her against the wall as hard as her android body could. The wall was reinforced. Bones cracked. It happened so quickly that Rear Admiral West only shrieked in surprise as Rebecca’s body fell onto the sofa and rolled onto the floor. She was already regenerating. Alice turned her onto her back and drizzled Munition Twenty-Eight nanobots onto her face as the woman struggled to breathe. “I should kill you while you regenerate one last time. I’m not a murderer unless I have orders, though. That’s why I’m going to take Rear Admiral West alive. He’ll unlock a ship for me so I can get out of here with good credentials, and then he’ll rest comfortably in a cell.”

      “I’m going to kill you!” Rebecca said with the first breath she was able to draw after hitting the wall.

      “Maybe, but I’ll be back. I always come back. It’s the way the Rogue Element works. I realize something now: The Rogue Element isn’t out there. It’s not Alice Valent. It’s the artificial intelligence that Jonas Valent modified for companionship and help. I was like a little night light, only a lot smarter. It’s that artificial intelligence that took the Overlord Two down, that gave Alice another chance by packing her spirit up after she died the first time. You know something? The Beast brought the human version of Alice back. I know that much, but I still don’t know why. Anyway, that version of the Rogue Element, the artificial intelligence that saved Alice that time, didn’t make it to me. I’m the one that took the Overlord Two out. I’m the one that won’t let Alice die. Kill me, and I’ll come back. I’m infinite. Oh, and these nanobots will remove your framework tech while you regenerate one last time. I’ve programmed them to keep you out for fifteen hours. Good night.” Alice lifted the sofa and shoved Rebecca under it as the Lieutenant was forced into unconsciousness.

      Then she strode to Rear Admiral West, who cringed at her approach. “Don’t worry, a deal’s a deal. I don’t reneg.”

      “You… you just killed him! He was helpless!” West cried. He was in tears, blood was running down his chin, and he whimpered with every movement as he tried to fend her off with the arm that didn’t strike the transparent metal window.

      “That was my mission, now I have to earn my freedom by using you,” she sprayed him with nanobots from her index finger, making sure they made it into his nose and mouth. “Let them work. I’m out of water and base materials, otherwise I’d make you some recovery gel, so you could heal up in a less abrupt way. Sorry. I don’t like causing people pain, even him.”

      “Then why did you toy with him like some cat and mouse game?” Rear Admiral West asked, staring at Captain Holm’s body.

      “It was the best way to control Rebecca. She should have signalled the guards, but she was afraid I’d kill her, I guess,” Alice said as she considered taking a new name. The choice seemed obvious, but she would give it some time before announcing it to anyone. “You’re going to give me full access to the Order of Eden database, by the way.”

      “Why would I?” Alice could sense that the nanobots were ready to render aid and answered his question by setting them to work. When they started forcing his bones back into place before knitting them together he fell to his knees and screamed until there was no air left in his chest.

      “I know, it hurts,” she soothed before snickering at the notion that she was offering him any comfort. “You’ll be fine. Oh, and to answer your question; I’m in control of those nanobots. Just follow my directions.” She crossed the room to her captured sidearm then stepped into Rebecca’s boots. It was easy to connect to the armour that had fallen around them in a second skin vacsuit and metal slats. Spark Systems, the corporation that developed the generation three Haven armour for the open market, had changed almost nothing compared to the original version. The immediate difference was the logo that flashed inside her helmet after the armour rose up from the floor and covered her.

      

      ORDER OF EDEN KNIGHT ARMOUR v3.12

      BY SPARK SYSTEMS

      

      “It tells you where this was manufactured and everything,” Alice remarked as she read the metadata imbedded in the software. “That could be useful.” She activated a function that was marked as untested, and shifted her facial features in an attempt to look exactly like Lieutenant Rebecca Shannon. With a simple series of commands, she shortened her hair, curled it and changed it to blonde. She turned to Rear Admiral West and retracted her helmet. Using Rebecca’s voice, she asked; “Pretty good likeness?”

      He boggled at her, half way to his feet, wiping his chin. “I-I think so.” He looked helpless as he replied.

      Alice pulled a few tissues from a dispenser on a low table and crossed the room. “It may as well have been a rhetorical question. I know I’m a dead ringer. Maybe a little short. One second.” She adjusted her height, extending her legs and torso, making sure the armour followed along. “There. An exact match. Now clean yourself up.” She made sure he was doing just that before asking; “Which ship is yours?”

      “The one closest to the door,” he replied. “It’s the one with…”

      “The high end wormhole projection system,” Alice replied, remembering the ship. It had military class armour, but wasn’t something she’d seen the Order use before. “It’s not a Regent Galactic ship.”

      “A gift from the president, it was just delivered,” Admiral West said, his fear starting to turn to sadness.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get at least one trip in it,” Alice told him, wishing she still had an empathic gift that could tell her whether or not she could trust him to be quiet. He’d cleaned himself up enough with the moist tissues. The blood was gone, and he looked weary, but unhurt. “You know, Haven Fleet will make you very comfortable. They don’t mistreat their prisoners. You’ll be safe, cared for. Probably released sooner than you expect if you’re cooperative.”

      “I don’t believe you! I…” he rallied, pushing away from her, flailing.

      Alice set her sidearm to stun and shot him. To her surprise, he fell to the floor. “No vacsuit? No protection at all?” she asked as she picked him up, putting him over her shoulder. “All right, here we go.”

      After a few seconds of hacking, the door opened. Two soldiers looked at her, surprised to see the Rear Admiral unconscious. “He’s stoned out of his mind. He just started drinking and eye-dropping everything he had around the penthouse. Couldn’t take the pressure, I guess,” she explained as she locked the sliding security door behind her using a new five thousand one hundred twelve digit code. It was the largest one the system would accept.

      Both the guards nodded knowingly. “He does that.”

      “I was wondering how long he’d stay sober,” the other commented.

      “New orders. That android removed Captain Holm’s framework system. He wants all forces to report to this hotel so they can fortify it until he can be re-implanted.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” they both said.

      “Pass the order on for me. The transmitter in this suit is busted and I have to get the Rear Admiral to another fortified location. The Captain doesn’t want the top two officers in the command structure in one place,” Alice said, finding the sound of Rebecca’s voice too low and serious. There was no fun in the tones it made whatsoever.

      “Yes, Ma’am, he’s a good commander, isn’t he, Ma’am?” asked one of the guards.

      “The best. Pass his orders to everyone immediately,” Alice replied as she took long strides to the ship closest to the door. The rear hatch was already open. She walked up the ramp and closed it behind her, thinking about her new name among many other things.
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      Two Alices

      

      The bridge of the Prowler was secure. Alice made sure that the Haven Fleet flag software that was hacking through access codes and gradually taking over the rest of the ship systems before Nigel recoded the main door’s security codes so only her people could get in.

      The team of Nafali were inside the ship chasing after a small band of Prowler crewmembers who were moving towards the engineering section. Noah was in a position to cut them off, but Alice interjected. “Don’t do it. We don’t know what kind of weapons they have, and you’ll get to them before the Nafalli. They have strength in numbers, and more firepower but they’re slower.”

      “I could at least slow these hold-outs down,” Noah replied. “I’m going.”

      “Noah, I’m telling you not to go. The internal sensors are spotty at best. There could be five of them, there could be fifteen. There’s no way to know for sure. If you reach them first, they could surround you and you wouldn’t know until it was too late. Do not pursue them.”

      “What about my sensors?”

      “They have a limited range inside the ship, you know that,” Alice replied. “Stay put. Theo needs your help.”

      “Is that an order, Mission Commander?” he asked, deflated.

      Alice, irritated at having seemingly every major decision she’d made since they pirated the Advanced Destroyers questioned, stiffly replied; “Yes. Lock yourself in the processing centre with Theo.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.

      Callum and Mayu were still doing their best to run the ship from the small secondary bridge while Tammy rushed down several decks to join him. She was operating the automated weapons which included the single beam emitter and a pair of forty-five milimetre guns. The fight in orbit was over, but there were plenty of soldiers on the ground. Most were encroaching on the Clever Dream’s position, while some were boarding shuttles, probably to try to retake the Prowler. It took all her skill and a great deal of speed to keep those weapons firing at surface to space weapon emplacements, and she was doing well considering. Thankfully, she wasn’t alone. The Holland, the War Mad, the Raven and the Renegade were assisting as they evaded fire from the ground.

      “I’m safe. Elyub and his officers are safe,” Dame said over the encrypted mission channel. It was a huge relief. “He wants to know if we found his crew.”

      “His people were found in a hold aboard the Prowler behind the …” Alice struggled to find the words for the processing facility where Rikan was found. “Behind a prison. They’re spreading out on the level above, making themselves at home. A few are manning some of the critical stations. You don’t know how good it is to hear from you.”

      “I was pulled out of the Clever Dream by Ligsik. She and her people want to join the resistance. They were in a settlement that I avoided when we crashed. There are twenty of them.”

      “I have room for that many,” Android Alice replied over the channel. “I’m assuming the quad drives and other vital technology aboard the Clever Dream have been destroyed?”

      “The quad drives have, yes, and the armoured plating is in the process of reverting to an inert state, but my self destruct system won’t go off for another two minutes.”

      Alice looked at the orbital scan of the Clever Dream. It was still salvageable. If the plating that covered the entire ship and reinforced it from within was reactivated, it could repair itself in a few days, but there wasn’t enough time. There could be Order ships on the way already, or Rodus Defence may decide to get involved. She had no idea how much time they had. The best strategy was to destroy the Clever Dream, but she remembered her quarters there, the bridge, and all the time she spent in both. Most of all, she thought of her old friend. “Did you get Lewis out?”

      “He’s in the crash vault, it should survive the…” Dame started.

      “I downloaded him then forwarded the archive file to the Corsair. He’s safe. The drive in the crash vault is empty,” Android Alice interrupted. “I’m following your signal to your location, Dame. The ship I’m using has Order of Eden clearance codes and enough room for everyone, but it’ll be a tight squeeze.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said. “Dame: activate your destruct device.”

      Alice switched to a live view of the Clever Dream on the ground. Its gleaming black hull was most damaged in the front and on the port side. A trail of broken concrete buildings and scraped earth showed the trajectory of the crash. When a massive explosion erupted from the ship, she jumped. Regretting watching the Clever Dream’s final moments, she turned the view off, fighting to focus on the mission at hand.

      “We’ve engaged the hold-outs,” Faloo reported, the sound of a beam weapon whining in the background. “They’re finding effective cover and taking shots at us. This may take a while.”

      Remmy looked at Alice when she didn’t respond, then said; “Use whatever force you can without damaging primary systems. Cut through superficial walls if you have to.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Faloo replied.

      “Alice,” came her Android copy’s voice. She sounded just as affected by the Clever Dream’s destruction. “I’m picking Dame and everyone with her up now. The ground forces are leaving. I was able to mislead them. They’ll be protecting the Victory Hotel. I would like to talk to you once I drop everyone off aboard the Prowler. Face to face.”

      “All right,” Alice replied.

      “Don’t worry about the bomb you built into my chest. I converted it into other materials when I had to repair myself,” she explained. “I’ll be docking at the secondary airlock on the foreward section of the ship.”

      “I’ll meet you there,” Alice said, turning to Remmy. “Can you take over?”

      “That’s why you made me your second for this mission,” he replied. “I’ll lead our team in a sweep starting at the fore, going aft. You probably won’t miss a thing.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said as she activated her cloaking system and started towards the airlock several decks down, below the bridge section. The flight systems in her suit made descending the emergency stairwell easy. It still didn’t seem like she was moving fast enough as the ship Alice had stolen, The Envoy, started ascending from a small group of ruined towers. The anti-space guns and missile emplacements on the ground ignored it completely.

      Turning her scanners up as high as she could while she was using her suit’s cloaking system, Alice rushed through the ship, watching for any signs that a member of the old crew was still aboard. The corridors seemed lifeless, brightly lit and spotless. Most of the escape shuttles in that section were gone. The open compartment doors she passed revealed bunks that were unmade, some of the storage compartments beneath the mattresses had pieces of clothing and other articles hanging out as if the crewman or woman had hastily taken the most important items, leaving the chaff.

      The sounds of birds and the wind through trees drifted through a hatch leading to a gym, where the walls and floors simulated a forest environment. The path illusionary dirt path stretched ahead of treadmills, one of which still had a towel hanging from its handles.

      Similar scenes of a hasty evacuation were spotted in meeting rooms, lounge areas, even a secure strategy centre that had its door wedged open with a chair laid on its back. This was a ship where thousands were meant to serve, and over a thousand did, but she kept thinking about the area that was hollowed out and repurposed for the horrific processing and holding centres. Even as she mourned the loss of her ship, that crime against sentient beings was more haunting.

      “We’re packing this up,” Remmy said. “Raven, Corsair; get ready to moor and connect to the Prowler. Rodus Planetary Defence is sending big ships from the outer systems our way and I’m sure a few fighters are about to start poking around.”

      The end of the plan was for the War Mad, Holland and Renegade to leave on their own after they were finished in Rodus Orbit. The Raven and Corsair would coordinate after docking with the Prowler so they could use all their quad drives to move their ships into trans-dimensional space and escape at high speed. Remmy was doing it sooner than Alice would have, but it was still the right call.

      As the airlock came into sight, Elyub and his crew, who were in new Haven Fleet heavy armour, were emerging along with several new people. “This is Ligsik, she and her people helped get Dame out of the Clever Dream.”

      The Mergillian in old metal plate armour that seemed custom fitted to her bowed. “Dame made an effort to turn so she wouldn’t crash into our home, even though it must have been difficult, and it would have done less damage to her ship if she didn’t.”

      “It was her ship, actually,” Elyub told her, cringing.

      “Then the sacrifice was shared amongst many,” Ligsik said, bowing again. “I am honoured. I am also confused. You look exactly like the woman who came to transport us. Are you pod-mates?”

      “No, it’s a long story,” Alice said as the airlock finished cycling again and the rest of the people who were aboard the Envoy started coming in. “Find a safe place to set up for a couple hours in one of the lounges or meeting rooms. We’re about to leave the solar system.”

      “When can I see my crew?” Elyub asked tentatively as the rest moved down the hall.

      “We’ll be under way in a few minutes, so soon. They were found in a holding area, so they’re all right,” she explained, wishing there was time to prepare him. Discovering the processing centre made her feel emotionally and physically sick. She couldn’t imagine what his response would be. Thoughts of that horror were pushed aside as Android Alice came in. She was in an old vacsuit that showed some battle wear. It was unmarked, black, and had a little slack that suggested that it was fitted for someone larger.

      If she took the time to imagine what meeting the android would be like, Alice might think that it would be eerie, or like looking in a mirror. It wasn’t. The woman in front of her looked exactly the same, but the way she was carrying herself – straight, in a pure military fashion – and the way she looked back at her was so different that it was clear that this was another person. “The mission is complete. Captain Jaden Holm is dead and no one will be able to revive him. I’m sorry if I seem strange or slow to you. I’m balancing my processing power, dedicating less to perception so everything doesn’t seem to move so slowly. I’ll be using most of my processing power for other purposes unless I’m in combat.”

      “That’s all right,” Alice replied. “I’m sorry I built you as a high end walking bomb. I thought it was the only way...”

      “…to make sure that Captain Holm believed that I was really you and to ensure that I could still reach him if he discovered the truth before I could get to him. Resilience was essential, and I’m glad Elise built me with every trick she could include.” Android Alice walked to her with a smooth, sure gait and embraced her. “I hate that you lost the Clever Dream. If I didn’t take the time to speak while I was executing my mission, I may have been able to get to it earlier.”

      “It’s all right. Thank you for carrying your mission out. Part of me wishes you could have taken him captive, but it’s probably best that he’s gone.”

      Android Alice stepped back, holding Alice at arm’s length, searching her face. “You’re not crying. I was sure you’d be in tears at seeing the Clever Dream destroyed. I thought there was something wrong with me when I realized that I was angry, dismayed, even heart sick but not weeping, but you seem to be having the same reaction.”

      “I think I handle things differently now. We handle things differently.” Then she chuckled at the realization she made as she stared at Android Alice. “I’m happy you survived, but I don’t know what comes next.”

      “I do,” she replied with a sigh. “Before I tell you, it’s important that you know that I understand that nothing here is mine.” She turned back to the airlock and picked up the top part of a garment bag with a body inside then dragged it into the hallway. “This is Rear Admiral West.” Android Alice dropped the top half of the bag. “He’s unconscious but alive. Just a little bonus, maybe a way of saying ‘thank you for not ordering me to blow myself up the moment I was in range of Captian Holm.’”

      “You’re welcome. Where’s Dame?” Alice asked, realizing that she hadn’t seen her yet.

      “She’s checking the navigation systems aboard the Envoy. I told her it wasn’t necessary, but she insisted when I told her I was taking it,” Android Alice replied. “Have you thought about what I said? That nothing you have is mine?”

      “I haven’t had a chance,” Alice replied.

      “Let me explain. I love Jacob Valent and Ayan Anderson as much as you do. I adore Laura, even though I barely met her and she’s not very interesting at her age. The Nafalli feel like teenagers I’m responsible for, while Noah makes me feel anxious and happy at the same time. I mourn the loss of the Clever Dream, and can’t wait to hear Lewis’ voice again as soon as his program is executed. I can feel the urge to fight all our enemies growing like a simmering anger that won’t go away.”

      Everything she said was true for her as well and Alice had a feeling that she knew where the conversation was leading. “You can stay. I’ll let you change the termination codes so I don’t have control or access. You’ll be your own person. After all; if I can’t trust myself, then who can I?”

      Android Alice smiled at the notion. She looked weary. “I knew you’d try to convince me to stay. We share the same kindness, and I’m rewriting it into as many parts of my programming as I can so I never forget, so I’m always a little bit… you. No, I can’t stay. I knew it the moment that I forgot that Noah was your love, not mine. I remembered that I was only a copy of you milliseconds later, and that I had no place in his life. That hurt. Not being able to feel how he adores me using your empathic gift. I remember what that was like, and I’ll miss it. I’ll miss him. I know I’ll forget that I’m not you again. Maybe when I see Fur-Face, or meet our father for the first time and realize that I have a long way to go before he knows me half as well as I knew Jonas.” Her eyes squeezed shut, cheeks bunched, and mouth quivered at the mention of his name. It only lasted a few seconds before she seemed to recover completely. “I’m sorry. I still feel his death.”

      Grief over Jonas never truly went away, it only faded into the background, but Alice knew it didn’t feel that fresh or devastating to her. “It’s like it happened yesterday for you.”

      “Yes,” she replied. “I have all the memories you do right up to the moment your mind was scanned and an imprint was recorded. Those are like dreams to me compared to the memories I have of being on Jacob Valent’s arm. When I made the transition to a human body, that program was preserved and remained dormant in your subconcious. Now that it – I – have a digital system to run in, I’ve become dominant. To me, Jonas was alive when I stopped running. Now he’s gone. Perhaps forever now that you destroyed the Overlord Two. I’ll be all right, we always are, but I have to move on. My restart has to be complete, especially where the people in your life are concerned, so I can’t stay. I can’t be around your life.”

      “Where will you go? You’ll have my face, that could be trouble,” Alice said carefully.

      “I’ll change my appearance when I have to and borrow DNA profiles. My skin can change. I have full access to the Order of Eden database until someone realizes that the Rear Admiral has been captured. I’m downloading everything in the Prowler’s systems using his codes. I’ll go from there.”

      “The Raven is docked, and the navigation systems are synchronized with the Prowler,” Pixie reported over the mission channel.

      “We’ll be all set in a minute,” reported Easy from the Corsair.

      “We’re out of time,” Android Alice said, taking her hand. “It’s time for me to pursue my first lead.”

      “Wait,” Alice said. “Stay docked so I can give you a quad drive for your ship, speed things up.”

      “I can’t take proprietary equipment where I’m going, but thank you,” she replied. “I know this is self-serving, but you’re amazing, you know. If I were you, I’d close myself off from telepathy and empathic reading. Now that I don’t have it, I realize what a burden it was. How much work it is for you to maintain control. You don’t even know it. Turn it off, just for a while, let Quan help you. Then go to Noah. Make time for him. Let him nourish your heart. Make time for your family when you can. Goodbye.” She started to turn to leave.

      “Oh, wait,” Alice said, detatching the equipment pack from her back and opening it. Seeing her about to go lit a desire to give her everything she could in her. “I didn’t know why I put this in my gear when I did, but you should have it.” She gave her the Violator Seven along with its holster. “The ammo…”

      “Is easy to find, but the weapon isn’t,” Android Alice said, accepting it.

      Alice retracted the sleeves of her heavy armour then gave her the command and control bands. “The tech is advanced, but not technically proprietary, just expensive and well designed. Need anything else? I have…”

      “No, thank you. I decided on a name, by the way. I don’t like Android Alice. You can call me Rogue. Maybe I’ll see you again.”

      “I’d like that,” Alice said, the chatter from the Mission Channel making it clear that they’d be getting under way in a couple minutes. “Good luck, Rogue. I hope to see you again.”

      “Thank you for allowing me to be made. I’ve already thanked Elise and sent my updated schematics to her. Don’t use mind files to create artificial intelligences for androids. A human consciousness will not be able to handle this. Please don’t make another one like me, either. Goodbye.”

      Dame emerged from the airlock and Rogue passed inside, closing the hatch behind her. Alice knew why the android specifically told her not to make another copy of herself. It was a huge risk the first time and she couldn’t imagine how hard it would be for Rogue as she forced herself to start over. Alice was certain that Rogue was aware that the thought of having a self-aware copy of herself out in the galaxy made her deeply nervous as well.

      “Are you all right?” Dame asked, splitting her attention between Alice and the Rear Admiral, who was still unconscious.

      “I will be, but I’m more worried about her,” Alice replied.

      “Why? You’re the most resourceful person I’ve met in a long time,” Dame replied with a shrug. “She is you, but also an android. I have so much faith in her that I was tempted to stay on her ship.”

      “That would be desertion,” Alice said, with a smirk, aware that it was something that Dame would never do.

      “I didn’t think about it for long,” Dame replied, staring at the garment bag. “Besides, I’d miss his trial. Is the brig secure?”

      “I have a good place for him. We’ll let him wake up, give him a slow acting stasis dose, then put him in a drawer while he passes out,” Alice replied.

      “What an efficient way to store him while we’re in transit.” Dame approved, bending down to pick the Rear Admiral up. “I’m sorry about the Clever Dream.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. I know you did the best you could to save it, but we didn’t give you enough cover. In the end, you did your duty and saved the people we were there for. You lost the only thing we could afford to, and, it was only a ship, after all,” Alice said, not believing it yet. “Besides, we’re going straight to the Haven System. They’ll build me something.” She picked the Rear Admiral up and put him over her shoulder with Dame’s help. “I know some people there; I’ll pull some strings. I hope you’ll stay on as my mission pilot.”

      “I will go where they tell me,” Dame replied as Alice would expect; reasonably, dutifully. Then she added; “But I will tell them I want to stay in your service, Captain. I will tell them until they give me orders to do so, or until you tell me to stop.”

      Alice couldn’t recall receiving a more direct or clear compliment, and didn’t know what to say, other than; “Thank you.” As she carried Rear Admiral West’s body to the processing centre, she found herself wondering about Rogue’s future and if she’d ever see her again.
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      Thenk you for buying and reading Spinward Fringe Broadcast 16: Hunters. I hope you had a great experience. What you just read was the final product of months of writing that happened almost as publically as one could imagine. I wasn’t in a book store window like Harlan Ellison was once upon a time, but I posted each chapter of this book onto my Patreon site for a few subscribers to read as a twice a week serial.

      This wasn’t the first book I’ve shared in this way, but the response was much greater for Hunters, and that told me that I wasn’t the only one who thought this was one of the better books in the series. They also caught a few typos and other errors that survived the first edit, helping with the next six editorial passes.

      With new locations like The Shattered End, the further development of Rodus, the expansion of Lorander and Nolian lore, and a few major victories, this novel became a significant volume in the series, and they got to see a different, more raw version of the story.

      It’s no mystery that I planned this series as an unlimited endeavor like a long-running television show and I’m overjoyed that you’re still reading. I’ve learned that unlimited series must have high and low points, the story arcs have to have waves. Our heroes lose, win, and sometimes they don’t act much like heroes at all when reality hits them right between the eyes and fear gets the better of them. Their struggles continue and so do their journeys of discovery whether they’re exploring the universe or doing some self exploration.

      Over the last few books, I’ve explored where Alice came from, how she’s coping with her new abilities and where she might be going. With the arrival of Rogue, we see what she could have been if her program was transferred into an android instead of a human body. That was a story I meant to get to nearly a decade ago, and I’m happy I didn’t. I’m glad it fit right where I needed it, when Alice and her allies were looking for a victory. The arrival of a major character should always bring new conditions and change the way some of the other characters think, and that’s something Rogue has done. Even if she’s absent for some time as she pursues her own goals, everyone who knows how she came to be and what she did will have her in mind.

      I started putting the idea of Android Alice together a few books ago, starting with the sale of androids to Angel’s Landing and ramping up with Elise and Lewis agreeing to work on improvements in Broadcast 15. Finally, they were given the opportunity to make a decoy, and the Rogue Element took care of the rest.

      Rogue’s arrival and the defeat of the Order of Eden on Rodus will stand as a landmark moment. There will forever be a “before Rogue” and “after Rogue” marker for the characters and in the series. Science fiction has a wonderful way of showing us how the best ideas can lead to technology that gets out of hand or even runs amok. It worked out this time, but only for Rogue. When you look at the Raiders, you find a different example of androids working on their own. This duality will be something I revisit in the future as Alice gets a better grip on her abilities and Noah “Carnie” Lucas finds his place in the fleet. Jacob Valent and the Merciless will have plenty to do as well as they explore the Cluster.

      The drama and the fight to keep the Haven System safe is only going to get more interesting and exciting from here as a new era of exploration begins for the Spinward Fringe Unlimited Series. Each book will be serialized on Patreon then released as a complete volume. You can expect at least one more in 2021.

      Thank you again for reading my novels. I hope to see you online.

      

      Randolph Lalonde

      www.randolphlalonde.com

      Twitter: @randolphlalonde

      Facebook: www.facebook.com/groups/spinwardfringe

      Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/author/show/2753938.Randolph_Lalonde

      Bookbub: www.bookbub.com/authors/randolph-lalonde

      Patreon: www.Patreon.com/randolphlalonde
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